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PROLOGUE

Like almost all Jews of my generation, coming of age in America in the 1940s, immediately after
the Holocaust and with anti-Semitism still alive in this country, I thought of myself as a
passionate Zionist and rejoiced over the establishment of the state of Israel and its 1948 and 1967
victories over its Arab enemies.

From 1957 to 1960 I served as the anti-submarine warfare officer on a US destroyer. Some
years later, after Egypt acquired four submarines from the Soviet Union, I wrote to the Israeli
embassy in the United States and offered to serve as an ASW officer on an Israeli destroyer if a
new war with Egypt were to break out before the Israelis could train their own people.

My offer was politely declined, and in any case I changed my mind when it became apparent
that soon after the 1967 war, Gamal Abdel Nasser, and then his successor Anwar Sadat, were
seeking to end the Arab-Israeli conflict, but were being stonewalled by the Israeli government of
Golda Meir. I considered writing to Meir to say that if Israel blundered into an unnecessary war
with Egypt—which, of course, in 1973 it did—she should consider my offer as canceled.

For the past fifty years I have been studying, teaching, and writing about Israel and the Arab-
Israeli conflict, and have many close connections in that country. I’ve been there many times,
served as a Fulbright lecturer at Haifa University in 1989, and given lectures at other Israeli
universities. I continue to have many dear Israeli friends. During this time I’ve become
convinced that Israel—with essentially blind US Jewish and government support—is well along
the road to both a moral and security disaster. The first step Israel must take to prevent matters
from getting even worse is to come to terms with the historical truth. Doing so may even be the
sine qua non to providing justice to the Palestinians, to save itself as an enlightened democracy,
and perhaps even literally save itself from an attack by fanatical Arab terrorists who have
somehow acquired nuclear or other weapons of mass destruction.

The prospects today for a just peace, it must be said, have never been so dim. What then is the
purpose of this book? Or even for completely secular Jews, like me, what is the point of thinking
of ourselves as part of the Jewish people if we fail to align ourselves with the best values of
Western civilization, to which Judaism has made a fundamental contribution? There was a time
when it was widely accepted—and not just by Jews—that the Jewish culture and tradition were
particularly committed to reason, truth, and justice. Consequently, when Israel was founded, and
vowed to be “a light unto the nations,” the belief was widespread that it might actually fulfill this
promise, or at least try to. Today that seems quaint, if not downright preposterous—but it wasn’t
always so.

I write now in the hope that an effort at honesty and accuracy might perform some service. I
feel something of a personal responsibility: these are, in some sense, my people. Their
mythologies have blinded them to the true history of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, and in their
oppression of the Palestinian people they have abandoned enlightened Jewish traditions, which
in my (secular) view constitute the best reasons for Judaism to have survived for twenty-five
centuries. One can only hope that correcting the historical record can make a contribution to
justice as well as truth.
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Introduction

Every nation has a narrative or stories about its history that are instilled into its citizens,
generation after generation. The narratives explain much about a nation’s motivations, policies,
and actions. In order to understand why nations behave as they do, then, it is essential to know
what they believe about their history. However, no matter how sincerely and deeply held,
national narratives often—perhaps typically—are misleading or simply untrue, embodying as
they do mythologies that cannot stand up to serious examination and which, therefore, may be
disastrous both for the peoples who believe in them and to others who are affected by them.

In what has become a cliché but nonetheless invaluable, Daniel Moynihan famously observed:
“Everyone is entitled to their own opinions, but not their own facts.” Perhaps in no other major
international conflict has the gap between opinions—or “myths,” as in this context I shall call
them—and demonstrable historical facts been as great as they are in the Arab-Israeli and the
Israeli-Palestinian conflicts since the early twentieth century. As a result, perhaps in no other
international conflict have these myths, which still dominate Israeli and US political discourse,
had such devastating consequences for both peace and justice.

In 1973, Abba Eban, the eloquent Israeli diplomat, said: “The Arabs never miss an opportunity
to miss an opportunity,” an argument—better said, a myth—that was widely accepted and
continues to have a huge impact on how the Arab-Israeli conflict has been understood in Israel,
the United States, and most Western states. But that assessment was wrong then, and wrong
since—if anything, the converse is close to being the case. One of the central purposes of this
book, then, is to correct this myth, both in the interests of historical accuracy and in an effort to
pave the way for policy changes in Israel and the United States.

Since the creation of Israel in 1948 there have been some fourteen wars or at least major
armed clashes (as well as many smaller ones) between Israel and Arab states, the Palestine
Liberation Organization (PLO), and the Islamic militant movements of Hezbollah in Lebanon
and Hamas in Gaza. These include the 1948, 1956, 1967, and 1973 wars, principally with Egypt
and Syria; the 1978, 1982, 1993, 1996, and 2006 attacks against Hezbollah and the PLO in
Lebanon; and five major Israeli attacks against Arafat and the PLO in the West Bank and Hamas
in Gaza (2000–2001, 2002, 2008–9, 2012, and 2014). In addition, for more than fifteen years, the
Israeli blockade or “siege of Gaza,” as it is widely called, has amounted to economic warfare.

None of these wars and lesser conflicts, probably even the 1948 “Israeli War for
Independence,” were unavoidable. Israel’s independence and security could have been protected
had it accepted reasonable compromises on the four crucial issues of the Arab-Israeli and Israeli-
Palestinian conflicts: a partition of the historical land of Palestine; Palestinian independence and
sovereignty in the land allotted to them in the 1947 UN partition plan, including Arab East
Jerusalem; the return of most of the territory captured from the Arab states in the various wars;
and a small-scale symbolic “return” to Israel of some 10,000 to 20,000 Palestinian refugees (or
their descendants) from the 1948 war.

The historical record, examined in detail in this book, demonstrates that it has been Israel, far
more than the Palestinians and the leading Arab states, that has blocked fair compromise peace
settlements. As a result, the conflict has continued for some one hundred years, making it one of



the world’s most important and, at times, most dangerous unresolved international conflicts.
The overall Arab-Israeli conflict can be seen, paradoxically, as one of the world’s most

difficult, yet simplest international conflict to resolve. By definition difficult, since after a
century it still hasn’t been settled. On the other hand, the solution is obvious and has been widely
understood from the onset of the conflict, even by many and sometimes most of the participants.
Two peoples, each having historical, religious, and political claims to the same land are locked
into endless conflict: What can be done? For at least seventy-five years, study after study,
international commission after international commission, negotiations after negotiations, have
come to the same, nearly self-evident conclusion: the land must be divided between the two
peoples on an equitable basis: the “Two-State Solution.”

There is another paradox: precisely because it has gone on so long and is so potentially
dangerous, the Arab-Israeli or Israeli-Palestinian conflict is one of the most studied international
conflicts—by historians, political scientists, psychologists, journalists, and in the extensive
memoirs and analyses of former political and military leaders. Yet it continues to be
misunderstood, especially by the Israelis and their supporters, largely because their dominant
historical narrative is the product of mythologies that are misleading or flatly wrong.

According to the conventional Israeli narrative, the story Israelis tell themselves and others,
the Arab-Israeli conflict is the consequence of over a century of Arab hatred of the Jews and of
their unwillingness to agree to numerous Zionist, Israeli, and international efforts to reach a fair
compromise over the historic land of Palestine, starting with the Palestinian and Arab state
rejection of the 1937 British Peel Commission compromise plan and, especially, the 1947 United
Nations (UN) partition plan.

The UN plan provided for the division of Palestine between the Jews and the Arabs and the
creation of the state of Israel. In a spirit of compromise, the Israeli narrative holds, the Zionist
leadership accepted the UN plan, but the Palestinians and the neighboring Arab states rejected it
and in 1948 launched an unprovoked invasion designed to destroy the new Israeli state.

In the course of the ensuing war, the narrative continues, hundreds of thousands of
Palestinians living within Israel’s boundaries fled to the neighboring Arab states, ordered or
urged to do so by the invading Arab armies, even though the Zionists opposed the Palestinian
exodus, hoping to demonstrate that Arabs and Jews could live side by side in the Jewish state.
Thus, it is charged, it was the Arab states and the Palestinians who are responsible for creating
the still-unresolved Palestinian refugee problem that, along with other issues, continues to block
a two-state settlement.

After the 1948 war, the story continues, Israel remained willing to settle the conflict on the
basis of generous compromise, but it could find no Palestinian or other Arab leaders with whom
to negotiate. Consequently, the narrative holds, the conflict escalated into the Arab-Israeli wars
of 1956, 1967, 1973, and 1982, all begun or provoked by continuing Arab rejectionism,
terrorism, and unwillingness to live with the Jewish state of Israel.

As well, the refugee issue remained unresolved, largely because it suited the cynical purposes
of the Arab states to keep it festering, so as to undermine the security and viability of the Jewish
state. As a result, with the aid of neighboring Arab states, especially Egypt and Syria, the
Palestinians turned to guerrilla warfare and outright terrorism.

The wall of monolithic Arab hostility was not breached, the Israeli narrative continues, until
Anwar Sadat of Egypt decided to make peace with Israel in the late 1970s, followed fifteen years
later by King Hussein of Jordan. But even today, it is contended, the Israeli-Palestinian conflict
is no closer to being settled because the Palestinians still hope to destroy Israel rather than accept



a fair compromise settlement.
So goes the Israeli narrative. However, while there are some elements of truth in it, most of it

does not stand up to historical examination. Though other Israeli mythologies will be examined,
especially those concerning Zionist ideologies, the primary focus of this book will be on the
many lost opportunities for peace in the hundred-year conflict, and it will argue that it is Israel,
not the Arabs, which has “never missed an opportunity to miss an opportunity.” Unwilling to
make territorial, symbolic, or other compromises, Israel has not merely missed but sometimes
even deliberately sabotaged repeated opportunities for peace with the Arab states and the
Palestinians.

Another focus of the book is on US policy toward Israel, which has provided crucial political,
diplomatic, economic, and military support for Israeli policies throughout the history of the
conflict. With some exceptions, that support has been close to unconditional—and never more so
than today—despite serious arguments that it jeopardizes not only US national interests but
Israel’s true interests as well. What best explains this remarkable state of affairs is complicated
and has been the subject of considerable dispute, as will be discussed in succeeding chapters.

Why Another Book on the Arab-Israeli Conflict?

Despite the vast literature that deals with one aspect or another of the Arab-Israeli conflict, there
is no up-to-date book that covers the entire history of the conflict and critically analyzes the
major historical issues and controversies from its origins after World War I until the present,
especially the lost opportunities for peace and what must change lest future openings also be
squandered.

The intended audience for this book includes the educated general reading public; college and
graduate students studying the conflict; academicians and journalists with a general interest in
international politics and US foreign policy; specialists on the Arab-Israeli conflict who will
welcome an overview that incorporates the most important literature on the major historical
disputes; and—not least—political leaders, policymakers, and government officials in Israel and
the United States.

To these ends, the book will synthesize the vast existing literature on the Arab-Israeli and
Israeli-Palestinian conflicts and provide a demythologizing account of their history. Two
premises underlie this work: that historical truth is valuable for its own sake, and that a
demythologizing history of the Arab-Israeli conflict is an essential prerequisite for changes in
Israeli and US policies that could pave the way for a final settlement.

To be sure, at the time of this writing—Netanyahu still in power in Israel, Trump in the United
States—the prospects for such changes range from very little to nonexistent; even so, it is
important to provide the intellectual and psychological bases for reassessments that may take
place in the future. As the Israeli historian Shlomo Sand has said in his own demythologizing
work, historians cannot know whether changes in long-held attitudes and historical narratives are
possible: “All they can do is hope that their books may somehow help to bring about the
beginning of change.”1

In each of the chapters and case studies in this book, the first question addressed will be, What
are the facts? Then, what are their implications, especially in terms of the many lost opportunities
for peace?

Before beginning, it is necessary to acknowledge that this work is based on the existing
literature rather than on original research in the primary documentary sources. This is



unavoidable, in the first instance because no one person could write a history of a hundred-year
conflict based on original research in the documentary sources.

In any case, most of the relevant Israeli and US documents over the past twenty-five to as long
as seventy years are still unavailable. Israel currently does not release its “security-related”
government documents for seventy years; consequently, the public records for such cases—
which Israel defines very broadly—are available only through 1950.2 Even so, some Israeli
historians have gained access to classified documents—all the more reason a work of this kind
must be based on secondary materials. The US government classifies its documentary records for
twenty-five to fifty years, depending on their level of “sensitivity”; consequently, the most
important ones after 1980 are not available.3

As a result, then, this book is primarily a work of synthesis and interpretation of the existing
literature. It will cover the entire history of the Arab-Israeli and Israeli-Palestinian conflicts and
the US role in them, bringing together the best and most important existing works, with special
emphasis given to those of leading Israeli journalists, historians, political scientists, philosophers,
and, especially, to the autobiographies, memoirs, and other commentaries by former Israeli
government officials, diplomats, military leaders, and intelligence officials.

A word on source citations. Since the work is based on the vast secondary literature—
including many hundreds of books, scholarly studies in political science and history journals, and
Israeli and American newspaper stories—a strict listing of all the sources would result in many
thousands of citations. Therefore, I have cited only those works that fit into one of the following
categories: those that are widely regarded as the most authoritative works on the topic; those
which I have directly quoted or closely paraphrased; and those in which the quality of the writing
and analysis are particularly impressive.

It is also important to acknowledge that I don’t read Hebrew. However, almost all the
important materials by Israeli writers and in Israeli journals and newspapers, such as Haaretz,
Israel’s most important newspaper, are either written in or translated into English. I am not aware
of any claim that an untranslated Hebrew book, article, or document is crucial to understanding
the history of the conflict: if it were truly essential, it would soon be available in English.

Plan of Work

The book is both an analytic history of the Arab-Israeli conflict—“a new hundred years war,” it
might be termed—and a series of arguments that challenges the conventional historical accounts.
In each chapter, I will be asking two central questions. First, throughout the history of the
conflict what are the facts at issue and the best available evidence? Second, how should we think
about those facts? What are their implications, both for accurate history—truth—and public
policy?

The Structure of the Book

The first chapter is an overview of US policies in the Arab-Israeli and Israeli-Palestinian
conflicts. It examines the various factors that have accounted for the nearly unconditional
support that the American government has provided Israel since its founding in 1948; particular
attention is paid to the controversial argument that the power of “the Israel lobby” is the most
important explanation for US policy. The subsequent historical chapters go into much greater
detail on the role of US policies.



The second chapter, “Zionism Reconsidered,” reviews the history of Zionism from the end of
the nineteenth century to today and examines the validity and persuasiveness of the various
arguments that comprise the Zionist ideology. The central argument is that it is crucial to
separate what is persuasive and legitimate about Zionism from what is not merely unpersuasive
but is devastating both to Israel and the Palestinians.

The book then moves to its man body, the history of the Arab-Israeli and Israeli-Palestinian
conflicts. It is divided into three sections. Part I covers the origins and early years of the conflict
between Israel and the leading Arab states, as distinct from the Israeli-Palestinian conflict.
Chapter 3 examines the onset of the Arab-Israeli conflict, from 1917 through 1947. Chapter 4
discusses the creation of the state of Israel in 1948. These chapters also focus on US policies in
this period, from Woodrow Wilson to Harry Truman’s decision to recognize and support the
creation of a Jewish state in Israel.

Part II is entitled “War and Peace in the Arab-Israeli State Conflict, 1948–2020.” Separate
chapters focus on the 1948 war; on the lost opportunities for peace in the 1949–56 period; on the
1956 war between Israel and Egypt; on the 1967 war; on the Cold War and the Arab-Israeli
conflict in the 1970s; on the Israeli-Egyptian peace settlement in the late 1970s; on the Israel-
Jordanian peace settlement in the 1980s; on the Lebanese wars from the late 1970s through the
mid-1990s; and on the Israeli-Syrian conflict between 1948 and the present.

Part III is entitled “War and Peace in the Israeli-Palestinian Conflict.” It examines the Israeli-
Palestinian Conflict, 1917–88; the rise and fall of the “peace process” in the 1975–99 period; the
Camp David and Taba negotiations in 2000; the Israeli occupation of the West Bank and Gaza
and the rise of Palestinian resistance in the 2000–8 period; the Israeli siege of Gaza and the rise
and evolution of Hamas; the attempts to renew the peace process from 2001 through 2016; and
the US and the Israeli-Palestinian conflict in the Netanyahu-Trump era, from early 2017 through
the present.

The book closes with a summary of its main arguments and their implications for US and
Israeli policies. This chapter is quite long. It is divided into two parts, the first third of which is a
summary of the argument I have developed in the main body, and the evidence on which it is
based. Readers who have read the previous chapters may just wish to skim this section, and then
go on to the overall conclusions and policy recommendations. On the other hand, readers who
have largely skimmed the main body should find a long summary to be useful. The rest of the
Conclusions goes well beyond just presenting the facts and letting readers draw their own
conclusions as it explicitly argues the implications of the facts, especially in terms of how the
conflict might finally be resolved.



PART ONE

THE ARAB-ISRAELI CONFLICT



1

The United States and the Arab-Israeli Conflict

With rare and short-lived exceptions, since the UN partition of Palestine in 1947, the United
States has strongly supported Israel and its policies toward the Arab world, particularly the
Palestinians—even when many officials in the US foreign policy establishment have believed
that such support is harmful to American national interests.

The US support of Israel has been one of the most remarkable and unprecedented phenomena
in the history of American foreign policy. There is considerable debate over what constitutes the
best explanation for this story, especially over the role of the “Israel lobby.” This chapter
provides an introduction to and overview of US policies, which are then discussed in greater
detail in the context of the historical review of the Arab-Israeli and Israeli-Palestinian conflicts
that constitutes the main body of this work.

In many ways the US backing of a Jewish state is heartening, attesting to the great decline in
anti-Semitism in the last seventy-five years and its replacement by what might even be called
philo-Semitism and the respected position of the Jewish people throughout American society.
There have been recent isolated attacks on Jewish synagogues or other targets, but these have
been carried out by lone misfits and have been almost universally condemned in public opinion
and by government officials at all levels.

Yet it is also the case that the near-unconditional US support of Israel has enabled that country
to spurn repeated opportunities for peaceful settlements of its conflict with the Arab world,
secure in the knowledge that even when American governments have disagreed with hard-line
Israeli policies, only rarely have they been willing to press for changes in them.

What accounts for this situation? Four major arguments, or sets of arguments, have been
offered to explain it: the requirements of morality and shared religious and other values; public
and elite opinion, especially that of all American presidents from Woodrow Wilson through
Donald Trump; the strategic and national interests of the United States; and the power of the
Israel lobby.1

In the following pages, I provide an overview of the major factors that are widely held to
explain and justify US policies toward Israel, followed by brief evaluations of their validity and
persuasiveness. This should be understood as an introduction to later chapters, in which the
arguments and issues are examined in the context of specific cases.

For a number of reasons, after its creation in 1948 Israel quickly captured the imagination and
sympathy of general as well as elite American opinion, of both political parties, of Congress, and
of a succession of presidents. Among those reasons are these:

Holocaust Guilt. There is little doubt that in the early years following the Holocaust, the most
important motivation underlying US policy was the widespread and deeply felt belief that the
United States had a fundamental moral obligation to support the creation and survival of a



Jewish state. At the time, this sense of obligation clearly, and often explicitly, stemmed from a
sense of guilt or shame among many policymakers and opinion leaders because the United States
had done little or nothing to prevent the Holocaust, or even to mitigate its effects—as it could
have, for example, by accepting large numbers of Jewish refugees from Nazism in the 1930s and
1940s.

Shared Values. Supplementing the post-Holocaust moral argument in explaining US policy
was the belief that Israel was an outpost of Western civilization in the Middle East, in light of the
origins of most of its inhabitants at the time it was created, the perceived cultural and religious
affinities (the Judeo-Christian tradition), and the declared values and principles of the new state,
particularly regarding the kind of society and political system it proclaimed as its goals.

The Democracy Argument. Israel has benefited from the belief—in the abstract, at least—that
the United States should support fellow democracies: from its creation down to today, Israel has
been regarded as “the only democracy in the Middle East,” an area dominated by military juntas,
despotic autocracies, or feudal kingdoms. To be sure, there is an obvious conflict between the
belief that supporting democracy should be an important goal in US foreign policies and the fact
that during the Cold War the United States repeatedly sought to overthrow, destabilize, or
prevent the accession to power of democratically elected but left-wing governments in, for
example, Iran, Guatemala, Chile, Nicaragua, and elsewhere. As well, both during the Cold War
and perhaps even more so today, especially in the Middle East, the United States has actively
supported right-wing dictatorships whose Cold War or present-day policies were aligned with
US objectives: Iran under the shah, the numerous murderous but “anti-communist” dictatorships
in Latin America, and the military juntas or autocracies in the Middle East—such as Egypt and
Saudi Arabia—that support many current US policies.

Be that as it may and whatever the obvious inconsistencies, it is clear that “support of
democracies” has played an important role in US attitudes toward Israel.

The Underdog Argument. Israel has benefited from traditional US sympathy for victims or
underdogs: in the widely accepted imagery, it was the Israeli David versus the Arab Goliath.

The Religious Arguments. For several reasons, from the onset of the Arab-Israeli conflict,
evangelical Christians have strongly supported Israel. At the heart of Christian Zionism, as it has
often been termed, is belief in the New Testament teaching that the “return” of the Jews to
Palestine—especially Jerusalem—and the reestablishment of “the Nation of Israel” are
preconditions for the return of Jesus and the victory of Christianity in the final battle of
Armageddon.2

In October 2013, a public opinion survey reported that while only 40 percent of American
Jews believed that God gave the land of Israel to the Jews in perpetuity, 82 percent of
evangelical Christians in the United States—in some estimates numbering 50 million—held that
view.3 Thus, for Christian Zionists, the defense of Israel is a matter of deeply held beliefs and
principles.4 Indeed, it is at least arguable that for Republican officeholders—including Donald
Trump—the views of the Christian right are at least as important as those of the American
Jewish community.

Public and Elite Opinions. The US government supports Israel, it is often argued, because
both opinion elites and the general public believe it should, as repeated surveys have shown. Of
particular importance have been the views of American presidents. From the 1917 Balfour
Declaration to the creation of the state of Israel, every American president—Wilson, Coolidge,
Hoover, Roosevelt, Truman—declared his support for the Declaration and the aspirations of the
Zionist movement. Since the creation of Israel in 1948, every American president, Democrat or



Republican, from Truman to Trump, has supported not only the basic security of Israel but also
most of the policies of the Jewish state.

The Arab Intransigence Argument. A crucial belief of both US governments and public
opinion is that only Arab intransigence has blocked an overall peace settlement between Israel
and the Arab world, including the Palestinians. Therefore, it is argued, the United States must
support Israel, which has no choice but to depend on its military power to avoid being destroyed.

The National Interests Argument. During the 1947–48 period many of the highest officials in
the US government, especially in the State and Defense Departments, opposed US recognition of
the new state of Israel because they thought it would undermine the critical national interests of
the United States in the Middle East. That policy began to change after Israel’s overwhelming
victory in the 1948 war impressed US military leaders; for example, after the war a member of
the Joint Chiefs of Staff wrote a memorandum:

Existing policy on this subject appears now to have been overtaken by events. The power balance in the Near and
Middle East has been radically altered. At the time the state of Israel was forming, numerous indications pointed to its
extremely short life in the face of Arab League opposition. However, Israel has now . . . demonstrated by force of arms
its right to be considered the military power next after Turkey in the Near and Middle East. . . . Palestine remains of
strategic importance. . . . The possibility exists that, as the result of its support to Israel, the United States might now
gain strategic advantages from the new political situation.5

That quickly became the dominant view, and since then US governments have believed that a
strong Israel was a “strategic asset” that served the US national interest, defined during the Cold
War as containing Soviet expansionism and maintaining access to Middle Eastern oil at
reasonable prices, and since the end of the Cold War primarily as fighting “the war on
terrorism.” Because Israel shared those interests, the two countries have had a de facto alliance.

The Israel Lobby Argument. In contrast with the argument that the national interest explains
US policies toward Israel, many have argued that the policies are best explained in terms of
domestic politics, in particular by the political power of what has come to be known as “the
Israel lobby.” Over the years a number of scholarly works have discussed the power of the lobby
in government and public opinion, the most important and influential of which is The Israel
Lobby and U.S. Foreign Policy, the massive work by John Mearsheimer and Stephen Walt; these
writings argue that because American policy in the Middle East is antithetical to true US national
interests, it is best explained as the consequence of the exceptional power of the “Israel lobby” in
the US political system.6

Evaluating the Arguments

Aside from their explanatory persuasiveness, it is important not only to examine the arguments
about why the United States has provided nearly unconditional support for Israeli policies but to
analyze whether it should have done so, in the past and the present.

The Moral Argument. In light of the circumstances at the time, the moral arguments for
supporting the creation of the Jewish state of Israel were strong; indeed, in my view,
overwhelming. Moreover, the moral arguments for continuing to support the existence of Israel
—as opposed to many of its policies—are self-evident. However, the dominant “pro-Israel” view
largely ignores the moral issues posed by Israeli policies and behavior toward the Palestinian
people and their legitimate rights. In particular, I argue that Israel’s refusal to agree to attainable
and just compromise settlements with the Palestinians is morally indefensible—not to mention
inconsistent with the enlightened national interest of Israel itself. Still, in some respects the moral



issues are complex and require an extended evaluation, as are discussed throughout the book.
The Democracy Argument. It is now clear that Israel is a true democracy in its broadest sense

only for its Jewish citizens. The Arab-Israeli (or, as some prefer, the Palestinian-Israeli) peoples,
roughly 20 percent of the total population of Israel within its pre-1967 boundaries, are citizens
and have voting rights, but they face political, economic, and social discrimination. And, of
course, Israeli democracy is inapplicable to the nearly 4 million Palestinian Arabs in the West
Bank and Gaza, conquered by Israel in June 1967, who are occupied, repressed, and in many
ways, directly and indirectly, effectively ruled by Israel.

The Underdog Argument. Israeli and other scholars and military analysts have demonstrated
that even at the onset of the Arab-Israeli conflict in 1948, the David and Goliath metaphor was a
great oversimplification of the realities on the ground. More important, since then—especially
since 1967—Israel has become vastly more powerful than any potential Arab adversary or any
plausible combination of Arab states that might be bent on destroying Israel. To state the most
obvious point, David now has nuclear weapons, Goliath none. Beyond that, Israeli economic and
conventional military power outstrips that of the entire Arab world put together.

The Arab Intransigence Argument. As will be demonstrated, it is pure myth that the major
Arab states have refused to accept the existence of Israel: throughout the seventy-year history of
the conflict they have repeatedly offered peace settlements on reasonable and legitimate terms,
only to be rejected, often out of hand. The central argument of this book, which is developed
throughout, is that Israel is primarily responsible for missing or deliberately refusing to explore
highly promising opportunities for peaceful settlements.

The National Interests Argument. During the Cold War it was an axiom of US policies that a
strongly anti-communist, pro-American, and increasingly powerful Israel served US national
interests in countering the threat of Soviet or communist expansionism in the Middle East and
even elsewhere.7 However, I argue (in Chapter 9) that the validity of these perceptions was by no
means unchallengeable—in particular, that Israeli policies, far from “containing Soviet
expansionism” in the Middle East, opened the door to Soviet military and political alliances with
the Arab states. Similarly, I argue (in Chapter 20) that US and Israeli policies in the Middle East
have exacerbated the threat of Islamic terrorism to American national interests and security.

As for the relationship between US support of Israel and the United States’ national interest in
Middle East oil, the matter is complicated. For many years, it was widely believed that these US
goals were inconsistent: the fear was that the Arab oil-producing states, particularly Saudi
Arabia, the largest and most important one, would refuse to sell oil to the United States because
of anger at its support for Israeli policies.

Until the 1970s, though, the dilemma (as policymakers saw it) remained theoretical. As late as
1965 only about 3 percent of US oil consumption came from the Mideast. Moreover, oil was
cheap and easily obtainable, since the world’s supply of oil exceeded the demand for it.
Consequently, had there been an interruption of imported Middle East oil, replacing it would
have been relatively easy, by substituting oil from somewhere else, including from US oilfields.

Moreover, most Middle East oil was owned and controlled less by the states in the region than
by the world’s largest oil corporations, most of them dominated by Americans and supported by
the US government. However, the situation began to change after the formation of OPEC
(Organization of Petroleum Exporting Countries) in 1960. From the formation of the cartel to the
early 1970s, the OPEC states, led by Saudi Arabia, had nationalized most of the oil companies
and largely succeeded in taking over the production, pricing, and marketing of Middle East oil.

In the aftermath of the 1973 Arab-Israeli war, in which the United States supported Israel, the



power of OPEC grew—and for six months its Arab members sought to cut off oil shipments to
the United States and other Western states that had supported Israel. Second, OPEC also used its
cartel power to cut oil production and take other steps that dramatically raised the price of oil.
These actions, together with the interruption of Iranian oil exports following the 1979 Iranian
revolution, resulted in an oil price increase from $3 a barrel in the 1960s to $34 a barrel in 1980.
Because of the central role of oil in their economies, the United States and other Western states
suffered from considerable inflation, soon followed by a recession.

However, for a number of reasons the problem was short-lived. First, the Arab embargo turned
out to be loose and leaky, and a lot of Gulf oil continued to find its way into the United States.
Second, it is clear that the Arab OPEC members took note of the growing discussions in the
American media that if the economy continued to suffer, the United States might find it
necessary to use force—for example, by seizing Persian Gulf oil fields. Third, as radical
movements spread in the Middle East, especially after the Iranian revolution in 1979, the Saudis
and other conservative monarchies realized that they might need US military support at least as
much as the United States needed Persian Gulf oil. Fourth, a number of important new oilfields
were discovered and began to be exploited—in Alaska, in Mexico, in Venezuela, in the North
Sea, and elsewhere; as a result, by 1984 OPEC’s share of world oil production had dropped from
50 percent in the mid-1970s to 33 percent. Fifth, the US government vastly increased its oil
stockpiling program, making the country much less vulnerable to oil import stoppages. Finally,
the cumulative effect of various alternative energy sources and technologies—the doubling of
vehicle fuel efficiency, increased domestic oil production, and the use of natural gas, coal,
electrical, and nuclear power—made the United States less dependent on Persian Gulf oil.

As a result of all these developments, the huge oil price increases of the 1970s were largely
rolled back as the economy gradually recovered from the 1972–75 recession. Since then the 1973
scenario has not been repeated, nor is it likely to be in the foreseeable future. Regardless of their
ideologies, oil-producing states have powerful economic reasons to sell oil to whoever will buy
it. Moreover, the oil-producing states have powerful prudential reasons not to challenge the US
interest in maintaining Western access to Gulf oil. Today less than 7 percent of US oil has to be
imported from the Gulf, and most future projections are for a steadily declining US need for
Persian Gulf oil, and indeed for imported oil from anywhere.

As for the terrorism issue, while the once-feared conflict between US support for Israel and
access to Arab oil is more remote than ever, that is not the case in the conflict between support of
Israel and the war on terrorism.

Since the end of the Cold War and the rapidly declining importance of the oil issue, the United
States has defined its primary national interest in the Middle East as fighting Islamic radicalism,
especially to prevent terrorist attacks against America’s allies and even, since September 11,
2001, against the US homeland itself. The dominant assumption among US policymakers has
been that Israel is a major asset and ally in this “war against Islamic terrorism.” The contrary
view, of course, is that US support for Israel in its conflict with the Palestinians was the major
reason for the 9/11 attacks and would likely be for any future Islamic terrorist attacks against this
country. Two leading scholars put it this way: “The United States has a terrorism problem in
good part because it has long been so supportive of Israel.”8 I examine this issue in Chapter 20.

The Israel Lobby Argument

The term “Israel lobby” is generally understood as referring to organized interest groups—by far



the most important of which is AIPAC (American Israeli Public Affairs Committee)—that
regularly lobby Congress and the executive branch.9 The heart of the issue of the explanatory
power of the Israel lobby argument is not whether there is an organized, well-financed, and
politically powerful pro-Israel lobby (mostly organized Jewish groups, but increasingly also
including evangelical Christians), since that is beyond serious dispute. Rather, the question is the
extent of the Israel lobby’s power: Is it the master variable explaining US policies, or is it just
one—an important one, to be sure—of a number of factors that explain those policies?

The Israel Lobby: Sources of Its Power

Whatever its extent, the undoubted importance of the Israel lobby is explained by a number of
factors. First, an often underestimated factor is the marked decline in US anti-Semitism since the
1940s, one result of which is the general public’s sympathy with Jewish support of Israel.10

Second, politicians almost always court voters in the American Jewish community,
particularly on Israeli-related issues. While Jews are estimated to be only 3 percent of the
electorate they cast nearly 5 percent of the vote, with turnout close to 90 percent in most
elections.11 Consequently, the Jewish vote can be important in close elections, particularly in
states with substantial Jewish populations, such as New York, New Jersey, Massachusetts, Ohio,
Pennsylvania, California, and Florida.

The remarks of political leaders often reveal the weight that they give to the Jewish vote. In
1954, Secretary of State John Foster Dulles told European diplomats that he had just twelve
months left to do something about Palestine before another election would make action
impossible.12 And according to two Israeli journalists, in a private conversation, David Ben-
Gurion said that John F. Kennedy told him, “You know I was elected by the Jews. I have to do
something for them.”13

Even so, there are sharp limits on the importance of the Jewish vote, which is almost always
overwhelmingly Democratic: yet, during their presidencies, Richard Nixon, Ronald Reagan, and
George W. Bush, all of whom got less than a third of Jewish votes, were regarded, in turn, as the
most “pro-Israeli” presidents ever.14 And recently Donald Trump—who got just 25 percent of
the Jewish vote in the 2016 presidential election—in the eyes of his supporters has surpassed all
of his predecessors. Whether, of course, his policies are really good for either Israel or the United
States are another matter, as is discussed throughout this book.

Third, Jews are known to be exceptionally heavy political donors—meaning, of course, that
their political views count for a great deal. It has been widely estimated that Jews contribute
anywhere from 25 to 50 percent of money donated to the campaign funds of the Democratic
Party, and as much as 30 percent of those donated to the Republican Party.15

Fourth, for reasons described above, in recent years the “pro-Israeli” Christian right has
become increasingly powerful in the Republican Party—and can even be legitimately described
as part of the Israel lobby, especially on issues relating to the war against Islamic terrorism. In
fact, as Israel has moved to the right it has lost support among Democrats but gained support
among Republicans. According to one major poll, as of 2014, 73 percent of Republicans support
Israel compared with 44 percent of Democrats.16 Under the circumstances, it is not surprising
that during George W. Bush’s administrations, Israel “had a direct line into the White House”
(mainly through the office of Vice-President Dick Cheney), as Condoleezza Rice, Bush’s
national security advisor and later secretary of state, wrote in her memoirs.17

Fifth, the Israel lobby—AIPAC, in particular—faces no countervailing organized group
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power. Despite its recent growth, the Arab population of the United States is considerably
smaller than the Jewish population, and, equally important, it has no lobby comparable to the
Israel lobby. As well, American oil companies with substantial interests in the Middle East,
interests at least potentially jeopardized by US support of Israel, have conspicuously refrained
from taking on the Israel lobby.18

Sixth, American public opinion has strongly supported Israel, from its creation in 1948
through today.19 Although there have been periods in which support has declined, it soon returns
to the long-term averages, roughly 65 percent. Indeed, even when US support of Israel arguably
has had detrimental consequences not only for American policies in the Middle East but in the
United States itself, support for Israel soon reverted to its long-term norms. Two examples have
been widely cited: the Arab oil embargo of 1973 and the 9/11 attacks on the United States.
Though it was relatively short-lived, the embargo did cause significant economic damage to the
United States for a while. Nonetheless, majorities continued to view Israel favorably and there
was little support for a reduction in US government support of Israel. And the pattern was
repeated after 9/11.20

For all of these reasons, American political leaders have had little incentive to alter US
policies in the Arab-Israeli conflict, even when their personal views have differed or were at least
more complex. In light of all these factors, it is hardly surprising that the Israel lobby has won a
number of significant battles. Among the examples cited by Mearsheimer and Walt and other
writers are the following:

In 1970, strong opposition by AIPAC to the Rogers Plan, a peace settlement effort by
Secretary of State William Rogers that incurred strong Israeli displeasure, led Richard Nixon
to effectively abandon it. To be sure, there was also strong opposition in Congress, but
undoubtedly some of that opposition—though not all—was a result of the lobbying of
AIPAC and other Jewish organizations.
Because of what President Gerald Ford and Secretary of State Henry Kissinger believed to
be Israeli intransigence in peace negotiations with Egypt, in March 1975 the administration
threatened to “reassess” US policy toward Israel. As part of that reassessment, in the next six
months the administration delayed scheduled weapons deliveries and suspended talks on
further financial and military assistance to Israel.
However, in the words of Itamar Rabinovich, a former Israeli ambassador to the United
States, “[Israeli prime minister] Rabin fought back by mobilizing the Jewish community and
Israel’s friends in Israel,”21 and AIPAC organized an intensive lobbying campaign. In May,
seventy-six senators signed a resolution affirming their continued support of Israel and
opposing any reassessment of US policy; some senators admitted that they signed the letter
only for political reasons. In any case, that ended the Ford/Kissinger efforts to pressure
Israel and the administration agreed to most of the aid requested by Israel.22

There have been several cases of successful AIPAC campaigns against congressmen and
governors who were regarded as insufficiently pro-Israel. In the best-known and most
important case, in 1984 AIPAC organized a successful campaign to prevent the reelection of
Senator Charles Percy, chairman of the Senate Foreign Relations Committee, as he had
defied Israel and the lobby by backing a deal to sell sophisticated military aircraft to Saudi
Arabia.23 As J. J. Goldberg observed, the defeat of such politicians “has only happened a
handful of times. . . . But that was all that was needed to make the point.”24

Presidents have often—but not always—decided not to adopt certain policies or make
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several high-level appointments that they knew would invite a fight with the lobby. For
example, as discussed later, Barack Obama clearly retreated from his initial inclination to
adopt what is usually called “more balanced” policies toward Israel and ended by returning
to the traditional US policies of near-unconditional support.
Mearsheimer and Walt point out that since the Israeli capture of the West Bank and Gaza in
1967, all American presidents from Lyndon Johnson through George W. Bush wanted Israel
to—at a minimum—stop the expansion of its settlements in the occupied territories. Yet they
all failed: “There is much evidence that the lobby is the root of the problem,” they argue. “If
it is not the lobby,” they ask rhetorically, “what does account for the failure of the past eight
[now: ten] presidents to put an end to settlement building, or even to make a serious effort in
that direction?”25

There is no question that their argument is powerful. Yet their concluding rhetorical question
is not unanswerable.

The Israel Lobby: Limits of Its Power

Important as it is, the Israel lobby has not been all-powerful. On a number of occasions it has
either been defeated outright or, equally important, has itself placed sharp limits on its pressure
campaigns and backed away from direct confrontations with determined presidents.

To begin, at least until the Trump administration, the lobby has been far more powerful in
Congress than in the executive branch—and it is presidents and their appointees, not Congress,
who decide most foreign policy issues. When US presidents have defied the Israel lobby, they
usually have prevailed—the fate of the Ford administration’s initial effort to “reassess” US
policies toward Israel and several other cases notwithstanding.

There are a number of examples of presidential defiance or defeat of the Israel lobby:

Despite the anger of American Jewish groups, during the 1973 Israeli-Egyptian war, the
Nixon administration placed heavy pressures on Israel, including delays in replacing Israeli
weapons losses, in a successful effort to stop Israel from completely defeating Egypt and
instead to accept a ceasefire that left Egyptian forces in control of parts of the Sinai
peninsula.
Despite being forced to compromise on some issues, the Carter administration repeatedly
defied the Jewish lobby on others: on the creation of a homeland for the Palestinians, on the
need for Israeli withdrawals from the Egyptian and Syrian territory it had conquered in the
1973 war, on diplomatic overtures to the PLO and Syria, and on its sale of weapons to Saudi
Arabia.
In the early 1980s, the lobby—and the Israeli government—mounted a fierce campaign to
oppose the Reagan administration’s sale of advanced military aircraft to Saudi Arabia. The
administration went ahead anyway.
During the 1982 Israeli invasion of Lebanon, Ronald Reagan successfully pressured Israel
not to invade Beirut or destroy the PLO in Lebanon, by threatening to reassess overall US
policy toward Israel.
In 1991, the lobby was unable to stop George H. W. Bush from withholding $10 billion in
US loan guarantees to Israel because of its continued expansion of Jewish settlements in the
occupied territories.
Throughout the administration of George W. Bush, the Israel lobby unsuccessfully pressed
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for more severe US economic sanctions against Syria and for the military destruction of
Iranian nuclear facilities.
With the enthusiastic support of AIPAC, in September 2013 Barack Obama announced he
would seek a congressional resolution authorizing military action against Syria.
Consequently, AIPAC “threw an army of lobbyists behind an effort to win a congressional
mandate for Mr. Obama’s threatened military strike on Syria.”26 Nonetheless, congressional
resistance forced Obama to drop the proposed resolution.
Throughout 2013 the lobby pressed Congress to impose new sanctions against Iran, but
when the Obama administration opposed the sanctions, the effort failed: “AIPAC . . . finds
itself in a very public standoff with the White House. . . . Its top priority, a Senate bill to
impose new sanctions on Iran, has stalled . . . and in what amounts to a tacit retreat, AIPAC
has stopped pressuring Senate Democrats to vote for the bill.”27

Even more tellingly, in September 2015 AIPAC “threw itself into a $30 million advertising
and lobbying effort” to convince Congress to kill the Obama administration’s proposed
nuclear accord with Iran. However, it “suffered a stinging political defeat” when Congress
refused to block the accord.28

Comparing Two Explanations: The Israel Lobby or Domestic Politics?

Explanations of the long history of strong US support for Israel often treat the terms “domestic
politics” and “the Israel lobby” as if they were synonymous. This is misleading, for the Israel
lobby is just one component, and often not the most important one, in the domestic politics of the
US policymaking process toward Israel.

One way to approach this issue is through a thought experiment: What if there were no Israel
lobby at all, no organized, powerful interest groups actively lobbying on behalf of Israel? Would
the policy process then be significantly different from what it is today?

No doubt it would be somewhat different, but arguably the disappearance of the lobby—or
more plausibly, a significant decline in its power—would not lead to much of a change in the
fundamentals of US policy toward Israel. That is, the underlying domestic political realities
would continue, for the electoral and financial facts of life would still create very strong
incentives for politicians to swear allegiance to whatever policies Israel follows. Thus, even
without an organized lobby, there would still be the potentially decisive Jewish or wider “pro-
Israel” vote in close elections; there would still be large Jewish financial contributions to the
most uncritical politicians; there would still be generally favorable attitudes toward Israel among
the public (though this may have diminished in the last few years); there would still be strong
support of Israel in the media; and there would still be strong support of Israel in Congress.

Moreover, the absence of the Israel lobby would still leave intact the personal beliefs and
attitudes of policymakers, including the many genuinely pro-Israel politicians in Congress who
don’t need to be lobbied, let alone pressured, to support Israel.29

In short, the power of the Israel lobby is only a partial and not necessarily the most important
explanation of US policies in the Mideast.30 What, then, constitutes a fuller explanation? As I
have previously argued, the full range of US support for Israel, from 1948 through today, is the
result of the remarkable convergence of many factors, including felt moral obligations; political
and cultural affinities; religious beliefs and identifications (often described as “the Judeo-
Christian heritage”); the strong emotional, moral, or ideological views of most American
presidents, who didn’t need to be lobbied to support Israel; perceived common or parallel



national interests, especially the belief that the anti-communist and militarily powerful Israel was
a strategic asset for the United States during the Cold War and is now an indispensable ally in the
struggle against Islamic radicalism and terrorism; and finally, the influence or power of the Israel
lobby as well as other aspects of American domestic politics.

There is no way to measure how much explanatory weight should be assigned to each of these
factors—especially since they all work in the same direction and are not balanced by
countervailing factors. Moreover, to add to the complexity, the explanatory factors vary in their
importance over time, on different issues, and on whether Congress or the executive branch is
the primary policymaking institution. Given this complexity, all we can really say is that the
explanation for US policy is multicausal.

Of course, the extent to which these American perceptions reflect reality is altogether a
different matter—and one that is assessed throughout this book. As the late political essayist
Peter Viereck put it, “Reality is that which, when you don’t believe in it, doesn’t go away.”
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Zionism Reconsidered

Zionism has clashed with the Arab world for over one hundred years. While the dissension with
the leading Arab states has largely ended, the core conflict between Israel and the Palestinians is
unresolved and there is no solution in sight. Given the insistence of the Zionists to establish a
Jewish state in the land of Palestine, some conflict was probably inevitable, but it was not at all
inevitable that it would result in a century of continuing blood-soaked conflict.

Zionism, which can be regarded as the secular Israeli ideology, in some crucial ways was, and
perhaps still is, legitimate and persuasive. In other ways, however—most of them unnecessary
for the central Zionist argument and cause, and difficult if not impossible to defend rationally—
Zionism has precipitated unnecessary wars with the Arab states and undermined the possibilities
for a just settlement of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict.

Typically a small and vulnerable minority in the many countries in which they have lived, for
over two thousand years the Jewish people have been repeatedly afflicted by anti-Semitism. As a
result, history has taught the Jews that they are never permanently safe anywhere: no matter how
long they have apparently been secure and accepted, they remain outsiders, sooner or later to be
singled out for mob or government violence or expulsion.

The severity of anti-Semitism has varied widely. Often hardly noticeable except by the Jews
themselves, sometimes it goes into long remission, leading to the optimistic belief that it has
been eradicated, only to break out again, and often murderously so. Consider the implications of
the most murderous anti-Semitism in the modern world; it took place in Germany, which until
the rise of Hitler was one of the most advanced of the Western countries and in which Jews
seemed to be thoroughly assimilated, prosperous, and prominent. And yet, in the span of only a
few years, latent German anti-Semitism broke out again in its most virulent form ever, ending
with the Holocaust, an evil so monstrous that even today it remains nearly incomprehensible.

While the Holocaust was unprecedented in its scope and insane ferocity, severe and often
murderous anti-Semitism was hardly a new phenomenon. During the eleventh through the
sixteenth centuries Jews were repeatedly massacred by the Crusaders. As well, most of the
Jewish populations were killed or expelled from Germany in 1182, from England in 1290, from
France in 1306 and 1394, from Austria in 1421, from Spain during the Inquisition in 1492, and
from Portugal in 1497.

The Spanish case is especially important for understanding the deep historical background of
Zionism. For fifteen centuries, first under Roman and later under tolerant Islamic rule, Spain had
been a haven for the Jews, who were well integrated into its society. Yet, from 1480 to 1492,
they were massacred in large numbers and then given the choice of conversion or expulsion, the
consequence of which was essentially the end of the Spanish Jewish community.

This history is essential to understanding the rise of the Zionist movement in Europe in the
early twentieth century. After waning somewhat in the 1800s, European anti-Semitism



intensified, especially in Russia and Eastern Europe, where most of the Jews in the world then
lived, and where anti-Semitism was historically common. From the 1880s into the early
twentieth century, it became particularly murderous, as pogroms and mob violence were
tolerated or even encouraged by the Russian and other regional governments.

Though less murderous, anti-Semitism was also growing in Western Europe. Of particular
importance in precipitating the Zionist movement was the “Dreyfus affair” in France, where in
1894 a Jewish army officer was falsely convicted of treason as mobs in the street chanted “Death
to the Jews.” The intensifying violent anti-Semitism in Europe during this period had two
important consequences. First, it led to the emigration of millions of Jews—mostly to the United
States, but also to Germany, England, South America, and South Africa. However, from 1882
through 1914, only about 65,000 went to Palestine.

The second consequence was the rise of Zionism and Jewish nationalism, led by Theodore
Herzl, an Austrian Jewish lawyer, journalist, and writer who had been thoroughly assimilated
into Western society, values, and culture.1 Influenced in part by the Dreyfus affair, Herzl argued
in his 1896 book, The Jewish State, and then amplified in his 1902 novel, Altneuland, that the
assimilation of Jews into their current homelands had repeatedly failed. For example, he wrote,
“The whole of history has taught us that never have Jews been in a happier condition than they
were in Spain before . . . the Inquisition and Expulsion of the fifteenth century.” Thus, Herzl
came to believe that violent anti-Semitism was an immutable fact of life: only in a Jewish state
with a Jewish army, he concluded, could the Jews cease to be outsiders and have real security.

It is important to emphasize, particularly in light of the current controversy over whether Israel
should remain a Jewish state—and exactly what that should entail—that Herzl decidedly did not
envision that the Jewish state he called for would be a religious one, as opposed to a nationalist
and politically Jewish one. Herzl himself was non-observant, at least an agnostic if not an
outright atheist.2

As well, other early Zionist leaders were nonreligious, if not anti-religious. As one of Israel’s
leading scholars on Zionism wrote, “Zionism as a national movement that rebelled against
historical Judaism was mainly atheistic. The rabbis knew that, and were terrified—and, therefore,
almost all of them became avowed anti-Zionists.”3

In this context, it is vital to emphasize that while Herzl considered a Jewish state to be
essential if the Jewish people were to survive recurrent bouts of anti-Semitism, he also insisted
that a Jewish state should be an exemplar of civilized values and therefore a benefit to mankind
generally. Because that promise was so central to the founder of Zionism, it is worth elaborating
with a few examples of his writing:

Zionism entails not only a yearning to purchase a foothold in the promised land for our tormented people . . . [but] it
also represents an aspiration to achieve moral, spiritual goals.4

The world will be liberated by our freedom, enriched by our wealth, magnified by our greatness. And whatever we
attempt there to accomplish for our own welfare will react powerfully and beneficially for the good of humanity.5

It [the coming Jewish state] is founded on the ideas which are a common product of all civilized nations. . . . [W]e stand
on the shoulders of other civilized peoples. . . . Our motto must therefore be, now and ever: “Man, you are my
brother.”6

Avi Shlaim, a leading Israeli-British historian, summed up the promise of Zionism: “Zionism
embodied the urge to create not merely a new Jewish state in Palestine but also a new society,
based on the universal values of freedom, democracy, and social justice.”7 Put differently, in the



famous words of the Hebrew Bible, repeatedly cited by Israeli leaders, including by David Ben-
Gurion and Benjamin Netanyahu: the Jewish state would become “a light unto the nations.”

Where to Put a Jewish State

From the early twentieth century onward, the Zionists refused to consider as separable questions
the need for a Jewish state and whether such a state had to be in Palestine—and nowhere else.
Put differently, the paradox of Zionism is that while the argument for the right and need of the
Jews to have a state of their own was strong (though, as will later be discussed, not uncontested,
even by a number of non-Zionist Jews), most of the arguments for the right to create that state in
Palestine were very weak, based as they were on “principles” that cannot withstand close logical
or moral analysis. This is not to say that there was no basis at all for the Jewish claim to
sovereignty over Palestine: the argument, rather, is that the claim could not be reconciled with
the political and religious rights and claims of the indigenous Palestinian people, which were far
more persuasive.

Herzl himself initially appeared to consider the question of where the Jewish state should be
located as an open one, a practical rather than an ideological or religious issue: “I can tell you
everything about the ‘promised Land’ except its location. This will be left to a conference of
outstanding Jewish geographers, who will decide where to set up the Jewish state, after
examining all the geological, climatic . . . [and] natural circumstances.”8

To be sure, Herzl did agree with most other Zionists that in the long run Palestine must
become the homeland, nation, and state of the Jewish people: “It is evident,” he told the 1903
Zionist Congress, “[that] the Jewish people can have no ultimate goal other than Palestine.”9 At
that moment, however, Palestine was not an option, in light of the implacable opposition of its
existing rulers, the Ottoman Empire. Thus, Herzl and other practical and nonreligious Zionists
concluded that priority must be given to rescuing the endangered Jews of Europe and providing
them with safe havens—perhaps in Argentina, he suggested, or someplace else in South
America: “I am thinking of giving the movement a closer territorial goal, preserving Zion as the
final goal.”10

Some thought was given to the possible alternatives to Palestine, though almost all of them
held little promise. The most serious one was the British government’s April 1903 offer to give
some 5,000 square miles of what was then British East Africa (today, Kenya and Uganda) as a
refuge for the Jewish people. Herzl took the offer seriously and presented it to the Zionist
Congress of 1903, recommending that it be seriously investigated as an interim place of
immediate and temporary refuge, pending a “return” of the Jews to Palestine. Most of the
delegates, however, especially the religious Zionists, opposed any alternative to Palestine—even
as a temporary refuge. Consequently, two years later the Zionist Congress decisively rejected
any effort to create the Jewish state in any place but biblical Palestine.

Benjamin Netanyahu’s grandfather, a rabbi, told his son Benzion why the Zionist movement
could never accept the Uganda plan, even if it was feasible:

For so many centuries the Jewish people had made so many sacrifices for this land, had shed their blood for it, had
prayed for a thousand years to return to it, had tied their most intimate hopes to its revival—we considered it
inconceivable that we would now betray the generations of Jews who had fought and died for this end.11

If the Zionists had accepted the British offer, undoubtedly they would have eventually sought to
transform the refuge into a Jewish state, just as later occurred in Palestine; in part for that reason,



the offer was bitterly opposed by the British settlers in East Africa. Further, even if their
opposition had been overcome, it is likely that a Western-imposed East African Israel would
have come into conflict with the post–World War II nationalist uprisings in what became Uganda
and Kenya, resulting in an African-Israeli rather than an Arab-Israeli conflict.

It could be argued that despite strong arguments for the creation of a Jewish state, especially in
the aftermath of the Holocaust, in practical fact there was no place to put it that did not inflict a
grave injustice on another people. But perhaps that was not necessarily the case. In 1941, Lord
Moyne, one of Britain’s leading colonial officials for the Middle East, suggested to David Ben-
Gurion that Jewish refugees could be resettled in East Prussia after Germany was defeated and
the area’s German inhabitants were expelled. However, Ben-Gurion is said to have responded,
“The only way to get Jews to go [to East Prussia] would be with machine guns.”12

Then, in early 1945, Franklin Roosevelt met with King Ibn Saud of Saudi Arabia to discuss
the Palestine issue. According to several accounts, Roosevelt was considering the establishment
of “an exclusively Jewish Palestine (with the Arabs bribed to leave).” However, Saud was
vehemently opposed and “recommended instead that the Jewish refugees of Nazi oppression be
granted the choicest homes and land of the defeated Germans.”13 Quite reasonably Saud asked:
“What injury have the Arabs done to the Jews of Europe? . . . Make the enemy and the oppressor
pay.”14

It might have worked: ex-Nazi Germany was probably the only country in which the right of a
people not to be expelled to make way for a Jewish homeland could have been morally
overridden and where, in practice, a Jewish state might have been successfully imposed: in light
of the unconditional surrender of Germany, the subsequent growing awareness of the German
people of its collective guilt in the Holocaust and its acceptance of its obligations to the Jewish
people, and—hardly least—the long postwar occupation of Germany by the Allied powers.

Nothing came of such proposals, of course, in part because Roosevelt and other Allied leaders
quickly came to believe that a full German recovery was essential in order for the war-devastated
economies of Western Europe to be rebuilt, but also because a possible “German solution”
continued to be completely unacceptable to Ben-Gurion and other Zionist leaders, implacably
committed as they were to Palestine.15

In any case, it is a reasonable argument that the early search for a better solution than Palestine
as the site for a Jewish state was abandoned by the Zionist leaders prematurely and, more
important, for the wrong reasons. That is, even if alternatives to Palestine ultimately had proven
to be unfeasible, the very willingness to search for them would have required a dissociation of
Zionism from biblical theology, and that would have made the need for a just compromise with
the Palestinians evident from the start.

Narratives

Every nation constructs a “narrative”—that is, tells a story—about its history, or rather its
imagined history. The “collective memories” that constitute such narratives play an important
role in creating a commonly shared past and socializing a people into the beliefs—or myths—of
their nation-state and society. Explicating such narratives is crucial to understanding why nations
caught in “intractable conflicts” think and behave as they do. As the Israeli psychologist and
historian Daniel Bar-Tal puts it in his seminal book on national narratives and their dangers:

The major reasons for the construction of narratives is that human beings in general need a reasoned, coherent, and



meaningful story that provides illumination, justification, and explanation of the reality in which they live. This need is
especially essential in situations of violent and lasting conflicts.16

The problem with national narratives, however, is that no matter how sincere and deeply felt they
may be, they invariably include mythologies that can’t stand up to serious and dispassionate
scrutiny, and which in times of interstate conflicts can have disastrous consequences. In the
classical words of the nineteenth-century French philosopher and historian Ernst Renan: “A
nation is a group of people united by a mistaken view about the past and a hatred of their
neighbors.”17 Or, as Bar-Tal puts it:

Collective memory is selective, biased, and distortive [and] in time of intractable conflict these features are greatly
magnified. . . . [It] omits certain facts, adds doubtful ones, changes the accounts of events, makes biased inferences . . .
[and] directs the focus on the past without providing an ability to evaluate properly the present and plan for the
future.18

In short (as previously observed), in order to understand why states behave as they do, especially
in national conflicts, one must know their historical narratives. But in order to understand the
realities and consequences of such conflicts—that is, the historical truths rather than the myths—
it is not the narratives that count but the facts.

Nowhere is this more important than in the Arab-Israeli and Israeli-Palestinian conflicts. The
matter is so important that the general observation in the Introduction to this book bears
repeating: among both Israelis and Americans there has been no other conflict that has been so
badly understood, so impervious to the ever-growing and overwhelming historical evidence, and
in which the mythology has had such devastating consequences. Demonstrating the validity of
this argument—and the obvious policy implications that follow from it—is the single most
important purpose of this book.

The Zionist/Israeli Narrative

According to the standard Zionist and then the Israeli narrative, for a number of reasons the land
of Palestine rightfully belongs to the Jewish people—and no others, including today’s
Palestinians. A number of arguments are made to support and justify this claim, some based on
religious and ancient territorial claims, others on late nineteenth- and twentieth-century history.

First, it is argued that according to the book of Genesis, God promised Abraham, the patriarch
of the ancient Jews, that he and his descendants would have the land of Canaan—largely, ancient
Palestine—“for an everlasting possession” (Genesis 17:8). The promise that Palestine would be
Jewish for eternity, it is said, was then reaffirmed in the covenant between God and the leaders
of the Jewish tribes, Moses and his successor Joshua, who led their followers out of Egypt into
the Promised Land, conquered the Canaanites, and established a great Jewish kingdom under
King David and his son Solomon in the entire land of Palestine.

The Jews continued to inhabit and rule Palestine for many centuries, the story continues, until
the Romans conquered the land in 63 bce and then in 70 ce destroyed the Jewish temple and
largely expelled the Jews from the country. However, it is argued, throughout the next twenty
centuries many Jews continued to live and practice their religion there, supplemented on
occasion by new waves of Jewish immigration.

Consequently, the Zionist argument holds, there has been an unbroken and legitimate Jewish
claim to the land of Palestine—despite the Muslim conquest of the land in the seventh century,
the Crusader conquests and rule in the eleventh and twelfth centuries, and the Ottoman conquest



in the sixteenth century. The Ottoman Empire then ruled Palestine until the end of World War I,
after which the British ruled until they withdrew in 1948. Even so, it is implicit in the Zionist
narrative that the Romans, the Arabs, the Christians, the Turks (and others) were the true
foreigners in Palestine, no matter how long they had lived and ruled there, and no matter how
small—and for long periods, tiny—the Jewish population.

Beginning in the late nineteenth century, the Zionist narrative continues, a sovereign Jewish
homeland in Palestine was “reborn.” An official Israeli government publication puts it this way:
“The land seemed eminently suitable for [this] purpose: a marginal province of the weak
Ottoman Empire, sparsely inhabited by a population consisting of various religious groups and
seemingly lacking any national consciousness or ambitions of its own; a motherland waiting to
be redeemed from centuries of neglect and decay by its legitimate sons.”19

To be sure, during the first half of the twentieth century there was growing (and often violent)
indigenous Arab resistance to the Zionist settlers and claims to sovereignty in Palestine.
However, as the Israeli historian Shlomo Sand puts it, “The leaders of the Zionist community
portrayed it not as an authentic protonationalist uprising against foreign invasion, but rather as
the product of anti-Semitic incitement on the part of hostile Arab leaders.”20

This narrative then became dominant in Israel—and in many ways still is. As Bar-Tal writes:

From the moment of the state’s establishment in 1948 until the early 1970s, the conflict-supporting narratives were
hegemonic and pervasive in all the institutions and channels of communication, whether formal or informal, expressed
in leaders’ speeches, literature, textbooks, news and commentary in the press and on the radio, and in films and plays.21

Thus, according to the dominant Israeli narrative, the Israeli-Palestinian conflict is the
consequence of over a century of mindless Arab hatred of the Jews, and an unwillingness to
match the Jewish effort to reach a fair compromise over the ancient land of Palestine.22 The
Zionist-Palestinian conflict then escalated into a wider Arab-Israeli conflict, according to the
narrative, when the Arabs rejected the 1947 United Nations partition plan, which provided for
the division of Palestine between the Jews and the Arabs and the creation of the state of Israel.

In a continuing spirit of compromise, the narrative continues, the Zionist leadership accepted
the UN plan, but the Palestinians and the neighboring Arab states rejected it and launched an
unprovoked invasion designed to destroy the new Israeli state. In the course of the ensuing war,
hundreds of thousands of Palestinians living within Israel’s boundaries fled to the neighboring
Arab states, supposedly ordered or urged to do so by the invading Arab armies—although the
Israeli leadership had urged the Palestinians not to leave, seeking to demonstrate that the
Palestinians and Israelis could live side by side within a Jewish state.

After the 1948 war, the story continues, Israel remained willing to settle the conflict on the
basis of generous compromise, but they could find no Palestinian or other Arab leaders with
whom to negotiate. As Abba Eban famously put it, “The Arabs never missed an opportunity to
miss an opportunity.” The refugee issue remained unresolved, largely because it suited the
cynical purposes of the Arab states to keep it festering; the result was the creation of Palestinian
guerrilla terrorism, aided by the neighboring Arab states, especially Egypt and Syria. This local
and international terrorism led, in turn, to new Arab-Israeli wars in 1956, 1967, and 1973, all of
them forced on Israel by Arab aggression.

The wall of monolithic Arab hostility was not breached, the narrative continues, until Anwar
Sadat of Egypt decided to make peace with Israel in the late 1970s, followed twenty years later
by King Hussein of Jordan. But even today, it is said, the overall Arab-Israeli conflict continues,
because neither the Palestinians nor the rest of the Arab states are willing to accept fair



compromises.
So goes the Israeli narrative. Its accuracy is quite another issue, which I address throughout

this book.

The Palestinian Narrative

The Palestinian narrative is quite simple: except for small minorities of Jews and non-Palestinian
Christians, for over 2,000 years the Palestinians had been the indigenous population of the land
of Palestine, whether or not ruled by foreign empires: the Romans, the Crusaders, the Ottoman
Turks, the British, culminating (in the words of a publication of the Arab Information Center)
with “the uprooting and dispossession of an entire nation to make room for . . . Jews from all
parts of the world . . . in order to fulfill the political aspirations of Zionism.”23

Given the two diametrically opposed national narratives, one common argument among
observers of goodwill is that since the conflict between the narratives is irresolvable, the only
way out of “the tragedy” is for each side to “recognize” each other’s narrative. This is the view,
for one example, of Uri Avnery—who for over sixty years was one of Israel’s leading dissidents
—who wrote, “There is not one narrative, but two. Each side is convinced of the absolute justice
of its cause . . . [and] neither side can be entirely blamed.”24

The sentiment is admirable, but it begs the question of the relative historical accuracy of the
conflicting narratives. For example, if the Palestinian narrative is largely true and the Israeli
narrative is largely false—and that is what this book argues—the burden of revising the
narratives would fall far more heavily on Israel, for in that case it would be the Israelis who are
not only historically but also morally in the wrong. Given the history of the Jews, it may be
understandable that the Israelis see themselves as victims—of the Palestinians, of the Arabs as a
whole, and sometimes of the world in general. But however understandable that perspective, it is
not only unconvincing but it is devastating to the chances of an Israeli-Palestinian peace
agreement: in this conflict it is largely the Israelis who are the aggressors and the Palestinians
who are the victims.

Aside from the fact that the symmetry of responsibility implied in either the “tragic” or the
“conflicting narratives” arguments is unconvincing, it is far from clear that mutual recognition of
each other’s narrative would do much to resolve the conflict. To be sure, there is a strong
argument—accepted even by such severe critics of Zionism as the Israeli “new historian” Ilan
Pappé and the late Palestinian-American writer Edward Said—that a Palestinian
acknowledgment of the Holocaust and its consequences for the Jews might have a powerfully
positive effect on Israeli attitudes and behaviors toward the Palestinians.25

Even granting that argument, if the Zionist narrative is mostly historically inaccurate—as is
argued here—it would be the Israelis who would need to fundamentally reconsider their
narrative of victimization by the Palestinians. However, even if they were to acknowledge the
essential truthfulness of the Palestinian narrative, that might not be sufficient to lead to
significant changes in Israeli policies, for, as later discussed, many of the most important Zionist
leaders—in particular, Vladimir Jabotinsky, David Ben-Gurion, and Moshe Dayan—were
surprisingly forthright in acknowledging that the Palestinian “narrative” of Zionist/Israeli
dispossession of their rights was accurate; it’s just that they believed that the Zionists had no
choice but to override those rights.

What’s Right and What’s Wrong with the Zionist Argument?



The first step in answering that question is to sort out Zionism’s good arguments from its bad
ones, beginning with the ones drawn from ancient history—or, rather, ancient history as it is
understood, or imagined, by adherents of the biblically based Zionist narrative.

The Religious Argument

In theory, the purely religious biblical argument is separable from the essentially historical one
(though those who base Zionism’s legitimacy on biblical arguments rarely make this distinction).
As already noted, the religious argument is simple and straightforward: God promised Palestine
to the Jews, forever. That kind of argument, however, will be convincing only to religious
literalists and fundamentalists; indeed, it is hardly clear that most of the Jewish people
themselves—the great majority of them non-Orthodox or largely secular—are persuaded by the
religious argument.

More important, Christians and Muslims also have strong historical connections, claims, and
ties to Palestine based on religion and sentiment. That being the case, it is not surprising that the
religious Zionist argument has failed to convince the Muslim and most of the Christian world—
other than the Christian Zionist fundamentalists— that their own religious claims to the land
must be subordinated to those of the Jews.

In short, there is no persuasive general principle that privileges the Zionist claim of ancient
religious rights, let alone eternal ones, over the similar claims of Christians and Muslims.

The Historical Argument

The second Zionist argument based on the Bible is a historical rather than a religious one—or,
more accurately, as I have summarized earlier, it is based on ancient history as described in the
Hebrew Bible.

To begin with, no part of the Zionist/Israeli narrative that is based on the Hebrew Old
Testament stands up to serious scrutiny, and in the last few decades the accuracy of nearly every
part of that narrative has been decisively rejected by leading historians and archaeologists
—especially Israeli ones—who have concluded that the biblical account must be regarded as
theology and myth rather than genuine history.26 There is little or no archaeological evidence
that the biblical figures who are central to the Zionist/Israeli narrative—Abraham, Moses, David,
and Solomon—existed. And even if they were actual rather than mythical figures, the
scholarship has demonstrated that there is little historical or archaeological evidence in support
of the “Exodus” myth and other biblical stories: that Palestine was the major homeland of the
Jews until they were expelled by the Romans, that Moses and other Patriarchs led the Jews out of
Egypt and conquered Canaan (Palestine), and that King David and King Solomon, ruling from
Jerusalem, established an extensive Jewish kingdom over most of the land.

In short, as the Israeli archaeologist Israel Finkelstein stated in 2000, it had been “common
knowledge among serious scholars for years” that Zionism was based on biblical myths or
folktales that were adopted to bolster the political claim that the Jewish people were rightfully
and eternally sovereign over the land of Palestine.27 In 2017, an Israeli journalist reviewed the
scholarship and concluded: “It is hard to find a mainstream archaeologist prepared to defend the
Biblical description[s].”28

The Myth of Original Homeland, Exile, and Expulsion



It is important to examine the biblically based myths in greater detail. To begin, archaeologists
and historians have established that there has never been one Jewish “homeland,” whether in
Palestine or anywhere else. Long before the Roman conquest of Palestine and the subsequent
Jewish revolt, there were large Jewish communities in Egypt, Mesopotamia, Asia Minor, and
throughout the Mediterranean basin. Moreover, contrary to the myth, there is no evidence that
the Jews established political sovereignty or control over ancient Palestine, which was inhabited
by a number of peoples, no one of which was dominant.29

In 66–70 ce a Jewish rebellion against Roman rule in Palestine was suppressed. Zionist
mythology holds that “the Romans may have laid the entire nation waste between ad 70 and 135,
slaughtering as many as 600,000 Jews, and carrying off half that number in bondage.”30 This
myth is no longer taken seriously by informed historians. In his review of the scholarship,
Charles H. Manekin (writing under his pen name Jeremiah Haber), a Hebrew University
philosopher and historian, writes that “there is no contemporary evidence—i.e., first and second
centuries ce—that anything like an exile took place.” Rather, some of the rebels were killed,
others died of hunger, and some prisoners became Roman slaves.31 And over the centuries, most
of the Jews who remained in Palestine became Christians, and later Muslims, leaving only a
small group that preserved its Jewish identity.

Although the Zionists are correct that there was a continuing Jewish presence, between the
first and mid-nineteenth centuries it consisted only of some 5,000 or 6,000 nonpolitical religious
fundamentalists in Jerusalem and two or three other towns or villages. Jewish immigration
increased somewhat after that, but by the end of the nineteenth century there were still only about
50,000 Jews in Palestine.32

More important, even if the Jewish population of Palestine had been far larger, I argue that it
would not have established a “right” of permanent sovereignty over the land.

The Myth of the “Diaspora”

However small the Jewish community in Palestine was from the first through most of the
nineteenth century, the mythology holds that the Jewish people as a whole were unwillingly
confined to exiled communities—the “Diaspora”—in other lands, but maintained their
attachment to the land of Palestine and yearned to eventually “return” to it.

One Zionist writer put it this way: “Despite the loss of political independence and the
dispersion of the Jewish people, the true home of the Jews remained Jerusalem and the Land of
Israel; the idea of eventual return from the four corners of the earth was never abandoned.”33 Or,
as the Hebrew Bible (Psalm 137) puts it: “If I forget thee, O Jerusalem, let my right hand forget
her cunning.”

It is undoubtedly true that some kind of a Jewish identification, especially among religious
Jews, has resonated throughout diaspora history—“Next year in Jerusalem,” and the like—but
even during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries an overwhelming majority of the
East European Jews threatened by anti-Semitism sought to move to the West, particularly the
United States, rather than go to Palestine. And today it is clear that the overwhelming majority of
the Jewish people do not think of themselves in any meaningful way as a diaspora yearning to
“return” to Palestine—else they would have done so, as they now have had the right and (in most
cases) the ability to move to Israel for some seventy years.
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Suppose the Biblical Mythology Were True?

For the sake of analysis, for the moment let us leave aside the historical and archaeological
evidence and assume that the Zionist narrative and the argument on which it is based is accurate:
that Palestine was the homeland of the Jewish people who ruled it for many centuries until they
were driven out by the Romans, that nonetheless some Jewish communities remained in
Palestine for the next 2,000 years, and that the remainder of the scattered Jewish people never
stopped yearning and striving for the reestablishment of their homeland and a Jewish state in
Palestine—so for all those reasons, the historical land of Palestine eternally belongs to the Jewish
people.

That argument, however, is more a matter of special pleading for the Jews than one based on a
persuasive and universally applicable principle. For what would the principle be? That lands
conquered by force would eternally belong to the “original” inhabitants (whatever that might
mean), no matter how many centuries other peoples had been a majority in that land, so long as
the previous inhabitants were still a distinguishable people, some small minority of which
continued to yearn to “return” to their “homeland”?

The problem for that Zionist argument, of course, is that there is no such universal principle.
That is, even if the mythology were true, that would not establish a persuasive modern Jewish
claim to the land of Palestine. The argument that an ancient claim to a land has precedence over
very long periods of a different reality—in Palestine, eight centuries of Christianity followed by
thirteen centuries of an overwhelming Islamic majority—is accepted nowhere else in the world,
whether in law, moral reasoning, or plain common sense.

Put differently, there is scarcely any place on earth that at one time or another has not been
conquered, subjugated, and populated by other peoples. Yet there is no other place in which it is
taken to be a serious argument that even if more than twenty centuries have passed since the
expulsion of a people from their homelands, they still retain their right to permanent political
sovereignty there, if necessary overriding the political and other rights of the peoples who have
inhabited the land since then, including most of its present-day inhabitants. If there was no way
to establish some kind of limit to land claims by right of previous inhabitance, there would be no
principle that would prohibit endless wars of restitution and protect international stability from
the law of the jungle.

To be sure, ascertaining the point at which the passage of time has nullified the legal or moral
validity of previous land claims cannot be precise, and certainly there are hard cases—the Zionist
claim, however, is not one of them. Today a kind of tacit or commonsense consensus has
evolved to establish a rough metaphorical statute of limitations on land claims by right of
previous inhabitance. A morally plausible range might look something like this:

The passage of a few years is not enough to wipe out past rights. Thus, during the 1990s it
was widely accepted that the Bosnians had a moral right to reverse the Serbian ethnic
cleansing of Yugoslavia—even though such a reversal required the dispossession of Serbs
who had relatively recently taken over abandoned homes and villages.
The passage of, say, sixty or seventy years creates a complex problem, both in principle and
in practice. On the one hand, for example, few argue—not even many of the dislocated
people themselves—that the ethnic Germans expelled from Czechoslovakia and elsewhere
in the aftermath of World War II have a right to return to their pre-war homelands. On the
other hand, of course, one of the central issues in the Arab-Israeli conflict, even today, is
precisely whether or not the Palestinian people have a legitimate “right of return” to the
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lands from which they were expelled during the 1947–48 period.34

The longer the passage of time, the less the complexity. Certainly, for example, the passage
of 150 years is too long. Thus, while there is no doubt that while Americans in the
nineteenth century illegitimately and forcibly conquered much of what became the United
States from Mexico and the Native Americans, it does not follow that Mexico could
legitimately reclaim Texas or that today’s Native Americans have even the theoretical moral
right to reconquer the West.

If this way of looking at the issue is persuasive, then what is left of the Zionist argument that is
based on ancient history? For over thirty centuries Palestine (or Canaan) has been repeatedly
conquered: by the Assyrians, by the Babylonians, by Alexander the Great, by the Roman Empire,
by the Crusaders, by the Arabs, and by the Ottoman Empire. After each of these conquests, the
previous inhabitants of the land were subjugated by the new rulers who then held sway,
sometimes for centuries.

In light of these facts, some versions of the Zionist argument hold that violent conquests do
not invalidate the moral and political rights of the previous inhabitants. Among other problems
with that argument, though, is the fact the Jewish Bible itself claims that the Jews themselves
were conquerors, defeating the previous indigenous peoples of the land of Palestine, the
Canaanites.

Given all these issues, who should be regarded as the “rightful” claimants to Palestine? Absent
a religious basis (“the Promised Land”) accepted by everyone, including those of different
nationalities and religions, stopping the clock as it marches backward in time to twenty centuries
ago, neither earlier nor later, must be completely arbitrary and self-serving.35

Put differently, by what objective criteria are the claims of one set of victims—the Jews
supposedly driven out of Palestine by the Romans 2,000 years ago—privileged over all other
such claims? If the most ancient of the “original” victimization is the criterion, then it must
follow that the descendants of the Canaanites—in some accounts, the Syrians, whose
descendants live in Lebanon today!36—must have priority over the descendants of the Jews. On
the other hand, if more recent victimization is the criterion, then the victims of various conquests
of Palestine since the end of the Roman Empire must have priority over the Jews.

Indeed, the great irony of the Zionist narrative is that unlike the alleged Roman expulsion, the
Israeli expulsion of the Palestinians is both demonstrable and far more recent—seventy years
ago, not 2,000. While it is perhaps arguable whether this history creates a present-day Palestinian
“right of return,” there can be no doubt that the Palestinian argument is far more historically
accurate, intellectually respectable, and arguably far better grounded in moral principle than is its
Zionist counterpart.

In sum, the Zionist arguments based on religious claims, biblical mythology, or ancient
territorial rights cannot stand up to serious analysis. If Zionism ever had a persuasive claim for a
Jewish state, it would have to rest on the modern period, meaning from the late nineteenth
century through today.

The Modern Arguments for Zionism

Prior to the United Nations Partition Plan that gave conditional international support for the
creation of Israel (discussed in Chapter 4), the main modern Zionist arguments for a Jewish state
in Palestine are based on the British Balfour Declaration of 1917, the League of Nations Mandate



to Britain in 1923, and above all, the Holocaust.

The Balfour Declaration and the League of Nations Mandate

British sympathy for Jewish aspirations in Palestine go back at least to the nineteenth century: in
1875 Lord Shaftesbury, a prominent British politician and religious leader, wrote: “We have here
a land teeming with fertility and rich history, but almost without an inhabitant—a country
without a people and look! Scattered over the world, a people without a country.”37

On November 2, 1917, British foreign secretary Arthur Balfour issued the following official
statement: “His Majesty’s Government view with favor the establishment in Palestine of a
national home for the Jewish people, and will use their best endeavors to facilitate the
achievement of this object, it being clearly understood that nothing shall be done which may
prejudice the civil and religious rights of existing non-Jewish communities in Palestine, or the
rights and political status enjoyed by Jews in any other country.”

The Balfour Declaration, as it has come to be known, was motivated by a number of factors.
First, the British government hoped that it would lead to increased Russian and especially US
support for Britain in World War I—both Balfour and Prime Minister Lloyd George believed
that the Jews had great power in those countries. Second, they believed that establishing a
presumptively friendly and pro-British Jewish homeland in the Middle East would serve
Britain’s colonial and strategic interests, particularly its interest in retaining control over the Suez
Canal, its “gateway to India.”

Third, as Ilan Pappé writes, it was possible that “pious Christians, such as British Prime
Minister David Lloyd George, were motivated by a wish to facilitate the return of the Jews to
precipitate the second coming of the Messiah.”38

Finally, there is no reason to doubt that Balfour, Lloyd George, and especially Winston
Churchill (then a powerful member of the cabinet) were genuinely sympathetic to the plight of
European Jewry. As the prominent Israeli historian Benny Morris writes: “Brought up on the
Bible and on a belief in the Jews’ contribution to Judeo-Christian civilization . . . these [leading
British officials] . . . believed that Christendom owed the Jews a debt and that it must atone for
two thousand years of persecution by restoring them to their land.”39 As well, most British
leaders at that time were not much interested in Arab rights; in 1919 Balfour wrote: “Zionism . . .
is rooted in age-long traditions, in present needs, in future hopes of far profounder import than
the desires and prejudices of the 700,000 Arabs who now inhabit that ancient land.”40

In particular, Churchill is said to have been “a lifelong Zionist,” who wrote, “It was manifestly
right that the scattered Jews should have a national center and a national home in Palestine . . .
[which] would be good for the world, good for the Jews, good for the British Empire, but also
good for the Arabs who dwell in Palestine. . . . They shall share in the benefits and progress of
Zionism.”41

In any case, the British government was not alone among Western states in believing that there
was a strong moral case for the Balfour Declaration. For example, in 1917, Jules Cambon, a
leading French government official, stated, “It would be a just and compensatory act to support,
with the help of the powers, the revival of the Jewish nation in the land from which it was
expelled centuries ago.” And in 1920 President Woodrow Wilson stated, “I have become
convinced that the allies, with the full assent of our government and people, agree that the
foundations for a Jewish community be laid in Palestine.”42

In light of the powerful support for the Balfour Declaration, the League of Nations



incorporated it into the preamble of the 1923 “Mandate” that established British rule over
Palestine, stating that “recognition has thereby been given to the historical connection of the
Jewish people with Palestine and to the grounds for reconstituting their national home in that
country.” As a result, since 1917 the Zionist movement has argued that the Balfour Declaration
and the League of Nations Mandate provided the modern legal and moral basis for the creation
of a Jewish state of Israel.

Though not devoid of merit, in the final analysis that argument is not convincing, for in the
first instance the commitment was inconsistent with previous British promises to Arab leaders,
who in 1915 were promised they would be granted political independence under an Arab
kingdom that would rule Palestine, Transjordan, and other areas if they mounted a revolt against
the Ottoman Empire, allied with Germany in World War I.

Second, the Balfour Doctrine was deliberately vague and ambiguous: as has been widely
noted, it did not call for a Jewish state in Palestine, but only a “national home,” however that was
to be defined; nor did it define the term “Palestine,” whose territory and borders were left
undetermined.

Third, the Balfour Doctrine and the League Mandate were conditional, stipulating that the
“non-Jewish” communities of Palestine—some 90 percent of the indigenous peoples!—must
retain their “civil and religious rights.” What constituted “civil rights”? Did they include political
rights? If not, why not? The Declaration and the Mandate were silent on these key issues.

Finally, and perhaps most fundamentally, whatever their motives for doing so, neither the
British nor the League of Nations—basically a club of colonial powers—had the right to give
political control over Palestine to the 50,000 Jews who then lived there, rather than to the
700,000 Arabs.

In short, the Balfour Declaration and the League Mandate were simply unilateral ukases of the
leading colonial powers of the time, actions essentially of force, undertaken not only without
regard to the rights and feelings of the local inhabitants but indeed in contradiction to the
promises made to them earlier. As such, the promises to the Jews—even to the extent that the
authors of the mandate were motivated by genuine moral commitment rather than simply
colonial national interests—finally had no more legal or moral standing than any other
colonialist actions.

Is Zionism Colonialism?

In addition to the clear fact that the support of Western colonialism was crucial to Zionism’s
success in creating a Jewish state in the Middle East, it is often argued that Zionism itself is a
form of colonialism—“settler colonialism,” as it is commonly put. This is widely charged not
only by the Arab world but by many other critics of Israel, among them some Israeli historians.

The connections between Zionism and Western colonialism in the early decades of the
twentieth century are undeniable. The early Zionist leaders, Herzl, Chaim Weizmann, and others,
products of the colonial age, shared the belief that European colonialism would bring the
blessings of Western civilization to a lesser, backward people. Herzl put it this way: a Jewish
state would serve as “a rampart of Europe against Asia, an outpost of civilization as opposed to
barbarism.”43

The Jewish immigrants from Europe typically treated the indigenous inhabitants of the land in
the same spirit of blindness, indifference, or outright hostility as did colonialist settlers
throughout the non-Western world during this period, often resorting to coercion and violence
when they faced resistance.



That said, there were also important differences between Zionism and typical Western
colonialism, which unlike Zionism had no objective claim of necessity but rather was driven by
economic gain or simple greed, the ideological/racist belief in “the white man’s burden,” or even
by the goal of power for its own sake. Still, it is often argued that Zionism’s “settler
colonialism”—as also occurred in North America and Australia—was no less unjust than other
Western forms of colonialism. Whether or not that is persuasive, the more important point is that
even before the Holocaust, the case for the creation of an independent Jewish state that had the
means to defend itself was well grounded in historical realities—realities that had nothing to do
with colonialism.

In an unfortunately rare Arab acknowledgment of the distinctions between Western
colonialism and the Jewish predicament, Khaled Diab, an Egyptian journalist, addressed the
issue:

Though Zionists certainly had colonial designs on Palestine, the exclusive focus on Zionist imperialism overlooked the
reality that these bedraggled Jews who arrived in Palestine were not just colonists but also refugees, oppressed natives
fleeing persecution and murder in their homelands. . . . The inability to understand this element hurt the Palestinian
cause because it led Arabs to believe that Zionism was a classical form of European colonialism, and so if they resisted
it long enough and hard enough, the newcomers would eventually go home. But Zionism differed. . . . Jews who came
to Palestine felt they had no “home” to return to, and that Palestine was the only home left to them.44

Still, it is important to distinguish between the earlier Zionist settling of Palestine and its
expansion into the West Bank, Arab East Jerusalem, and Gaza after its conquest of them in 1967,
which can certainly be described as illegitimate “settler colonialism,” pure and simple.45

Zionism and Racism

Closely related to the issue of whether Zionism is colonialism is the issue of whether “Zionism is
a form of racism,” as stated in a famous—or infamous—1975 UN General Assembly resolution.
A storm of protest followed—not only in Israel, but throughout the West—and continued until
1991, when the General Assembly voted to revoke the resolution. Since it is obvious that the
votes both for the original resolution and its revocation were the consequence of international
political calculations as well as domestic politics, rather than of a careful philosophical inquiry
into the nature of racism, it is worth examining the question: Is Zionism a form of racism?

With only minor differences, all leading dictionaries, as well as common usage, define
“racism” as the belief that one’s own race or ethnicity is inherently superior to others. (It is true
that the word is sometimes used in other senses, but that just muddies its meaning and usual
connotations.) Except for a small minority of religious zealots, Zionist ideology is not based on
the belief that the Jews are superior to others; on the contrary, it means that they are just more
vulnerable, or potentially so.

Given that historical reality, it must follow that Zionism is not inherently or unavoidably
racist. The belief to the contrary seems to be primarily based on three factors. The first is that
Israel’s “Law of Return” automatically grants citizenship to Jews, and to no others. However,
even a number of Western democracies that are generally not regarded as being “racist”—
including Finland, Italy, Greece, Ireland, and even Germany—to one degree or another privilege
ethnic origin in establishing national citizenship. To be sure, ethnic origin is not a precondition
for citizenship in those countries—but neither is it in Israel, where about 21 percent of the
citizens of that country are Arab.

Second, the insistence by most Israelis that their country must remain a “Jewish state” can be



understood to be motivated by anti-Arab racism—and in fact that animus clearly does play a
significant role. Nonetheless, at its most fundamental level, the Jewish state concept is based on
the belief—an only too plausible belief, and one that has nothing whatever to do with racism—
that history demonstrated the need for a state in which the Jewish people control their own
destiny.

That said, even if it is persuasive that Zionist ideology is not inherently or necessarily racist (at
least in the sense of connoting Jewish racial superiority), the third factor explaining that still
widely held belief among critics of Israel is the undeniable evidence that Israeli society in recent
decades has become increasingly racist. Henry Siegman, a former leader of global Zionism as
well as national director of the American Jewish Congress who has become a severe critic of
Israel, has put it best: “Netanyahu and his government have proven that although Zionism is not
racism, Zionists can indeed be racists.”46

In light of the trends in Israeli society, it must be acknowledged that the distinction between
Zionism and racism may not remain persuasive for much longer.

The Holocaust

I have been arguing that one of the many tragedies of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict is that
Zionism’s historically inaccurate, irrelevant, or otherwise unpersuasive arguments for privileging
the Jewish claims to sovereignty in Palestine over those of its indigenous inhabitants are
unnecessary. By the early 1940s, there was one very strong—and, in my view, sufficient—
argument: the Holocaust, which rightly convinced most Western governments and their peoples
that there was now an overwhelming and urgent moral case for the creation of a Jewish state and
a haven for the victims of anti-Semitism.47

But why in Palestine? That is a different and morally far more complex matter: the indigenous
inhabitants who would lose their political rights were in no way responsible for the Holocaust, let
alone for the long history of murderous European anti-Semitism that produced Zionism. As the
Palestinians always ask, and—up to a point—persuasively so: Why should we be made to pay
for evils we did not commit?48 The problem, of course, is that anywhere a Jewish state was
created, essentially by force majeure, would have necessarily and unavoidably overridden the
political rights of the majority of the local inhabitants.

It is often argued that another alternative to the creation of Israel might have been the
settlement in the United States of most of the Holocaust survivors and other Jewish refugees in
Europe; indeed, it was evident that that would have been the first choice of most of the refugees.
But there are two problems with that argument. First, there was still much anti-Semitism in the
United States, as well as more general anti-immigration sentiment; as a consequence, the country
refused to accept large numbers of Jewish refugees.

Second—and relatedly—resettling the refugees in any place other than Palestine would not
necessarily have solved the historical problem of Jewish vulnerability when they are a small
minority in countries other than their own; this is why at the end of World War II the Zionist
leadership was implacably opposed to refugee resettlement in any place other than Palestine.

By 1947, then, the die was cast: if a Jewish state was to be created there was essentially no
practical alternative but a partitioned Palestine, especially as hundreds of thousands of surviving
Jewish refugees from Europe began arriving in the country and the British were preparing to end
their control and their Mandate over it.



Conclusion

Could the Israeli-Palestinian conflict have been averted, or at least settled long ago? The entire
history of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict might have been different had the Israelis abandoned
most of the Zionist narrative; other than the argument from historical anti-Semitism and the
Holocaust, it is largely mythological, and it is both legally and morally irrelevant even it were
true. Put differently, all the Zionist arguments for the creation of a Jewish state in Palestine, and
only in Palestine, were unconvincing—save the argument of existential necessity, which was
both necessary and sufficient to make the case a strong one.

To be sure, even if the Zionists had rested their case on that single argument and the absence
of any other practical solution, a grave injustice to the Palestinians was unavoidable. Had the
Zionists acknowledged that injustice, however, there were—and perhaps still are—a number of
ways it could have been rectified, apologized for, mitigated, compensated, and significantly
diminished—all without compromising the existence of a secure and legitimate Jewish state.49

The failure to have done so is the great moral failure of Zionism, and the standard Zionist
narrative continues to be an enormous psychological obstacle, for both the Israelis and the
Palestinians, to a peace settlement between them.
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The Onset of the Israeli-Palestinian Conflict, 1917–47

Prior to the onset of Zionism in the late nineteenth century, there were about 15,000 Jews in
Palestine, perhaps 3 percent of the total population. In the next several decades, the Jewish
population grew only slightly; when the Balfour Declaration was proclaimed in 1917, the
generally accepted estimate was that the total population of Palestine—as that land was defined
by the British and a few years later by the League Mandate—was about 750,000, of whom
50,000–60,000 or less than 9 percent were Jewish.1

The task of the Zionist leaders, as they saw it, was to create a state in Palestine that would be
at least 80 percent Jewish.2 That would not be an easy task: in the demands of the early Zionist
leaders—including Chaim Weizmann (president of the Zionist Organization and the first
president of Israel) and later David Ben-Gurion—the Jewish state should include Jerusalem, the
West Bank of the Jordan River and stretching beyond that to Amman (all allocated to
Transjordan—later, Jordan—in the League Mandate), southern Lebanon, the Golan Heights, and
other parts of southern Syria and the Gaza Strip.

In 1918, Zionist leaders joined with British mandate officials to propose that a Jewish
Palestine should include southern Lebanon up to the Litani River so that the Zionist state could
“control all water resources up to their sources.”3 In 1919, the World Zionist organization made
public its map of the intended Jewish homeland (Map 3.1).





Map 3.1 Boundaries of Jewish National Home Proposed by Zionist Organization, 1919, from Mark Tessler, A History of the
Israeli-Palestinian Conflict, 2nd ed., 163. Permission granted by Indiana University Press.

In 1920, Weizmann wrote to Winston Churchill, then the British colonial secretary, on the future
of Palestine. In the words of William Manchester, Churchill’s biographer, he “demand[ed] that
the Jewish state’s eastern boundary be extended east of the Jordan River to include all of
Transjordan (now Jordan).” Transjordan, Weizmann continued, “has from the earliest time been
an integral and vital part of Palestine.” Manchester adds that Weizmann also wanted Palestine’s
southern frontier “pushed southward.”4

As well, Ben-Gurion’s expansionist agenda clearly affected Arab perceptions of a Zionist
danger, for he continued to adhere to these territorial goals, at least in principle—in fact to even
somewhat wider ones, including much of the Egyptian Sinai peninsula. Simha Flapan, a peace
activist and a political leader in the Israeli Mapam Party as well as a journalist and historian,
wrote:

Ben-Gurion’s territorial aims were large. He never tired of reminding his Arab listeners of the historical boundaries of
Erez Israel. He had advocated these historic boundaries since 1918, quoting the Bible to prove that the Hebrews had
settled on both sides of the Jordan. . . . [In talks with Arab leaders in 1934–36] Ben-Gurion demanded that they accept a
Jewish state in all of Palestine including Transjordan, and Jewish settlement in Syria and Iraq. . . . [These demands]
provoked angry reactions [in the Arab world] . . . and destroyed the last vestiges of trust in the sincerity of Zionist
declarations.5

As late as 1956, Ben-Gurion reiterated his expansionist goals in a conversation with French
officials, prior to the joint British/French/Israeli attack on Egypt in that year. In later years,
though, his ambitions were tempered by a pragmatic recognition of the constraints against
attaining them.

Whatever their future intentions, the immediate issue facing the Zionists was how their
projected state could attain Ben-Gurion’s goal of at least an 80 percent Jewish majority. There
were two ways: by some combination of Jewish immigration into Palestine and the “transfer”—
meaning the emigration or expulsion—of a large number of the Arabs out of Palestine.

“Transfer”

Between the Balfour Declaration and the United Nations partition plan of 1947, Jewish
immigration into Palestine steadily grew to about 600,000, but the Palestinians continued to
constitute a large majority in the land. The Zionists viewed the Arab majority as an obstacle to
Jewish domination and statehood that had to be overcome by one means or another. According to
a reputed slogan of Zionism during this period, Palestine was “a land without a people for a
people without a land.”6 Some scholars question whether anyone actually said that; but whether
or not the early Zionists literally ignored the existence of the Arabs, it is undeniable that they
believed their rights and interests were superseded by Jewish ones. In any case, it is well
documented that Golda Meir argued that “there is no such thing as a Palestinian people.”7 And as
Flapan has observed, such views were not aberrations but “the cornerstone of Zionist policy,
initiated by Weizmann and faithfully carried out by Ben-Gurion and his successors.”8

However they viewed the Palestinians, the Zionists soon realized that it might be impossible to
build a Jewish state with a dominant majority solely by increased Jewish immigration: indeed,
because of the higher Arab birth rate, the Jews might never achieve even a small majority.



Therefore, they began discussing various ways in which the Palestinians could be
“transferred”—the preferred Zionist euphemism—out of the country, preferably voluntarily, but
by force if necessary.

The scholarship on transfer, especially by Israeli historians, leaves no doubt about its
importance in the thinking of every major Zionist leader before and after Israel became a state.
One leading Israeli scholar writes:

The idea of transfer is as old as modern Zionism[;] . . . driving it was an iron logic. There could be no viable Jewish
state in all or part of Palestine unless there was a mass displacement of Arab inhabitants, who opposed its emergence
and would constitute an active or potential fifth column in its midst. This logic was understood and enunciated, before
and during 1948, by Zionist, Arab, and British leaders and officials.9

In particular, Theodore Herzl, Chaim Weizmann, and David Ben-Gurion, the three most
important leaders in the pre-state era, were all advocates of transfer, including, if necessary,
forced transfer.

Herzl. Tom Segev writes: “The hope of emptying Palestine of its Arab inhabitants had been a
part of Zionist discourse from its first days. Its earliest incarnation appears in Herzl’s diary. ‘We
shall try to spirit the penniless populations across the border by procuring employment for them
in the transit countries, while denying them employment in our own country,’ Herzl wrote in
June 1895. . . . The evacuation of the Arabs from the territory of the projected Jewish state came
up for discussion again and again, in a variety of contexts.”10

Weizmann.

In 1930, Weizmann, the first president of Israel and in Benny Morris’s words “the movement’s
liberal, moderate elder statesman,” wrote that an “exchange of populations could be fostered and
encouraged” so that the Arabs would “flee into neighboring countries.”11 Similarly, in January
1941 he told other Zionist leaders of his hopes that some 500,000 Palestinians could be
transferred into Iraq or Jordan.12

Ben-Gurion. If Herzl and Weizmann hoped that the Palestinians could be induced to go
elsewhere more or less voluntarily, with economic compensation in one form or another, Ben-
Gurion was much more ruthless, or at least unapologetic and blunt. He believed that the Jewish
claim to sovereignty over all of Palestine essentially was absolute, for it “stems from the
unbreakable bond between the Hebrew people and its historic homeland; from the right of the
Jewish nation to independence and national renewal in equal measure to that of the world’s other
nations; from the status of the Jews in the diaspora as a wandering minority at the mercy of
strangers; from the need to find a home for millions of Jewish immigrants; [and] from the under-
populated condition of the land of Israel.”13

The written record shows that Ben-Gurion repeatedly advocated transfer. Segev writes:

The Zionists began executing a mini-transfer from the time they began purchasing land and evacuating the Arab
tenants. “Up until now we have accomplished our settlement in Palestine by population transfer,” Ben-Gurion said in
one discussion of the issue. . . . With few exceptions, none of the Zionists disputed the desirability of forced transfer—
or its morality. . . . “I do not see anything immoral in it,” Ben-Gurion asserted.14

Some Zionist historians have questioned whether Ben-Gurion supported the use of force to bring
about transfer as opposed to such non-coercive measures as land purchases, but the evidence
from Ben-Gurion’s diary and other private and public statements shows that while he may have



•

•

•

•

•

preferred to achieve a Jewish state peacefully and by agreement with the Palestinians, he
increasingly understood that was impossible unless he was prepared for major compromises on
the Zionist aspirations—which he wasn’t. Consequently, there is no doubt that he was perfectly
willing to resort to force if necessary. Here are just a few examples:

A key document, widely cited in the Israeli literature, is Ben-Gurion’s 1937 letter to his son
in which he defends his willingness to temporarily accept the British government’s Peel
Commission partition plan on the grounds that later the compromise can be discarded by the
Zionists, by force if necessary: “We must expel Arabs and take their places, if necessary
with the force at our disposal.” Even Shabtai Teveth, Ben-Gurion’s official biographer,
characterizes the letter as making clear that “Ben-Gurion forthrightly embraced territorial
expansionism.”15 Another sympathetic biographer, Michael Bar-Zohar, who was granted
access to Ben-Gurion’s private papers and diaries, quoted from the letter: “A partial Jewish
state is not the end, but only the beginning. . . . We shall organize a modern defense force . .
. and then I am certain that we will not be prevented from settling in other parts of the
country, either by mutual agreement with our Arab neighbors or by some other means.”16

In preparing for the 1937 meeting of the Zionist Congress, Ben-Gurion listed the stages of
expansion of the pending Jewish state: “immigration . . . systematic, state-controlled
settlement . . . a Jewish army . . . [and] the gradual conquest of all of Palestine.”17

In 1930 Ben-Gurion wrote: “I support compulsory transfer. I don’t see anything immoral in
it.”18

In August 1939 Ben-Gurion told the 20th Zionist Congress that there would now have to be
“transfer of a completely different scope. . . . Transfer is what will make possible a
comprehensive settlement program. . . . [T]he Arab people have vast empty areas [in
Transjordan and Iraq]. . . . Jewish power, which grows steadily, will also increase our
possibilities to carry out the transfer on a large scale.”19

And in 1941 Ben-Gurion wrote, “Complete transfer without compulsion—and ruthless
compulsion at that—is hardly imaginable.”20

In short, despite his occasional obfuscations on the issue and his belief that it “needed to be done
quietly,”21 Ben-Gurion’s diaries, writings, and speeches to Zionist groups demonstrate that he
was fully prepared to use force if necessary to expel the Arabs from whatever parts of Palestine
the Zionists could include in the projected Jewish state. And, decisively, during the 1947–48
period, that is exactly what happened.

Moshe Sharett, a major Zionist leader in the pre-state period and the second prime minister of
Israel, was considerably more liberal than Ben-Gurion and repeatedly clashed with him. Still, he
also supported transfer, though not by coercion. Following the flight and expulsion of some
700,000 Palestinians before and during the 1948 war, Sharett wrote to Chaim Weizmann that
Israel was determined not only to block any return of the refugees, but in the future “We are
equally determined . . . to explore all possibilities of getting rid, once and for all, of the huge
Arab minority which originally threatened us.”22

Was Transfer Morally Acceptable?

Though there were some exceptions, most Zionist leaders believed that the “transfer” of Arabs
from Palestine in order to ensure a stable and secure Jewish state was morally acceptable. And



not only Zionist leaders: there is no doubt that many respectable non-Zionist and non-Jewish
political leaders and well-intentioned intellectuals and writers believed that buying out or bribing
the Palestinians to leave was justifiable. Indeed, some even believed that some degree of
involuntary transfer might be acceptable (see below for my discussion of the Peel Commission
report), though it seems highly doubtful—to put it mildly—that anyone would have thought the
Zionists were justified in employing the kind of extensive violence that actually occurred.

There were three arguments for the moral acceptability of some form of transfer. The main
one—certainly for the Zionists but not only for them—was the alleged necessity of establishing a
secure and stable Jewish state in as much of Palestine as was feasible, which was understood to
require a large Jewish majority.

The second argument was that no great harm would be done to the Palestinian Arab
population that would have to be transferred if that goal were to be reached, because they would
be moved—or voluntarily move themselves—only relatively short distances into neighboring
Arab states of the same or highly similar culture, economies, customs, religion, language, and
even geography.23

For example, Chaim Weizmann argued that “the Jewish right has precedence over Arab rights
because a Jewish homeland in Palestine is a question of life and death for the Jewish people,
while the loss of less than 1 percent of their territory is not decisive for the future of Arabs.”24

Similarly, Ben-Gurion often argued that for the Jews, Palestine had a different value than it
had for the Arabs. As one of his biographers summarized his thinking: “The Arabs had numerous
countries; the Jews had only one. One side in this conflict consisted of a fragment of the Arab
nation, while the other side included the entire Jewish people, dispersed over the world.”25 In
particular, Ben-Gurion believed that the Arabs had little attachment to Jerusalem; in 1929 he
wrote that “Jerusalem is not the same thing to the Arabs as it is to the Jews. The Arab people
inhabits many great lands.”26

Israel’s third prime minister, Levi Eshkol, who succeeded Ben-Gurion in 1963, was widely
considered to be more moderate than Ben-Gurion and other hard-line early Zionist leaders. Yet,
in 1967, Eshkol told the Israeli cabinet: “There have always been population exchanges. When
coexistence is difficult and countries can’t live together, population exchange is the answer. We
took in 100,000 Jews from Iraq, let them take in 100,000 Arabs. . . . It’s the same language, the
same standard [of living], there’s water and land. . . . [It] cried out in its justice.”27

The obvious counterargument to this position was made by Simha Flapan; responding to
Weizmann’s argument that “the loss of less than 1 percent of their territory is not decisive for the
Arabs,” Flapan wrote that Weizmann “ignored the fact that for those who lived in Palestine it
was decisive.”28 Or, consider a contemporary parallel: We don’t say that it’s not so bad that the
Syrians are being driven from their homes today, because they can go to other Arab countries.

Yet, that said, I shall argue that the genuine similarities between Palestine and the neighboring
Arab states might not have been morally irrelevant had the actual Israeli “transfer” of the
Palestinians in the 1947–48 period not been so violent. Even in that hypothetical circumstance,
the forced emigration of hundreds of thousands of Palestinians of course would have constituted
an injustice, but at least that injustice would have been mitigated. I develop that argument in
Chapter 5.

The third argument made by proponents of transfer was that there have been a number of other
precedents for forced exchanges of national populations: typically cited are the 1923 exchanges
of Greek and Turkish peoples and the post–World War II transfer of ethnic German minorities in
Poland and Czechoslovakia to Germany, and similar population movements between Bulgaria



and Turkey as well as between Hungary and Slovakia.29

Of course, the citation of these “precedents” hardly constitutes a moral argument, for the fact
that similar actions have occurred in the past does not make any of them right, especially since
the “transfers” were either the consequences of war or were otherwise accompanied by massive
violence.

Other Supporters of Transfer

During the 1917–47 period, support for some kind of transfer was not limited to the Zionists. In
1936, the British government appointed a high-level commission to examine and report on what
it could do about the increasingly violent conflict between the Jews and Arabs in Palestine. In
July 1937, the Peel Commission (as it became known) issued its report: “An irrepressible
conflict has arisen between two national communities within the narrow bounds of one small
country. There is no common ground between them. Their national aspirations are incompatible.
. . . Neither permits of combination in a single state.”

Consequently, the commission recommended that Palestine be partitioned. However, it
continued, partition would be feasible only if there was a substantial exchange of populations to
ensure that there would be a large majority of Jews in the 20 percent of the country earmarked
for a Jewish state and a similar majority of Arabs in the Palestinian state. The commission put it
this way: “If Partition is to be effective in promoting a final settlement it must mean more than
drawing a frontier and establishing two States. Sooner or later there should be a transfer of land
and, as far as possible, an exchange of population . . . voluntary or otherwise. . . . [I]n the last
resort the exchange should be compulsory” (emphasis added).30

Ben-Gurion wrote that he was overcome by “burning enthusiasm” by the Peel
recommendation: “I see the realization of this program as an almost decisive stage at the
beginning of our full redemption,” he wrote in his diary, “and the strongest possible impetus for
the step-by-step conquest of Palestine as a whole.” . . . He reacted with two words: “compulsory
transfer,” underlining the words in his diary.31

Facing the opposition of the Palestinian Arabs and only lukewarm support from the Zionist
leaders, the British government declined to implement the Peel report, but for the first time the
idea of some form of transfer—including compulsory transfer—was “accorded an international
moral imprimatur” and became “a real possibility and a respectable option.”32

Perhaps for that reason, in November 1945, former US president Herbert Hoover issued a
statement recommending the transfer of Arabs out of some parts of Palestine,33 a
recommendation that was supported by Reinhold Niebuhr, the celebrated liberal American
theologian and moral philosopher, who argued that “while Palestine was the logical place for [a]
homeland for the Jews, the Arabs have a vast hinterland in the Middle East.”34

Roosevelt and Transfer

From the outset of his administration in 1933, Franklin Roosevelt strongly supported the
establishment of a Jewish state in Palestine. In 1939, Roosevelt proposed to the British
government and American Zionist leaders that the Palestinian Arabs should be transferred to a
nearby Arab country, such as Iraq. He had in mind, however, a compensated transfer—“a little
baksheesh,” is how he put it—costing about $300 million, which could be raised by Britain, the
United States, and wealthy Western Jews.35 Eleanor Roosevelt, often more liberal than her



husband, on this occasion agreed, writing, “The Arabs will probably be better off if the funds
already in hand are used to resettle them in some of the Arab countries.”36

The British government rejected this plan, however, telling Roosevelt that “no amount of
financial inducement would move the Palestinian Arabs.”37 Nonetheless, Roosevelt persisted,
saying that in his coming 1945 meeting with King Ibn Saud of Saudi Arabia he intended to argue
that “he could not see why a portion of Palestine could not be given to the Jews” in light of the
fact that it would be “an infinitesimal part of the whole area.”38

An American historian of these events concludes: “Roosevelt continued to think of Palestine
as a strictly Jewish land. . . . Time and again, his instincts led him to consider ways to move the
Palestinian Arabs off the land, to make way for the Jews wishing to return to their rightful
home.”39 Indeed, the historian observes, in seemingly believing that no Arabs at all should be
allowed to remain in a Jewish state, Roosevelt went even further than most of the Zionist
leadership.40

Arab Leaders and Transfer

According to British diplomatic records, Benny Morris wrote that by the mid-1940s a number of
Arab leaders, including King Abdullah of Jordan and Nuri Said of Iraq, had accepted the logical
solution of the Palestine problem as partition, “followed by an exchange of populations. . . . As
all involved understood, ‘exchange of populations’ was a euphemism for transferring the Arabs
out of the area of the Jewish state-to-be.”41

Despite this growing consensus, however, it is highly unlikely that the international supporters
of partition and transfer—even including some kind of forced transfer, if that had proved
necessary—would have supported the kind of Zionist “transfer” that actually occurred in 1947–
48.

Palestinian Resistance

From the nineteenth century until the Balfour Declaration, while there were some clashes
between the small Jewish population in Palestine and the native Arab population, they were rare
and relatively minor.42 During the 1920s, when the Palestinians began to realize that the Balfour
Declaration, the beginning of the British Mandate, and the increasing Jewish immigration would
have consequences for their own nationalist aspirations, violent clashes and riots became more
frequent. One of the causes of the increasing Palestinian resistance was the Zionist movement’s
plan to purchase Arab lands and resettle them with the Jewish immigrants. Many of the owners
who were willing to sell did not live on their property, or even in Palestine, and the consequence
of the sale was often the eviction of the Arabs who actually lived on and cultivated the land. In
any case, the Palestinian resistance understood the political implications of the land purchases,
the aim of which, as Tom Segev wrote, “was to create a contiguous area of Jewish settlement” in
the most fertile sections of Palestine, a key component of the Zionist program to “reclaim” the
country: “The Zionist movement had always planned to buy Palestine with money,” wrote
Segev, so that “as time went by the question of legal right was increasingly beside the point.
What people saw was Jews dispossessing Arabs.”43

During the 1930s, the violence escalated as the Zionist goal of a Jewish state in Palestine was
given new urgency and several hundred thousand Jewish refugees from Europe arrived in the
country, intensifying the Arab fears—prescient ones, as it turned out—that they were in danger



of losing not only their land but also their political rights. Beginning in the 1936 “Arab revolt,”
as it is customarily termed, the Arabs escalated their attacks on both the Jews and the British
occupation forces; the Zionists responded with their own terrorist attacks against both the British
and the Arabs. By the time the British finally suppressed the revolt in 1939, more than 1,200
Jews and 5,000 Palestinians had been killed.

Writing about this period, Abba Eban acknowledged that the “thousands of years of Jewish
connection [to Palestine]” could not be seen as “totally eliminating thirteen centuries of later
Arab-Muslim history. . . . If they had submitted to Zionism with docility they would have been
the first people in history to have voluntarily renounced their majority status.”44

Anti-Semitism and the Palestinian Resistance

It is not difficult to understand that as the Palestinians grew more desperate, many of them—but
hardly all, as will shortly be discussed—turned to extremist leaders who advocated violence. One
of the most important Palestinian leaders, Hajj Amin al-Husseini, the Grand Mufti of Jerusalem,
even sought Hitler’s help in defeating the Jews.45 As a result of this “fatal decision to stake the
future of the Palestinian people on the collapse of Britain’s rule in the Middle East and on Nazi
military victory in the approaching World War II,”46 it was not surprising that the Jews in
Palestine (and elsewhere) believed that the Arab resistance was a function simply of anti-
Semitism rather than, as one scholar has put it, the consequence “not of unreasoned hatreds but
competing nationalism.”47 Similarly, Benjamin Beit-Hallahmi, one of Israel’s most astute
psychologists and historians, wrote: “At some point, the natives came to be described as invaders
and aggressors. . . . Because of Jewish history, it was easy to see the natives as anti-Semitic
Gentiles, engaging in genocide.”48

The failure of the 1936–39 Arab uprising, the defeat of Nazi Germany, and the determination
of the British and later the United Nations to reach a compromise in Palestine resulted in greater
realism and moderation among the Palestinians. Some remained violently committed to
preventing the establishment of a Jewish state in any part of Palestine, but by the mid-1940s
many others had come to the realization that the partition of Palestine was unavoidable.

In one of the most important books on the history of this period, widely considered to be the
first major work in the Israeli “New History” movement (to be described in a later chapter),
Simha Flapan provides detailed evidence of numerous Palestinian proposals for a peaceful
settlement with the Zionists during the 1947–48 period.49 The matter is so important, challenging
as it does a central component of the Zionist narrative, that it is worth quoting from Flapan’s
work in some detail. Denying that there was monolithic Palestinian extremism, he writes:

[It] is a myth that the Palestinian leaders were uniformly uncompromising. . . . [T]he evidence is so overwhelming that
the question arises how the myth of a Palestinian jihad against the Jews could survive so long. . . . It seems reasonable
to assume that had the Jewish leadership so desired, alternative policies towards the Palestinian Arabs . . . could have
been adopted. . . . Objective conditions for an alternative policy existed all along [but it was] rejected by the official
Jewish leadership.50

Flapan concludes: “The Palestinians neither wanted nor believed in war . . . [and] attempted to
protect themselves against warfare by the only means at their disposal: local agreements with
their Jewish neighbors against mutual attacks, provocations, and hostile acts.” As a result
hundreds of nonaggression and neutrality pacts were arranged between Arab and Jewish villages,
workers, and businesses throughout the country.51



In his 1991 review of the evidence, the American scholar Steven Heydemann concluded that
Flapan, Morris, and Shlaim “provide graphic evidence of the way in which efforts at
accommodation, both with Abdullah and with local Palestinians, were consistently rebuffed by
Ben-Gurion, Moshe Dayan and many others in the military establishment who regarded
compromise as unnecessary in light of Israel’s evident military superiority.”52

Together with the evidence that calls into question the myth of a coordinated Arab state
invasion designed to drive the Jews into the sea, the evidence of pragmatism, realism, and a
willingness to compromise among many Palestinians suggests the possibility that the 1948 war
might have been avoided—contrary to the Israeli mythology—if the Zionist leadership had been
genuinely committed to compromise: that is, to sharing Palestine with the Palestinians.

The Zionist Response: The Iron Wall

Many of the most important Zionist leaders—especially Vladimir (Zeev) Jabotinsky, David Ben-
Gurion, and Moshe Sharett during the pre-state period and Moshe Dayan later on—were
surprisingly forthright in acknowledging that the Palestinian narrative of victimhood at the hands
of the Zionists was well-grounded.

Jabotinsky

Jabotinsky was a Ukrainian Jewish nationalist who became the leader of the right-wing Zionists
and the terrorist Irgun group in Palestine during the pre-state era. It was his “Iron Wall” strategy
that was adopted by the Zionist movement—and may be said to have remained, in effect if not
officially, the dominant philosophy of Israel ever since.53

In his main Iron Wall essay, Jabotinsky presciently wrote: “Any indigenous people will fight
the settlers as long as there is a spark of hope to be rid of the foreign settlement. That is what the
Arabs of the land of Israel are doing and will continue to do, as long as a spark of hope lingers in
their heart that they can prevent ‘Palestine’ becoming the Land of Israel.”54 Therefore, the Arab
decision to resist Zionism “was only natural. . . . There was no misunderstanding between Jews
and Arabs, but a natural conflict. No agreement was possible with the Palestinian Arabs; they
would accept Zionism only when they found themselves up against ‘an iron wall,’ when armed
force gave them no alternative but to accept Jewish settlement.”55

Importantly, however, Jabotinsky did not advocate permanent suppression of the Palestinians:
“Once the Arabs were faced with this ‘iron wall’ and renounced further opposition,” Flapan
writes, “Jabotinsky would be ready to give them a fair deal to include full equality of rights,”
including cultural autonomy and participation in the government as well as the management of
the economy: “everything the Jews demanded for themselves in the Diaspora,” Flapan adds. In
particular, there would be no involuntary “transfer,” for the Arabs would not be required to
emigrate, “although [Jabotinsky] would not feel overly distressed if they did.”56 Many Israeli
critics of the Iron Wall strategy argue that throughout Israeli history its many (acknowledged or
de facto) adherents have ignored the conciliatory components in Jabotinsky’s arguments.

Ben-Gurion

Although Ben-Gurion and Jabotinsky were often bitterly at odds, their views, at least on the first
part of the Iron Wall strategy, were quite similar. Like Jabotinsky, Ben-Gurion could put himself



in the shoes of the Palestinians and understand their bitter rejection of the Zionist claims to
Palestine, but he was equally likely to be blunt and uncompromising in rejecting them and
advocating their defeat by whatever force was needed. Especially when speaking privately or
before meetings of Zionist leaders, like Jabotinsky, Ben-Gurion often diagnosed the Zionist-
Palestinian conflict with startling, even brutal clarity and realism. There are many examples of
Ben-Gurion’s adherence to Jabotinsky’s views, especially in his recognition of the legitimacy of
Palestinian claims but the need of the Jews to override them by means of the Iron Wall.

As described by Teveth, in the early 1930s the Arab Executive Committee issued orders that
violence should be directed against the British, but not the Jews. These orders were obeyed,
which impressed Ben-Gurion and led him to conclude that the Arab uprising was a genuine
political movement which had to be respected.57

During the 1935–36 Arab revolt, the Palestinians initially mainly targeted the British
occupation forces. Writing of this period, Segev comments: “The fact that most Arab attacks in
the 1930s were directed against the British bolstered [Ben-Gurion’s] view that the Arab Revolt
was the product of an organized and disciplined national public acting with political maturity,
dedication, idealism, and death-defying bravery.” The conclusion he drew, Segev continues, is
that the Palestinian fighters deserved to be considered “national liberation fighters facing off
against a foreign government. . . . Were he a politically and nationally aware Arab, he would also
enlist in the fight.”58

As for the attacks on the Jews, Ben-Gurion even conceded that the Jews “had to see things with
Arab eyes”: growing Jewish immigration, economic dominance, “the best lands passing into our
hands,” and more.59 On another occasion, he told Zionist leaders: “We and they . . . both want
Palestine,” so the Arabs’ only alternative was to fight: “The cause of the Arabs’ war today is
primarily their fear of Jewish growth in Palestine, in numbers and in strength that can bring
about Jewish rule. And then they will face destruction.”60

The same analysis led some moderate Jewish leaders to suggest considering some restrictions
on Jewish immigration in order to reach a compromise peace with the Palestinians. Ben-Gurion
would not hear of it, writing: “It is not in order to establish peace in the country that we need an
agreement. . . . [P]eace for us is a means. The end is the complete establishment of Zionism; only
after total despair on the part of the Arabs . . . as a consequence of our growth in the country may
the Arabs finally acquiesce in a Jewish Erez Israel.”61

On another occasion, elaborating on this analysis Ben-Gurion said, “Why should the Arabs
make peace? If I were an Arab leader, I would never make terms with Israel. That is natural: we
have taken their country. Sure, God promised it to us, but what does that matter to them? There
has been anti-Semitism, the Nazis, Hitler, Auschwitz, but was that their fault? They only see one
thing: we came here and stole their country. Why should they accept that?”62

Similarly, Simha Flapan quotes from a 1938 speech to his political party, in which Ben-Gurion
said that Arab violence was not mindless terrorism but “a national war”:

Terror is one of the means of war . . . an active resistance by the Palestinians to what they regard as a usurpation of
their homeland by the Jews. . . . Let us not ignore the truth among ourselves. . . . [A] people which fights against the
usurpation of its land will not tire easily. . . . When we say that the Arabs are the aggressors and we defend ourselves—
this is only half the truth. . . . [P]olitically we are the aggressors and they defend themselves. . . . The country is theirs,
because they inhabit it, whereas we want to come here and settle down, and in their view we want to take away from
them their country.63

Flapan then comments: “Ben-Gurion’s accurate assessment of the deep-rooted character of the



Arab Revolt did not lead him to serious negotiations with the Palestinian Arabs.” On the
contrary, following the Iron Wall strategy, “it led him to an even more militant line on the need
to build up Jewish military strength in order to coerce the Arabs.”64

However, as had Jabotinsky, Ben-Gurion also addressed the question of what could lead to a
settlement with the Arabs. First, the Jews needed to establish facts on the ground: “Only after we
manage to establish a great Jewish fact in this country . . . a Jewish force clearly immovable,
only then will the precondition for discussion with the Arabs be met.”65

In short, the two most important Zionist leaders in the pre-state period, Vladimir Jabotinsky
and David Ben-Gurion, recognized Palestinian resistance to Jewish dominance in Palestine as
fully understandable and based on their correct understanding that Zionism and Palestinian
national aspirations were incompatible—but they also believed that the Zionist goals were both
more legitimate and necessary, and therefore must be given priority and realized by whatever
means were necessary, that is, the Iron Wall.

Sharett

As described by Flapan (and others), Moshe Sharett was the most moderate Zionist leader in the
pre-state period, having “a deep understanding of the Arab problem” and conceding that “there is
no Arab in Palestine who is not harmed by Jewish immigration and who does not feel himself
part of the Great Arab Nation. . . . His reaction cannot be but resistance.”66

However, Flapan writes, Sharett “confided his doubts and uneasiness of conscience to his
diary, only rarely sharing them with his comrades in the leadership of the Labour Party . . . [and
agreeing with] the necessity of realizing Zionist aspirations regardless of Arab attitudes and by
force if necessary. While understanding that there was a Palestinian people, he felt it was their
fate to suffer at the expense of Zionist goals.” Flapan then quotes Sharett: “They have other
countries.”67

In later years, reacting to criticism of his hard-line views on Arab rights in Palestine,
Menachem Begin, heir to Jabotinsky as the leader of the Irgun, protested: “If this is Palestine and
not the land of Israel, then you are conquerors and not tillers of the land. You are invaders. If this
land is Palestine, then it belongs to a people who lived here before you came.”68 Of course,
Begin meant to discredit that view.

Finally, in a famous 1956 speech eulogizing an ambushed Israeli soldier, Moshe Dayan
perfectly captured the spirit of the Iron Wall: “Let us not today cast blame on the murderers.
What can we say against their terrible hatred of us? For eight years now, they have sat in the
refugee camps of Gaza, and have watched how, before their very eyes, we have turned their
lands and villages, where they and their forefathers previously dwelled, into our home.” The
conclusion he drew, however, was not that Zionist policies should change, but on the contrary
that the Israelis must recognize that they had no choice but to redouble their efforts at repressing
the Palestinian resistance:

We are a generation of settlement, and without the steel helmet and the gun’s muzzle we will not be able to plant a tree
or build a house. . . . That is the fate of our generation. This is our choice—to be ready and armed, tough and harsh—or
to let the sword fall from our hands and our lives be cut short.69

In short, the Iron Wall concept—together with the premises, values, and historical myths that
underlie it—has been and still is the dominant political and military strategy of Zionism.
Summarizing its consequences, Flapan wrote that Jabotinsky “left an indelible mark on the



Zionist attitudes towards the Arab question”:

He implanted in Jewish psychology the image of the Arab as the mortal enemy, the idea of the inevitability of the
conflict and of the impossibility of a solution except by sheer force. . . . Attitudes of this kind could not be maintained
without an appeal to the most primitive instincts of fear and self-defense, without unleashing emotions of hate and
vengeance, without painting the Arab as a primitive, evil and cruel creature . . . and without inflating feelings of self-
righteousness to the point where the whole, absolute truth and justice were on one side only. Once such a psychological
structure was erected it served as a partition concealing reality and as a blind obscuring the vision.70

The Dissenters

To be sure, there has always been dissent from the prevailing orthodoxy and advocates of non
violence and conciliatory policies toward the Palestinians. One such strand of dissent has been
“cultural Zionism,” or “community Zionism,” as it is sometimes known. Herzl and all the
dominant Zionist leaders who followed them were “political Zionists,” meaning that they were
nationalists seeking to establish a Jewish state in Palestine. The cultural or community Zionists
rejected nationalism in general and Jewish nationalism in particular, and while they favored the
establishment of Jewish religious or cultural communities in Palestine, they opposed the creation
of a Jewish state there—and they especially opposed the use of force against the indigenous
Arabs that they accurately foresaw would accompany it.

The founder of cultural Zionism was Ahad Ha’am, a Russian Jewish philosopher. Ha’am
visited Palestine in 1891 and reported that the settlers “behave towards the Arabs with hostility
and cruelty [and] trespass unjustly upon their boundaries.”71 Appalled by this behavior, Ha’am
prophetically wrote:

If the time comes when the life of our people in Eretz Israel develops to the point of encroaching upon the native
population, they will not easily yield their place. . . . [H]ow careful we must be not to arouse the anger of other people
against ourselves by reprehensible conduct. And what do our brethren in Eretz Israel do? Quite the opposite! They were
slaves in their land of exile, and they suddenly find themselves with unlimited freedom. . . . This sudden change has
engendered in them an impulse to despotism. . . . They deal with the Arabs with hostility and cruelty. . . . We must
surely learn, from both our past and present history, how careful we must be not to provoke the anger of the native
people by doing them wrong . . . even if [the Arabs] are silent and endlessly reserved, they keep their anger in their
hearts. And these people will be revengeful like no other. . . . [T]his society . . . will have to face the prospects of both
internal and external war.72

Among the leading adherents to Ha’am’s vision of cultural Zionism, some of whom were
religious and others secular supporters of a binational Jewish-Arab state in Palestine, were the
philosopher Martin Buber; the religious leader and founding president of the Hebrew University
of Jerusalem Judah Magnes; and the prominent scientist and public intellectual Yishayahu
Leibowitz. As well, whether or not they could be considered cultural Zionists, Albert Einstein,
the famous philosopher Hannah Arendt, and other “diaspora” leaders became increasingly
disenchanted with political Zionism as the direction it was taking became clear. In particular, as
early as 1930 Einstein had written: “Only direct cooperation with the Arabs can create a safe and
dignified life. . . . What saddens me is less the fact that the Jews are not smart enough to
understand this, but rather, that they are not just enough to want it.”73

In retrospect, were the cultural Zionists, only a small minority during the pre-state period and
even less influential after the creation of the state of Israel in 1948, correct in their diagnoses? It
is not an easy question. In principle, cultural Zionism’s rejection of nationalism and its calls for
conciliation and nonviolence could—perhaps should—be seen as appealing and prescient,
especially in light of the results of political Zionism in Israel today.

Even with the benefit of hindsight, however, the issue is very difficult, for cultural Zionism



offered no solution to the existential Jewish problem: the historical persecution of Jews, a small
and essentially defenseless minority in countries other than their own, dependent for their well-
being and even survival on the all-too-often disappearing goodwill of the Gentiles.

In 1935, Ben-Gurion met with Judah Magnes, who was willing to consider limits on Jewish
immigration for the sake of a peace settlement with the Palestinians—even if it resulted in a state
in which the Arabs would retain a 60 percent majority. Needless to say, Ben-Gurion was
adamantly opposed to such a settlement, especially in light of what was happening in Europe.74

In light of the Holocaust it is hard to say that he was wrong, for it is unlikely that a non-state
cultural Zionist homeland in Palestine, sharing the country on an equitable basis with the
Palestinians, could have met the desperate needs of the European Jewish refugees.

Even if a genuinely binational democratic state could have been established in Palestine—
highly unlikely, after so many years of intercommunal violence and outright terrorism—almost
certainly the Palestinians would not have agreed to unlimited Jewish immigration. Surely they
would have feared that the consequence would be the de facto end of a truly binational state with
equal power and rights for all and its replacement with a markedly unequal state under Jewish
military, political, economic, cultural, and religious domination: that is, a state like Israel today.

Moreover, going beyond the post-Holocaust problem, even if Magnes’s proposal had been
acceptable to the Arabs and a binational state with a Jewish minority had been established, it
would not have met the felt Jewish need for an independent state that in the future could serve as
a refuge for threatened Jewish communities. A “cultural” Zionist homeland—no state and no
army—would have been unable to defend itself, let alone serve as a refuge for Jews throughout
the world, if and when murderous anti-Semitism again broke out.

In recent years Israeli dissidents are again challenging political Zionism. In a sense, cultural or
community Zionism has reappeared—though not by that name—in the form of binationalism or
a “one-state solution”: the replacement of the Jewish state of Israel with a binational democracy
with equal rights for all, sometimes called “Isratine.”

It would seem undeniable that the case for political Zionism and the maintenance of an
overwhelmingly Jewish state today is considerably less compelling than it was during the first
half of the twentieth century. Even so, whether binationalism could be a practical solution either
to the historical problem of murderous anti-Semitism or to the Israeli-Palestinian conflict today is
another matter, which is discussed in the concluding chapter, Chapter 20.

Whether one should regard the period from the Balfour Declaration through the establishment of
a Jewish state in Palestine as a lost opportunity to have averted the Zionist-Palestinian conflict is
not certain, for it is not clear that the Palestinians would have agreed even to a “cultural” Jewish
homeland, let alone one that opened its doors to the refugees from Nazism.

The word “tragedy” is typically overused in descriptions of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, for
it wrongly implies a symmetry between the Zionist and Palestinian narratives, particularly over
the question of why the conflict has persisted since the 1948 creation of the state of Israel. It
seems much more persuasive, however, to describe the origins of the conflict as a genuine
tragedy: two national movements, two peoples, both having legitimate but irreconcilable claims
for political sovereignty, majority rule, and cultural and religious predominance in one very
small country, the Land of Palestine.
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The Creation of the State of Israel, 1947–48

The UN Partition Plan

By February 1947, the British government concluded that it had enough of the intractable
Zionist-Palestinian conflict and decided to end the Mandate, withdraw from Palestine, and turn
over the problem to the United Nations.1 A United Nations Commission was appointed to
investigate the situation and recommend a solution to the General Assembly. The commission
found that in light of the irreconcilable nationalist claims to Palestine, there would have to be a
compromise, namely, partition: “It is a fact that both of these peoples have their historic roots in
Palestine. . . . The basic conflict in Palestine is a clash of two intense nationalisms. . . . Only by
means of partition can these conflicting national aspirations [be resolved].”

In essence, the UN Commission concluded—like the Peel Commission earlier and just about
every other study or international report since then—that the only feasible way to end the
conflict was by what has come to be known as “the two-state solution.” Hence, it recommended
that Palestine be divided into a Jewish state and an Arab state, with Jerusalem—populated by a
roughly equal number of Jews and Palestinians and considered a holy city by Jews, Muslims, and
Christians—to become an international city administered by a special commission.

One problem with this solution was that the Jews were only one-third of the population of
mandatory Palestine, so that to create a viable state with a Jewish majority, the UN engaged in a
kind of gerrymandering, creating the proposed state on some 57 percent of the land, almost twice
as large as that proposed by the Peel Commission. And to ensure its economic viability, the
Jewish state was allocated most of the best fertile land and most of the coastal areas and ports in
Palestine (see Map 4.1).





Map 4.1 UN Partition Plan, from Shlomo Ben-Ami, Scars of War, 33. Permission granted from Ben-Ami.

Even so, the Jews would have only a 55–56 percent majority in their new state, which would
consist of about 500,000 Jews and 400,000 Arabs. And, unlike the Peel Commission, the UN
body did not recommend that “transfer,” even by nonviolent means, be employed. On November
29, 1947, the UN General Assembly passed a partition resolution supported by a two-thirds
majority, which included the United States and the Soviet Union. Indeed, the Truman
administration did considerably more than merely support the resolution; most studies of that
period conclude that the resolution passed not only because of the genuine acceptance by many
states of the moral necessity of a Jewish state but also because of the extensive heavy lobbying
by the Zionists and by the US government.2

The Zionist Response

The Zionist response to the partition plan, led by Ben-Gurion and the Jewish Agency, by no
means demonstrated that they were now willing to accept the forthcoming Jewish state as being
established in only part of Palestine. The evidence is irrefutable that Ben-Gurion “accepted” the
plan and sold it to his reluctant co-leaders solely as a temporary tactic to allow the Zionists to
gain a foothold, from which they would build a state and powerful military forces that could later
expand and take over all of historical Palestine.

As noted earlier, in the aspirations of Ben-Gurion and other Zionist leaders, the Jewish state
would include all of Jerusalem, the West Bank of the Jordan River, a substantial part of the East
Bank and western Jordan at least to Amman, the Gaza Strip, southern Lebanon, and the Golan
Heights and other parts of southern Syria. Nor were these just “dreams,” as some have sought to
explain them away, for Ben-Gurion’s private papers contained (in the words of his leading
biographer) “abundant proof that during the first years following the establishment of the State of
Israel, he continued to secretly plan the next stage, in which he would achieve his territorial
ambitions.”3 And, of course, in subsequent years the Israelis took advantage of the numerous
wars with the Arab states to seize all of those areas, excepting only western Jordan.

In a famous and oft-cited 1937 letter to his son, Ben-Gurion made clear the thinking that
would guide his goals and policies in the years to come. In the letter, Ben-Gurion explained why
he had decided to acquiesce to the Peel Commission’s partition plan:

A partial Jewish state is not the end, but only the beginning. The establishment of such a Jewish state will serve as a
means in our historical efforts to redeem the country in its entirety. . . . We shall organize a modern defense force . . .
and then I am certain that we will not be prevented from settling in other parts of the country, either by mutual
agreement with our Arab neighbors or by some other means. . . . We will expel the Arabs and take their places . . . with
the force at our disposal.4

A year later, he told a Zionist meeting that he favored partition because after the establishment of
the state, the new state would become strong enough to abolish partition and spread throughout
all of Palestine: “I doubt whether there is a single border on the globe that has not changed,” he
wrote to his party. “Our movement is maximalist. Even all of Palestine is not our final goal.”5

Ben-Gurion did not change his mind in the next ten years. Shlomo Ben-Ami, a major leader in
the Labor Party and a past foreign minister of Israel, makes that unmistakably clear, writing that
“the endorsement of partition . . . by Ben-Gurion was essentially a tactical move.” He then
quotes a 1947 statement of Ben-Gurion to a Zionist leadership meeting: “Does anybody really



think that the original meaning of the Balfour Declaration and the Mandate, and indeed, that of
the millenarian yearning of the Jewish people, was not that of establishing a Jewish state in the
whole of Eretz-Israel?” Ben-Ami continues: “Ben-Gurion’s acceptance of the principle of
partition, he explained a week later, was an attempt to gain time until the Jews were strong
enough to fight the Arab majority.”6

Moreover, Ben-Gurion and the Zionist leadership simply ignored the part of the partition plan
that they opposed, notably the internationalization of Jerusalem and the establishment of a
Palestinian Arab state on the West Bank. To avoid the creation of such a state, they secretly
agreed to the ensuing takeover of Jerusalem and the West Bank by King Abdullah of
Transjordan, in the hope or expectation that this could be reversed in the future.7 Temporary
Hashemite control of the West Bank and the Old City of Jerusalem was regarded by Ben-Gurion
as preferable to either the internationalization of Jerusalem or the creation of a Palestinian state;
later, when Israel became stronger, an opportunity might present itself for an Israeli takeover of
“Judea and Samaria.” And, of course, it did just that in the 1967 Arab-Israeli war.

The Palestinian Response

For several reasons, most of the Palestinian leaders, particularly the most powerful one, Amin al-
Husseini, the mufti of Jerusalem, rejected the UN partition plan. First, even those who otherwise
might have been prepared in principle to accept a compromise partition settlement argued that
the UN plan was unfair in its allocation of most of the land of Palestine to the Jews, including 84
percent of its best agricultural arable areas, and 80 percent of the coastline. As the Palestinian-
American scholar Walid Khalidi wrote: “For the Zionists, partition was three-quarters of a loaf;
for the Palestinians, partition was half a baby.”8

Second, the Palestinians were well aware of the Zionist plans for expansionism and the
centrality of “transfer” in Zionist thinking. Consequently, they did not believe—and were right
not to believe—that Ben-Gurion and the other leading Zionists would be satisfied with, or abide
by, a genuine compromise. They feared, in other words, that the Zionist “acceptance” of the UN
plan was disingenuous, that the Zionist leaders were adamantly bent on expanding a Jewish state
to include all of biblical Palestine, and that they would simply use a partition compromise as the
base from which to expand later—as, of course, they did.

Nor were the Palestinians alone in considering the Zionist position to be cynical. In 1947,
Count Folke Bernadotte, a Swedish diplomat who during World War II had negotiated the
release of thousands of prisoners from Nazi concentration camps, including 450 Danish Jews,
was appointed by the UN to serve as its mediator in the Arab-Israeli conflict. In August 1949,
Bernadotte reported to the General Assembly that the Arabs feared that “a Jewish state in
Palestine will not stay within its defined boundaries, and through population pressure resulting
from immigration, encouragement and support from world Jewry, and burgeoning nationalism, a
threat will be posed not only to Palestine but the entire Arab Near East.” It is clear from
Bernadotte’s other comments and reports that he thought the Arab fears were justified, since
military success had led to greater Israeli self-confidence and unreceptiveness to UN mediation
efforts.9

In any case, many Palestinians were prepared to negotiate a compromise settlement with the
Zionists. As several of the Israeli “New Historians” have demonstrated, the failure of the
Palestinian revolt of the 1930s and the determination of the British and later the United Nations
to enforce a compromise in Palestine resulted in greater moderation and realism among many



Palestinians who by the mid-1940s had come to the realization that partition and the creation of a
Jewish state in part of Palestine was unavoidable. As a result, a number of Palestinian proposals
were made for a compromise settlement; they were ignored by Ben-Gurion and other Zionist
leaders because of the Zionist determination, as Simha Flapan put it, “to achieve full sovereignty
[in a Palestine] at whatever cost.”10

Moreover, even if it were the case that the Zionists were ready for compromise but the
Palestinians weren’t, the issue would be morally complicated: whatever the larger justification
for the creation of a Jewish state in Palestine, it is hardly irrelevant that it was the Palestinians
who lost their political rights and much of the land they had lived in for centuries.

Did the Palestinians Err in Rejecting the UN Partition?

In considering this question, one must separate the issue of the moral persuasiveness of the
Palestinian position from its practical consequences.

The Moral Issues

The Palestinians and their supporters make the case that it was morally unjust for the
international community to force them to pay the price for the Nazi Holocaust by creating a
Jewish state in what for centuries had been their homeland. On the other hand, the implicit
underlying premise of the UN partition plan was that by 1945 the Palestinian plea that they were
not responsible for the Holocaust had lost its force. That is, the answer to “why should we have
to pay the price” was that a Jewish state, even at the expense of some Palestinian political
sovereignty, had become a tragic moral necessity, and there no longer was any practical
alternative to Palestine.

Put differently, the argument goes, by 1947 a new human reality in Palestine had emerged,
however problematic its origins. Further, because the UN partition plan was a response to the
historical plight of the Jews in general and the Holocaust in particular, as well as because it was
overwhelmingly supported by the world community, it had a far greater moral legitimacy than
did the Balfour Plan and the subsequent League of Nations Mandate to Britain, which today are
widely seen as simply colonialist impositions.

Of course, these arguments, significant as they were, would have had much greater moral
persuasiveness if the Zionists had been content with the compromise UN plan and abided by it.
However, because the Palestinians were fully aware that Ben-Gurion and other leading Zionists
had no intention of truly accepting the UN compromise and planned to overturn it once they
came into power, it is perfectly plausible that it was Israeli expansionism that accounted, at least
in part, for the Palestinian resistance to the partition plan.

In that light, it is quite unpersuasive to argue (as do many Israeli right-wingers and their US
supporters) that because the Palestinians rejected the UN compromise in 1947, they permanently
forfeited their right to a new state of their own. Moreover, even if it had been true that in 1947
the Palestinians, and only the Palestinians, refused all compromise, it is hard to see why that
would be a compelling argument for subsequent Israeli intransigence.11

For all or at least most of the period since the late 1990s, a majority of the Palestinians and
their leaders have generally accepted partition or a two-state solution, which however remote it is
today, still retains the same compelling moral and practical logic that has led nearly every
outsider of goodwill to recommend it for over seventy-five years.



The Practical Consequences

To be sure, whatever the abstract moral justice of their cause, there is a strong argument that the
general Palestinian unwillingness to accept the UN-required compromise turned out to be a
terrible mistake in terms of their own interests. As one writer has noted, “From the British
government’s 1937 Peel Commission partition plan and the UN partition plan of 1947 to UN
Security Council Resolution 242 and the Oslo Accords, every formative initiative endorsed by
the great powers has given more to the Jewish community in Palestine than the previous one.”12

In recognition of this history, in 2011 Mahmoud Abbas, Arafat’s successor as the most
important Palestinian leader and then president of the Palestinian Authority, effectively conceded
that the Palestinian rejection of the UN partition was a mistake, because it was the “best offer”
the Palestinians had ever received.13

Actually, Abbas was inaccurate, for the Peel Commission partition plan had given the
Palestinians much more land than did the UN plan. Even so, while in hindsight the Palestinian
rejection was a tactical error, they had no way of knowing that neither the UN nor the
international community—in particular, the United States—would act to prevent Israel from
expanding well beyond the partition boundaries.

The United States and the Creation of Israel

In principle, all American presidents and the US Congress have supported the creation of a
Jewish state in Palestine since the Balfour Declaration. In March, 1019, President Woodrow
Wilson said: “I am persuaded that the Allied nations, with the fullest concurrence of our own
government and people, are agreed that in Palestine shall be laid the foundation of a Jewish
Commonwealth.”14 While not officially endorsing the Balfour Declaration, Wilson told leading
Zionist officials, in both private and public, that he supported their goals. As one writer has put
it: “Although an ardent believer in the liberation of colonized peoples and the right of self-
determination, as a devout Christian and the son of a Presbyterian minister Wilson was also
deeply attracted to the idea of the “rebirth of the Jewish people . . . as a blessing for all
mankind.”15

In the 1920s, Presidents Calvin Coolidge and Herbert Hoover also declared their support for
the Balfour Declaration and the aspirations of the Zionist movement, as did Franklin Delano
Roosevelt (FDR). However, Roosevelt’s record in supporting the creation of a Jewish state in
Palestine was mixed. On the one hand, as argued in Chapter 3, in principle FDR was sympathetic
to Zionism and the creation of a Jewish state in Palestine;16 for a while he even favored a
compensated transfer of the Palestinians. On the other hand, he was not willing to put at risk
what he considered to be the national interests of the United States.17

During the 1940s the most important Arab leader was Ibn Saud, the king of Saudi Arabia. In
1943, Roosevelt wrote to him: “I assure Your Majesty that it is the view of the Government of
the United States that no decision altering the basic situation of Palestine should be reached
without full consultation with both Arabs and Jews.”18

In February 1945, Roosevelt met with Ibn Saud and raised the issue of coupling the creation of
a Jewish state with major development programs for the Arabs. However, when the king
vehemently rejected this idea, Roosevelt quickly backed down, reiterating that he “wished to
assure His Majesty that he would do nothing to assist the Jews against the Arabs and would
make no move hostile to the Arab people.”19 A few weeks later in his final speech to Congress,



Roosevelt said, “On the problem of Arabia, I learned more about that problem—the Muslim
problem, the Jewish problem—by talking with Ibn Saud for five minutes than I could have
learned in the exchange of two or three dozen letters.”

Cordell Hull, Roosevelt’s secretary of state, later wrote that FDR “at times talked both ways to
Zionists and Arabs, besieged as he was by each camp.”20 In the final analysis, however, the
argument of most of his advisors, that the national interests of the United States had to take
precedence over the Zionist cause, largely prevailed. Consequently, in 1949, David Niles, an
important aide to Roosevelt, said that there were “serious doubts in my mind that Israel would
have come into being if Roosevelt had lived.”21

Truman

The perceived conflict between the moral issues and the national interest continued during the
presidency of Harry Truman. Despite the administration’s support for the UN partition
resolution, the US government was sharply divided. Most of President Truman’s political
advisors strongly supported US recognition of and support for the fledgling state of Israel, but
almost the entire foreign policy establishment opposed Truman’s policies—including Secretary
of Defense James Forrestal, Secretary of State George Marshall, Under Secretary Robert Lovett,
Chief of Policy Planning George Kennan, and other high State Department officials, including
Dean Acheson and Dean Rusk, under secretaries who would later become secretaries of state.

For example, in early 1948, a State Department analysis principally written by George
Kennan, head of policy planning, warned that US support for the creation of the state of Israel
would harm US national security by undermining US influence in the Arab world, might result in
extensive anti-American mob violence in the region, would open the door for the expansion of
Soviet influence, would endanger US access to Persian Gulf oil, and would threaten the ability of
the United States to retain and expand its military bases in the region.22

General Marshall, perhaps the most respected official in the administration, was bitterly
opposed to the recognition of Israel. Rejecting Truman’s advisor Clark Clifford’s argument that
not only had the Holocaust created a moral commitment for the United States to support a Jewish
state, but “Jewish-Americans were an important voting bloc and would favor the decision,”
Marshall angrily said:

I thought this meeting was called to consider an important, complicated problem in foreign policy. . . . I do not think
that politics should play any role in our decision. . . . I stated bluntly that if the president were to follow Mr. Clifford’s
advice, and if I were to vote in the next election, I would vote against the president.23

Truman refused to back down. As a US senator and vice-president he had publicly supported
Zionist aspirations in Palestine, and all the major studies and insider accounts of Truman’s
decision to recognize Israel agree that he was moved by the plight of the Jews and was horrified
by the Holocaust.24 Moreover, he deeply believed in the argument that the Bible supported the
Zionist claim on Palestine.

Of course, it did not hurt that Truman’s moral beliefs coincided with his domestic political
interests, especially his hope for Jewish political support. The extent to which this consideration
explains Truman’s decision to recognize Israel has been the subject of historical dispute, but
there can be little doubt that it played a major role in supplementing Truman’s moral and
religious beliefs. Truman was the underdog going into the 1948 presidential elections, so the
Jewish vote and perhaps financial contributions, especially in key states with substantial Jewish



populations, like New York and California, might be crucial.25 Moreover, polls showed there
would be little backlash against US recognition of Israel; less than 15 percent of the American
public was opposed to the creation of a Jewish state.26

Consequently, Truman’s political advisors wanted him to recognize Israel, and it is clear that
Truman was sensitive to the political considerations and didn’t need much persuasion to override
the objections of the foreign policy establishment. At one point, Truman met with American
diplomats who were opposed to recognition of Israel and told them this: “I’m sorry, gentlemen,
but I have to answer to hundreds of thousands who are anxious for the success of Zionism; I do
not have hundreds of thousands of Arabs among my constituents.”27

Actually, Truman initially believed that the fairest solution to the Israeli-Palestinian conflict
would be the creation of some kind of binational Jewish Palestinian state or federation;
consequently in March 1948 the US government formally proposed the establishment of a UN
Trusteeship over Palestine until such a settlement could be reached.28 However, a storm of
protest by the Zionists and their supporters in the United States led Truman to abandon that idea.

Consequently, the arguments of Marshall, Kennan, and the foreign policy establishment that
US national interests in the Middle East precluded US recognition of Israel were not so much
refuted on their merits as they were simply overridden by the administration. According to
Clifford, Marshall, Acheson, Forrestal, and Rusk remained convinced for the rest of their lives
that in terms of the national interests, Truman had made the wrong decision.

Were they right? At the time, Kennan’s analysis of the issue was very strong; whether—or to
what extent—his predictions of the consequences for US interests proved to be correct is still
debatable. Even today the relationship between US support of Israel and US national interests is
subject to widely varying, even bitterly opposed, evaluations. Examining this issue is one of the
main tasks of this book, beginning with Chapter 5.



PART TWO

WAR AND PEACE IN THE ARAB-ISRAELI STATE CONFLICT,
1948–2020
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The 1948 War

The dominant Israeli narrative, the story the Israelis tell themselves and their unquestioning
supporters, is that the Arabs in general and the Palestinians in particular have been nearly wholly
responsible for the history of the Arab-Israeli conflict that has led to repeated wars, the first of
which broke out immediately after the creation of the state of Israel in May 1948.

In the conventional Israeli narrative (as summarized by Avi Shlaim), despite their
disappointment in not being given a state in all Palestine, the Zionists accepted the two-state UN
partition plan, but the Palestinians and the neighboring Arab states rejected it and sent seven
Arab armies into Palestine, intending to “strangle the Jewish state at birth.” When they failed to
do so, hundreds of thousands of Palestinians fled to the neighboring Arab states, “mainly in
response to orders from their leaders and despite Jewish pleas to stay and demonstrate that
peaceful coexistence was possible.”1

Today, few if any serious scholars and historians—least of all, Israeli ones—subscribe to this
story. Beginning in the late 1980s, the Israeli “New History,” as it came to be known,
demonstrated that there had to be a sweeping reassessment of the entire course of the Arab-
Israeli conflict.2 As a result, the conventional narrative is now recognized as oversimplified and
misleading at the least; at worst, it is largely mythology. As Benny Morris, one of the most
important and prolific of the New Historians throughout the 1990s, wrote: “No historian today,
no matter how conservative, would write like the historians of the previous generation. People
would say such a person wasn’t serious. Our actions have forced historians as a group to adopt a
more critical stance.”3

The New History emerged in the late 1980s as a result of two developments: the
declassification of Israeli, American, British, and UN archives concerning the 1948 war and the
early years afterward, and the soul-searching by a younger generation of Israeli scholars and
journalists, particularly because of their shock at Israel’s behavior in the 1982 Lebanon war.4 To
be sure, even earlier there had been a number of works by Israeli and British writers that had
directly challenged the dominant Israeli mythologies, but they had been largely ignored.5

In the past, argued the younger generation of historians, the “old historians” either consciously
or unconsciously crafted their works so that they mainly supported the dominant Israeli
mythology. Thus, they ignored, downplayed, or even failed to recognize the darker side of the
Israeli experience, creating a “history,” in the judgment of the New Historians, that was merely
the propaganda of the victors in the Arab-Israeli conflict.

The New History examined and decisively refuted the main myths in the conventional Zionist-
Israeli mythology, the most important of which are these:

The Zionist leaders accepted the UN partition as a necessary compromise with the Arabs,
but the Palestinians and their supporters in the Arab world rejected partition, thus launching
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the overall Arab-Israeli conflict.
The Arab states that invaded Israel in May 1948 were united in their main intention, which
was to destroy the state of Israel. In something of “a miracle” they failed to do so, because
the vastly outnumbered Jews—“David”—somehow defeated the Arab “Goliath.”
The some 700,000 to 750,000 Palestinians who “fled” Israel during the 1948 war did so
voluntarily, in the expectation they would soon return after the invading Arab armies
conquered Israel.
Immediately after the 1948 war Israel sought a compromise peace with the Arabs but were
met with unyielding Arab rejection, which then left Israel no choice but to defend itself
against Arab state aggression in the subsequent 1956, 1967, 1973, and 1982 Arab-Israeli
wars, as well as in a number of military conflicts with the Palestinians in the West Bank and
Gaza.

The UN Partition Mythology

It is true that most of the Palestinians rejected partition and, following the passage of the UN
plan on November 30, 1947, engaged in a number of attacks on the Jews. On the other hand, a
number of Palestinians and their local leaders recognized that they could not defy the Zionists
and the international community and that partition was unavoidable; consequently, they were
prepared to compromise. As Simha Flapan observed: “The evidence is so overwhelming [of local
Palestinian attempts to avoid a violent conflict with the Zionists] that the question arises how the
myth of a Palestinian jihad against the Jews could survive so long.”6 Flapan notes the many
Palestinian villages that sought non-intervention agreements with their Jewish neighbors, with
hundreds of non-aggression pacts signed all over the country.7

Ben-Gurion was fully aware of these efforts by many Palestinians as well as their Jewish
neighbors, admitting that “it is now clear, without the slightest doubt, that were we to face the
Palestinians alone, everything would be all right. They, the decisive majority of them, do not
want to fight us, and all of them together are unable to stand up to us.”8

Benny Morris and Avi Shlaim reached similar conclusions. Summing up the evidence, the
American scholar Steven Heydemann wrote, “Both Morris and Shlaim provide graphic evidence
of the way in which efforts at accommodation, both with Abdullah [the king of Jordan] and with
the Palestinians were consistently refused by Ben-Gurion, Moshe Dayan, and many others in the
military establishment who regarded compromise as unnecessary in light of Israel’s evident
military superiority.”9

In short, as I have previously argued, the evidence is overwhelming that the Zionist leaders
had no intention of accepting partition as a necessary and just compromise with the Palestinians.
Rather, their reluctant acceptance of the UN plan was only tactical; their true goals were to gain
time, establish the Jewish state, build up its armed forces, and then expand to incorporate into
Israel as much of ancient or biblical Palestine as they could.

The Palestinians knew of these Zionist intentions, both because of their well-known ideology
—“transfer”—and from their behavior in the decades preceding the UN partition. Consequently,
their resistance—however unwise as it subsequently proved, in practice, to be—could hardly be
described as an unprovoked launching of the conflict. Nonetheless, because “they started it,” the
Zionist canon holds, they are responsible not only for the 1948 war but, in many versions, the
continuation of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict ever since. In any case, I argue that even if the
“they started it” mythology had been true, it would hardly have justified the violent expulsion of



the Palestinians during the 1947–48 period.
The Arab Invasion of Israel. On May 1, 1948, the last British troops and administrators left

Palestine, and on the following day the Zionists declared the state of Israel. On May 15, armies
from Egypt, Syria, Iraq, and Jordan attacked.10 In the Israeli mythology, the Arab attack was
huge, closely coordinated, and because it was motivated by pure anti-Semitism, there was no
chance the war could have been avoided.

The David and Goliath Myth

None of this stands up to serious analysis: in fact, the Arab invasion was small, uncoordinated,
riven with conflicting aims, and in all probability could have been avoided if the Israeli leaders
were willing to negotiate fair compromises.11 Even in terms of numbers, the David versus
Goliath myth does not work, for none of the Arab armies, individually and even collectively,
were strong enough to destroy Israel and “drive the Jews into the sea.”

At the onset of the war, the Israeli army’s 35,000 troops outnumbered the combined total of
25,000 troops in the invading Arab armies; in the course of the war both sides expanded to
90,000 to 100,000 soldiers.12 Aside from the fact that the numbers were generally equal, from
the outset the Israel Defense Forces (IDF) had technological superiority over the Arab armies,
and the Israeli firepower advantage continued to grow throughout the war, especially because the
Soviet Union (acting through Czechoslovakia) began supplying modern arms, including military
aircraft, to Israel.13

As well, the IDF organization and command and control systems were far better than the
largely uncoordinated and ill-prepared Arab forces: “It was superior Jewish firepower,
manpower, organization, and command and control that determined the outcome of battle,”
Benny Morris wrote.14

Finally, and no less important, the morale and fighting spirit of the Israeli army were much
greater than that of the Arab forces—not surprisingly, the Israeli soldiers believed that their very
existence depended on victory. By contrast, nearly all accounts of the war agree that the Arab
armies were disorganized and dispirited, especially after they started to lose the war.15

Israeli historian Tom Segev summed up the evidence: “The bottom line is this: the IDF won
because it was stronger than the Arabs of the land of Israel [the Palestinians] and the Arab armies
put together.”16 Thus, as Ilan Pappé concluded, the New History “successfully demolished the
characterization of the 1948 war as a Jewish David against the Arab Goliath, a myth that was
crucial for developing both contempt for Arabs and Palestinians and for cultivating a sense of
invincibility of almost metaphysical proportions.”17

While the myths have certainly been demolished, they continue to play a major role in Israel’s
unwillingness to negotiate attainable compromise peace settlements with the Palestinians.

That said, regardless of the outcome of the war, at its outset the Israelis could hardly have
dismissed the Arab threat or what might have happened had the Arabs won. As an Israeli
journalist wrote, the Israelis “could not have known for certain that the invading Arab armies
would be poorly coordinated, suspicious of each other, and willing to commit only relatively
small forces to ‘liberating’ Palestine.”18

Moreover, there is no question that Arab leaders engaged in murderous rhetoric before the
war. There were many examples. The secretary general of the Arab League declared, “This will
be a war of great destruction and slaughter that will be remembered like the massacres carried
out by the Mongols and the Crusaders.”19 Saudi Arabia’s King Saud said, “The Arab nations



must be prepared to sacrifice up to 10 million [of their peoples] . . . if necessary in order to wipe
out Israel. . . . It must be rooted like a cancer.”20 Faris al-Khouri, who at various times had held
office as Syria’s prime minister, foreign minister, and UN ambassador, said that “Syria, Iraq and
Egypt must agree upon a united plan that will enable them to bring about the annihilation of
Israel.”21

All this just three years after the Holocaust. How could it not have had a devastating impact on
Israeli attitudes, then and ever since?22 Even a critic of post-1948 policies as severe as Avi
Shlaim wrote: “For the Israelis, it was a war of survival. There can be no doubt that the Arabs
would have destroyed the Israeli intruders had they had the power.”23 As well, the 1948 war
veteran Uri Avneri, the Israeli “left-wing” peace activist and journalist, wrote: “We, the soldiers,
were totally convinced that we were fighting for our existence, for our lives, and the lives of the
Jewish population.”24

In any case, in the early phases of the war, the Egyptian and Syrian armies did advance toward
Jewish population areas. They were soon thrown back, but so far as the Israelis knew, that might
have been only the first round.25 As Shlomo Ben-Ami has convincingly pointed out:

Battlefield strength was never the Zionists’ only concern; even more troubling was the fact that the Yishuv [the pre-
state Jewish population] was encircled by large, hostile Arab states whose armies could easily retreat, recover, and be
ready for the next round. Accounts that focus on the number of troops on the ground ignore the traumatic memory of
the destruction of European Jewry, the Yishuv’s deep sense of insecurity, and its tendency to see every battle in
apocalyptic terms.26

While today Israel regularly invokes the Holocaust to excuse its repression of the Palestinians, in
1948 its genuine fears could hardly have been otherwise; indeed, who is to say what would have
happened had the Arab states actually conquered Israel?

The Arab State Goals

In reality, though, the Arab state invasion that followed the May 1948 creation of the state of
Israel, primarily from Egypt, Syria, and Iraq, was relatively small and poorly coordinated,
demonstrating that despite the rhetoric of some fanatics, there was no general Arab determination
to destroy Israel, as opposed to much more limited nationalist objectives.

Understanding the timeline of the 1948 war is crucial: contrary to the Israeli mythology, it was
not the November 1947 UN support for the creation of a Jewish state that precipitated the Arab
attacks, for that did not occur until May 1948 and was principally motivated by several other
factors.

First, while none of the Arab states were interested in the establishment of a Palestinian state
—that would interfere with their own territorial ambitions in the area—there is no reason to
doubt what they said at the time, namely, that they were furious at Zionist massacres and forced
expulsion of the Palestinians, which began well before the invasion. Tom Segev put it this way:
“The possibility arises that . . . the Arab states attacked Israel—among other reasons—because it
had chased out and expelled 400,000 Palestinians.”27

Moreover, there had been no Arab state intervention in the six months preceding the war—the
civil war period between the Jewish and Palestinian peoples, as it is often termed—during which
the Zionist forces mainly seized only the areas that the UN had allocated to Israel.28 The
intervention came only after the Zionists began seizing land allocated to the Arabs. Noting that
fact, a State Department memorandum of May 4, 1948, concluded that the Israelis “will use



every means to obscure the fact that it is their own armed aggression against the Arabs which is
the cause of Arab counter-attack.”29

In any case, the Israeli New Historians agree that the primary cause of the Arab invasion was
less that of sympathy for the Palestinians than the result of inter-Arab monarchical and territorial
rivalries, especially the fears of other Arab monarchs that King Abdullah of Jordan would seize
the West Bank and then use it as a springboard for his long dream of creating a Hashemite
kingdom extending over parts of Syria, Lebanon, Egypt, and Iraq.

Avi Shlaim summed up the evidence: there was no Arab plan “directed at strangling the
Jewish state at birth,” but rather “inter-Arab fears and rivalries.”30 Similarly, Flapan wrote that
“although militarily this was a war between Arabs and Jews, politically it was a war between
Arabs and Arabs. The issue was not the existence of the Jewish state, because [the Arab leaders]
were ready, under certain conditions, to recognize the new realities.”31

Could the War Have Been Avoided?

Although the Truman administration had strongly supported the UN partition plan, within a few
months it began to fear that the impending conflict would open the door to the spread of Soviet
influence in the Middle East, especially if the Arab states turned to the Soviets for support
against the militarily superior Israel. Consequently, two months before the scheduled creation of
the state of Israel in April 1948, the US government proposed to the Security Council that it
freeze the partition plan and substitute for it a UN trusteeship over Palestine that would rule until
the Zionists and the Palestinians settled their differences.

However, the trusteeship proposal went nowhere. The Zionist leadership rejected it and it met
with strong opposition from supporters of the Zionist movement inside the US government; at
the same time, many of the Arab leaders distrusted what might become an indefinite new
international “mandate.” Consequently, the Truman administration soon dropped the trusteeship
idea and proposed instead a truce in the ongoing violent Zionist-Palestinian conflict in Palestine
—the Arab state armies had not yet entered the conflict—and a temporary postponement of an
Israeli declaration of statehood.

Most of the Arab states were prepared to agree to the US proposal, but it failed, thwarted by
both the refusal of Israel and Jordan to stop their territorial expansion and by Ben-Gurion’s
insistence on declaring Israeli statehood as soon as Britain completed its withdrawal from
Palestine.32

Even so, there had been other lost opportunities either to prevent the 1948 war, or at least
bring it to a quick end. As Flapan concluded: “There is a good deal of evidence that Arab leaders
and governments were ready to negotiate a solution to the conflict before, during, and after the
War of Independence. . . . [T]he efforts of Egypt, Syria, and the Palestinians provided
opportunities for peace that were not exploited.”33 These and other lost opportunities for peace
are discussed throughout this work.

It is important to look more closely at the policies of the most important Arab states.
Jordan. In fall 1947, a number of meetings occurred between King Abdullah of Jordan and

high Zionist leaders. These resulted in a secret agreement under which Abdullah would keep the
Arab Legion out of any Arab invasion into the lands designated to Israel by the UN, and Israel
would stay out of the West Bank, designated for an Arab state, and East Jerusalem, which was to
be internationalized. Because of his ambitions to extend Hashemite rule into the West Bank,
Abdullah had no interest in destroying a Jewish state within the UN boundaries; in fact, he



preferred a friendly Jewish neighbor to a hostile Palestinian one.34

At the same time, the Zionists had no present intentions of seizing the West Bank and
Jerusalem, fearing that they lacked the forces to do so and wanting to keep the best Arab army,
the Arab Legion, out of the war; further, at that time they did not want to directly challenge US
and British policies. Of course, Ben-Gurion and the other Zionist leaders had not abandoned their
hopes of establishing a Jewish state in all of historic Palestine, but that could wait until later,
once an opportunity arose and Israel was strong enough to take advantage of it. For now, their
reasoning appeared to be, better temporary Jordanian rule in the West Bank than a Palestinian
state.

Abdullah kept to the secret agreement during the 1948 war; in Benny Morris’s words:
“Abdaullah’s troops kept meticulously to the [agreement]: At no point in May, or thereafter, did
the Arab Legion attack the Jewish state’s territory,” seizing only the northern half of the West
Bank and Arab East Jerusalem, which had not been assigned by the UN Partition either to the
Zionists or the Palestinians.35

To be sure, there were clashes between the Arab Legion and Israeli forces, but they were
instigated by Israel, when it attacked areas near Jerusalem that had been assigned to the Arabs.
Thus, the Legion’s successful defeat of the Israeli attacks were acts of defense, not aggression,
and were in strict accord with the pre-war Zionist-Jordanian agreements.

Egypt. The most important Arab state was a reluctant and half-hearted participant in the 1948
war.36 Before the war began, King Farouk of Egypt made several efforts to explore the
possibility of a peace settlement with Israel, provided it would cede part of Gaza and a narrow
strip of the Negev Desert to Egypt. Flapan writes: “It is beyond doubt that from Nov. 1947 until
11 May 1948, the Egyptian authorities initiated no steps to prepare for war and staked everything
on a last-minute diplomatic solution.”37

Part of Egypt’s motivation was security: it feared further Israeli expansionism and wanted a
territorial buffer zone. As it developed, Egypt’s fears were well founded, for Ben-Gurion ignored
Farouk’s overtures and during the war deliberately provoked further clashes with Egyptian
armed forces in order to seize all of the Negev and parts of the Sinai that had been allocated by
the UN to the Arab state.

Second, Farouk was an archenemy of the Hashemite king Abdullah of Jordan and sought, in
Benny Morris’s words, “to prevent Jordan from grabbing all the Palestinian Arab areas,” as well
as “to get hold of chunks of territory” for himself.38

Even after the war began, Egypt continued to seek a way out. In early October 1948, knowing
the war was lost, Farouk sent secret peace feelers to Israel offering to conclude a separate peace
with it and stay out of any future Arab-Israeli wars—but on the condition that Israel cede parts of
the Negev and Gaza to Egypt. Ben-Gurion’s foreign minister Moshe Sharett and other high
officials favored negotiations on this basis but Ben-Gurion rejected the overtures, later writing to
Sharett that “Israel will not discuss a peace involving the concession of any piece of territory.
The neighboring states do not deserve an inch of Israel’s land.”39

On October 6, Ben-Gurion ordered the IDF to ignore a ceasefire that was then in place (largely
because of pressures from the United States and Britain) and drive the Egyptians out of Palestine,
excepting only Gaza, where Egypt continued to rule until Israel conquered it in the 1967 Arab-
Israeli war.

In short, not only was the 1948 war between Israel and Egypt avoidable on reasonable terms—
terms that apparently were acceptable to Sharett and other Zionist officials—but it is highly
likely that with Egypt on the sidelines the other Arab armies would not have attacked Israel, that



Israel and Egypt would have reached a de facto peace agreement, and that almost certainly there
would have been no subsequent 1956, 1967, 1970, and 1973 wars.

Syria. According to historian Moshe Maoz, one of Israel’s leading experts on Syria, the Syrian
invasion force was small (about 3,000 troops), badly organized, and poorly armed. It was in no
position to destroy Israel, nor was that the operational intention of the Syrian leaders. While
partly motivated by sympathy with the Palestinians, the primary goals of the Syrian government
were to prevent Abdullah’s army from seizing all the West Bank, which would cut Syria off
from the northern Jordan River and Lake Tiberias, the main sources of fresh water in that
region.40

During the war, the Syrian army succeeded in capturing a small strip of land on the northeast
border of the lake; the status of that tiny strip of land became the central issue in the various
secret Syrian-Israeli peace talks that continued in the ensuing decades. Other than the fighting
near Lake Tiberias, Maoz writes, “the Syrian army remained by and large inactive during the
1948 war.”41

Iraq. The literature on the Iraqi invasion is surprisingly thin, but it apparently was motivated
by a mix of anger at the Israeli treatment of the Palestinians, ideological and religious objections
to the creation of a Jewish state in the heart of the Arab world, and most important, Iraq’s own
territorial ambitions: “Iraq harbored its own ambition for the unification of the Fertile Crescent
under its leadership.”42 As well, Morris writes, Iraq had the more limited goal of capturing Haifa,
the port on the Mediterranean Sea through which most of its oil was exported to Europe.43

The “Nakba”

Despite the failures of the Israeli leadership to avert war, once the 1948 Arab invasion began, the
Israelis of course had to defend themselves. However, the massacres and expulsions of the
Palestinians—today widely known as the Nakba (the Catastrophe)—were an entirely different
matter.

What Are the Facts?

The Israeli mythology holds that until the Arab invasion, the Zionists, hoping to demonstrate that
the Jews and the Arabs could live side by side in the areas designated to be a Jewish state, had
tried to persuade the Palestinians not to leave. However, the story goes, the invading Arab armies
called on the Palestinians, who had until then largely remained in place, to flee, which most of
them voluntarily did.

The facts are otherwise. From the outset of the Zionist movement all the major leaders wanted
as few Arabs as possible in a Jewish state; if all other means failed, they were to be “transferred”
by one means or another, including, if necessary, by force.

In fact, the forced transfer of the Palestinians began not as a response to the Arab invasion in
the spring of 1948, but nearly six months earlier in December 1947, following the proclamation
of the UN partition plan. While a number of studies have found no evidence to support the Israeli
claim of an Arab propaganda campaign to induce the Palestinians to flee, well before the Arab
invasion some 300,000 to 400,000 Palestinians (out of a population of about 900,000 at the time
of the UN partition) were either forcibly expelled—sometimes by forced marches with only the
clothes on their backs—or fled as a result of Israeli psychological warfare, economic pressures,
and violence, designed to empty the area that would become Israel of most of its Arab



inhabitants.44

The timeline is important, because it demonstrates that the large-scale “transfer” was not a
result of the Arab state invasion that began on May 15, 1948, but the implementation of the long-
intended Zionist policy. As Palestinian-American scholar Walid Khalidi concluded: “It was not
the entry of the Arab armies that caused the exodus. It was the exodus that caused the entry of
the Arab armies.”45 To be sure, it is possible that the eventual expulsions of about 750,000
Palestinians might have been less extensive and less brutal in the absence of the Arab invasion.

Was the Nakba an Intentional Israeli Policy?

In addition to the forced expulsions, Zionist forces carried out several massacres, some of them
even before the May 1948 Arab state invasion. The most notorious of them was the April 8–9
killing of over one hundred Palestinian civilians in the village of Deir Yassin, near Jerusalem.
There is a lively debate among Israeli historians over whether Deir Yassin and other massacres
reflected deliberate Zionist policy or rather was perpetrated by individual military units,
particularly by the Irgun and fanatical “Stern Gang” terrorists who operated independently of the
Haganah, the military arm of the Zionist leadership. However, from the point of view of
terrorized Palestinians who learned of the massacres, it was entirely irrelevant whether the
killings represented official policy or not—either way, they had very good reasons to flee.

That said, if we distinguish between forced expulsions—ethnic cleansing, to use the modern
language—and outright murders, there is little doubt that David Ben-Gurion at a minimum knew
of and took no action to stop the expulsions. From at least the 1930s, Ben-Gurion intended Israel
to be an overwhelmingly Jewish state but assumed that few Arabs would voluntarily leave;
therefore, he wrote, “We must expel Arabs and take their places . . . and if we have to use force .
. . then we have force at our disposal.”46 These were not empty words; the mainstream historian
Michael Bar-Zohar, Ben-Gurion’s biographer, writes: “In internal discussions, in instructions to
his men, [Ben-Gurion] demonstrated a clear position. It would be better that as few a number as
possible of Arabs would remain in the territory of the state.”47

In 1979, Yitzhak Rabin published his memoirs. During the 1948 war Rabin was a leading
Haganah general and commander of a force that violently expelled 50,000 inhabitants of the
Palestinian towns of Lydda and Ramle. In a passage that was excised from the Hebrew edition
by Israeli government censors, but later published in the New York Times, Rabin wrote that when
he asked Ben-Gurion what was to be done with the Palestinians, Ben-Gurion “waved his hand in
a gesture which said, ‘Drive them out.’ ”48

Benny Morris, Ilan Pappé, and other Israeli New Historians wrote extensively about the Nakba
and pointed to the evidence of Ben-Gurion’s knowledge and at least tacit approval of the
expulsions. These findings were later confirmed by the Israeli historian Shay Hazkani.
Summarizing his findings in a long article for Haaretz, Hazkani wrote:

Ben-Gurion appeared to have known the facts well. Even though much material about the Palestinian refugees in Israeli
archives is still classified, what has been uncovered provides enough information to establish that in many cases senior
commanders of the Israel Defense Forces ordered Palestinians to be expelled and their homes blown up. The Israeli
military not only updated Ben-Gurion about these events but also apparently received his prior authorization, in written
or oral form, notably in Lod and Ramle, and in several villages in the north.49

In his recent magisterial history of this period, Tom Segev writes that during the 1948 war, if
Israeli military commanders and other officials had “doubts about how to treat any given village,
they could be helped by the tenor of the messages conveyed by their supreme commander, Ben-



Gurion.” The overall military plan, Segev and others wrote, included measures that were
explicitly designed “to ‘break the spirit’ of the population of ‘enemy cities’ . . . [including] the
option of expelling Arabs from their homes and cutting them off from the essential services . . .
including water and electricity. Other plans recommended a variety of ways of sowing terror
among the Arabs . . . including whisper propaganda, a well-known method of causing people to
flee.”50

In his review of the evidence, the former Israeli foreign minister Shlomo Ben-Ami wrote that
it showed Ben-Gurion had “personally authorized such orders [of expulsion].”51 In my view, the
evidence supports a stronger conclusion: from the UN partition proclamation through the 1948
war, Ben-Gurion and other Zionist leaders deliberately implemented the long-held Zionist goal
of “transfer” by driving hundreds of thousands of Palestinians out of Israel.

To be sure, at the end of the war, about 150,000 to 160,000 Palestinians remained in the
expanded Israel and were allowed to remain there, though as a distinctly powerless and unequal
minority. The fact that not all the Palestinians fled or were driven out of their homes, lands, and
villages—though over 80 percent of them were—is often cited by Zionist apologists as proof that
no “ethnic cleansing” took place. However, what that demonstrates is that there was no genocide,
not that there was no ethnic cleansing.

There were a number of motivations: the ideological commitment to create a state that was as
Jewish as possible; the intent to suppress Palestinian resistance before the 1948 war and then
prevent the Palestinians from supporting the invading Arab armies; and the desire to settle
Jewish immigrants in the newly vacated Arab homes, villages, and farmlands.

Further, after the war, hundreds of Palestinian villages were either razed to the ground or
renamed as “new” towns and villages designated for the incoming Jewish population. As well,
Israel methodically destroyed much of the previous Palestinian infrastructure—even mosques—
as it sought, in Pappé’s words, “to wipe out one nation’s history and culture and replace it with a
fabricated version of another, from which all traces of the indigenous population were elided.”52

In 2016 Benjamin Netanyahu declared that he would not remove Jewish settlers in the West
Bank as part of a two-state settlement, as that would constitute “ethnic cleansing.” Calling that
claim “utter nonsense”—for sheer chutzpah it could hardly have been surpassed—in an article
entitled “Netanyahu, This Is What Ethnic Cleaning Really Looks Like,” Israeli historian Daniel
Blatman wrote:

About half a million Palestinians were cleared by force from the territory where they lived. . . . The hundreds of
communities in which the Arab population lived were razed to the ground or given over for Jewish settlement at the
end of the war. Arab property worth tens of millions of Palestinian pounds was stolen and confiscated. Those who tried
to return were forcibly expelled or shot. The ethnic cleansing carried out in Palestine in 1948 was one of the most
successful of the 20th century.53

Was Ethnic Cleansing “Necessary”?

In sum, Israel did not expel the Palestinians because of the Arab attack, as about half of the
estimated total of 750,000 had fled or been expelled between the UN partition in November 1947
and the establishment of the state of Israel in May 1948. Nor did they expel the Palestinians
because they resisted partition—as the New Historians showed, many of them sought a peace
settlement and didn’t join the resistance forces. The pre-war expulsion, then, occurred principally
because the Zionist leaders wanted a larger Jewish majority in the coming state of Israel, and also
because they planned to settle incoming Jews in the former Palestinian homes, farms, and



villages.
The central (and only persuasive) Zionist argument is that in light of the history of murderous

anti-Semitism in general and, of course, of the Holocaust in particular, the Jewish people had
both the right and the need for a Jewish state. However, even accepting that premise (as does this
author), there is no avoiding the fact that in 1947 the Jewish people in Palestine faced a very
difficult dilemma. As discussed, in December 1947, the area designated by the UN for a Jewish
state was estimated to contain about 500,000 Jews and 400,000 Arabs. Understandably, Ben-
Gurion told other Zionist leaders that “such a composition does not provide a stable basis for a
Jewish state. . . . [It] does not even give us absolute assurance that control will remain in the
hands of the Jewish majority.” Even Ilan Pappé, a strong critic of the entire Zionist enterprise,
agrees: “The almost equal demographic balance within the allocated Jewish state was such that . .
. Zionism would never have attained any of its principal goals.”54

Ben-Gurion believed that to secure the stability and security of Israel, the minimum acceptable
Jewish majority must be 80 percent. That seems reasonable, and in fact that has been the general
population distribution of Israel since 1949. But does it follow that ethnic cleansing was the only
way to achieve that goal?

Zeev Sternhell, one of Israel’s leading political philosophers and a regular columnist for
Haaretz, essentially makes that argument. Sternhell is perhaps Israel’s most prominent and
articulate “liberal Zionist,” widely defined to mean someone who is a strong critic of Israel’s
policies and treatment of the Palestinians since 1967 but who accepts the need for a Jewish state
and regards Israel’s early policies as a tragic necessity.

Sternhell writes: “It was the suffering of the Jews—and not historical right and, it goes without
saying, divine promise—that constituted the one moral justification for this act of conquest [and]
. . . cruel battle for survival. Over the years, we have killed and evicted and made the lives of
Palestinians miserable. But we did it because, in the final reckoning, we had no other choice.”55

But that is simply not true, for other alternatives were never explored. There were two other
possible Israeli policies that would have met the need for a Jewish state but avoided the Nakba.
To begin, let us assume that Ben-Gurion was right that Jews needed an 80 percent majority.
Assume further that the original UN boundaries were “indefensible” and that the need for
national security justified Israeli expansion beyond those boundaries—which in turn meant that
Israel somehow had to rid itself of some 700,000 to 750,000 Palestinians to achieve an 80
percent majority within its new and expanded borders after the 1948 war. Even if one accepts
those assumptions—shaky as they are—it hardly follows that the only way to have done so was
by violent ethnic cleansing.

As mentioned earlier, in 1939 Franklin Roosevelt, who favored the creation of a Jewish state
in Palestine, proposed to the British government and American Zionist leaders that the
Palestinian Arabs be transferred to neighboring Arab states but generously compensated. He
estimated that the total cost would be about $300 million, which he was confident could easily be
raised by the United States, the international community, Israel itself, and wealthy Western Jews.

Tragically, nothing came of this idea. If we drop the assumption that Israeli “security”
required expansion into the areas designated for an Arab state, then only about 250,000 Arabs—
not 750,000—would have to have been “transferred” out of the Jewish state (as designated by the
UN) in order to create an 80 percent Jewish majority. But not necessarily by violence, let alone
by the extensive violence that deserves the name “ethnic cleansing.”

How might this have been accomplished? Suppose a generous offer had been made in 1947,
let’s say as much as $600 million, or double Roosevelt’s estimate of what it would take to



transfer the Palestinians without violence. That would come to over $6 billion in today’s values,
a large but still affordable amount, in light of the many possible sources. It seems likely it would
have been sufficient to induce a number of the Palestinians who were now caught in the Jewish
state to move into Arab areas just a few miles away, with essentially the same geography,
climate, history, religion, language, and culture.

Still, in view of the centuries-long Palestinian attachment to their land, homes, and villages, no
doubt there would still have been many who continued to refuse to move, but surely it would
have been substantially less than 250,000. Those remaining Palestinians could then have been
informed that, in due course, with plenty of advance notice, and with the same compensation,
they would be expelled to the neighboring Arab states with as little coercion as possible.
Granted, that would still be an injustice, but radically less of one than the violent expulsion of
750,000 people, many of whom fled in justified fear that they were in danger of being killed, and
others who were rounded up in a matter of hours and marched across the border with little but
the clothes on their backs.

But now let us go even further and drop the assumption that some significant numbers of
Palestinians would have needed to leave Israel for the Jews to have an 80 percent majority.
Recall Ben-Gurion’s assessment that on the eve of the UN partition there were 500,000 Jews and
400,000 non-Jews (mostly Arab Muslims) in the area allotted for a Jewish state. Other estimates
differ only slightly; for example, in his history of Israel, Sachar gives the figures as 538,000
Jews, 397,000 Arabs.56 Using those figures, then, Jews comprised about 58 percent of the
population of the coming Jewish state. However, by the end of 1949, the Jewish population of
Israel was about 1 million, and another 450,000 had arrived by the end of 1952.57 Consequently,
within three or four years the total population of an Israel that had remained within its borders
and not expelled any Palestinians would have been about 1,850,000, of whom some 1,450,000
would have been Jews—that is, almost the magic 80 percent majority. Moreover, that majority
would have continued to grow because during this period Jewish immigration outpaced natural
Palestinian growth rates.

In short, had there been no Zionist policy of “transfer” and no expansionism well beyond the
UN boundaries, the goal of an 80 percent majority would soon have been reached within a few
years, without the need to buy out, let alone expel, any of the Arabs. Indeed, Ben-Gurion himself
had anticipated that Jewish immigration alone would in time create a large Jewish majority. In
1935, some 60,000 Jewish immigrants arrived in Palestine, leading Ben-Gurion to write to
Moshe Sharett saying that “immigration at the rate of 60,000 a year means a Jewish state in all of
Palestine.”58

Had Ben-Gurion and other Zionist leaders decided in 1947 to refrain from expelling the
Palestinians and expanding the territory of the new state of Israel beyond the UN partition
boundaries, almost certainly there would have been no Arab state invasion in 1948 nor, as I shall
later argue, in all likelihood no 1967 or 1973 wars either, which were primarily the result of the
Arab states’ drive to recover the land they lost in 1948.

It is important to distinguish between the argument that it was necessary to create a Jewish state
—even if there was no way to do that without some degree of injustice to the Palestinians—and
the argument that injustice and harm at the level of the Nakba was unavoidable if the Jewish state
was to be created.

Moreover, after the Nakba, the Israelis could have at least mitigated its injustice in a number
of ways. To begin with, they should have acknowledged and apologized for the expulsion of the



Palestinians and committed themselves to doing everything possible to make up for it, short of
disbanding Israel as a Jewish state. For example, they could have said something like this: “We
were in a tragic situation forced by necessity to take action that we recognize inflicted grave
damage on you. Therefore, we commit ourselves to rectifying this unavoidable injustice in a
variety of ways, so long as they don’t threaten our basic security and our need for a large Jewish
majority.”

A number of things could and should have been done. First, the Israelis could have genuinely
committed themselves to ensure that the Arab (and other non-Jewish) minorities would have
political, social, and economic rights equal to those of the Jews.59 Second, they should have
avoided further territorial expansion and expulsion of the Palestinians after 1948, especially the
conquest and occupation of East Jerusalem, the West Bank, and Gaza after the 1967 war. Then,
they should have agreed to a genuinely viable and independent Palestinian state in those
territories, and along with the international community, provided generous development
assistance to it.

Had all these things been done, almost certainly the Arab-Israeli or the Israeli-Palestinian
conflict would have been resolved long ago, and on terms that ensured the continued existence
and security of the Jewish state of Israel.

The 1948 War and Israeli Expansionism

The Zionist movement in general and David Ben-Gurion in particular had long sought to
establish a Jewish state in all of “Palestine,” which in their view included the West Bank, Gaza,
and parts of Jordan, Lebanon, and Syria. After the May 1948 Arab attack began, Ben-Gurion
revealed his plans to the IDF’s General Staff:

We should be prepared to go on the offensive with the aim of smashing Lebanon, Transjordan and Syria. . . . The weak
point in the Arab coalition is Lebanon [for] the Moslem regime is artificial and easy to undermine. A Christian state
should be established, with its southern border on the Litani River. We will make an alliance with it. When we smash
the [Arab] Legion’s strength and bomb Amman, we will eliminate Transjordan, too, and then Syria will fall. If Egypt
still dares to fight on, we shall bomb Port Said, Alexandria, and Cairo. . . . And in this fashion, we will end the war and
settle our forefathers’ accounts with Egypt, Assyria, and Aram [Transjordan].60

Remarkably, Ben-Gurion is here contemplating bombing major Arab cities in “revenge” for acts
that may (or may not) have been committed over 2,000 years earlier, by a people who may (or
may not) have been the ancestors of the current Palestinian people.

However, his more important motive was less revenge than expansionism. As Ben-Gurion’s
biographer wrote, the Arab invasion in 1948 gave Ben-Gurion “the pretext for expanding the
territory of the Jewish state.”61 As he told his aides, “Before the founding of the state . . . our
main interest was self-defense. . . . But now the issue at hand is conquest, not self-defense. As for
setting the borders—it’s an open-ended matter. In the Bible as well as in history there are all
kinds of definitions of the country’s borders, so there’s no real limit.”62

Jerusalem and the West Bank

In fact, there were practical limits—at least for the present. Before the war, the Zionists and King
Abdullah of Jordan had secretly reached an agreement to avoid war with each other: the Israelis
would not oppose a Jordanian takeover of the West Bank as long as Abdullah kept the Arab
Legion out of an Israel within its UN-designated boundaries. Nonetheless, once it became clear



that Israel would defeat the Arab invasion, a number of its leading generals, including Yigal
Allon, at the time the most important one (and in 1970 the deputy prime minister), sought to
persuade the government to ignore the previous agreement with Abdullah and allow the Israeli
army to take the West Bank and Jerusalem.

For a while, Ben-Gurion seemed to agree with Allon, for in September 1948 he proposed to
the Israeli cabinet that the war should be reopened by creating a pretext to attack the Arab
Legion, followed by the seizure of extensive parts of the West Bank, possibly including
Jerusalem. Moreover, he argued, that would cause the Arabs in the newly conquered territory to
flee, “and then we would rule over the entire width of the country up to the Jordan.”63 His
proposal evenly split the cabinet (6 for, 6 against), and was therefore dropped; Ben-Gurion
described the outcome as a cause for “mourning for generations to come.”64

On the other hand, a number of Israeli historians point out that Ben-Gurion continued his
ambivalence, or inconsistency, about conquering Jerusalem. For example, Avi Shlaim and Anita
Shapira wrote that by 1949 Ben-Gurion had become more wary of the consequences of his own
September 1948 proposal, especially because of the growing opposition of the United States and
Britain to the continuing Israeli expansionism and his own increased concerns that Israel would
face “the demography problem of governing hundreds of thousands of Arabs.”65 In an April
1949 speech to the Knesset, Ben-Gurion elaborated: “The IDF can capture the entire territory
between the river and the sea. But what sort of country would that give us? . . . We would have a
Knesset with an Arab majority. Faced with either a Greater Israel or a Jewish Israel, we choose a
Jewish Israel.”66

When the war ended in March 1949, the UN internationalization plan for Jerusalem was
ignored by both Israel and Jordan, which divided the city between them. The rest of the West
Bank remained under Jordanian rule, but Ben-Gurion did not accept Jordan’s permanent
sovereignty over the area. Rather, he evidently considered it to be temporary and reversible—as
was made clear in 1956, when he proposed to French and British officials that Jordan itself
should be divided: “Jordan has no right to exist and should be partitioned. Eastern Transjordan
would be ceded to Iraq [then under a pro-Western monarchy], which would offer to accept and
resettle the Arab refugees. The territory to the West of the Jordan River should be made an
autonomous region of Israel.”67

By the end of the war Israel had conquered and soon annexed large areas of Palestine that had
been assigned by the UN for an Arab state, including most of northern Palestine up to the border
with Lebanon, a large segment of the proposed Palestinian state stretching from south of Tel
Aviv to West Jerusalem, and the eastern sections of the Negev Desert south of the Gaza Strip—
in all, about three-quarters of Palestine under the British Mandate.





Map 5.1 Israeli Borders and Armistice Lines, 1949, from Tessler, A History of the Israeli-Palestinian Conflict, 2nd ed., 265.
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As one observer has put it: “So much for [the Arab state of] Palestine.”68

Egypt

During the war, Egypt advanced into a section of the Negev Desert region of southern Palestine
that had been allocated to the Jewish state. The Egyptian government then sent peace feelers to
Israel, proposing that an end to the fighting and a peace settlement be reached: Egypt would
accept the existence of Israel and refrain from further action against it, in exchange for an Israeli
agreement to allow Egypt to keep its territorial gain in the Negev. Moshe Sharett favored
exploring this offer, but “Ben-Gurion bluntly brushed it aside. . . . On 6 October, Ben-Gurion
presented to the cabinet his proposal for renewing war against Egypt, without even mentioning
the Egyptian peace feeler.”69 According to Segev, Ben-Gurion was looking for a pretext that
would allow Israel to conquer the Negev,70 but he had a problem: a UN truce was in effect. In his
memoirs, Yitzhak Rabin described how the problem was solved:

By late August 1948, the Arab armies showed little inclination to renew the war. . . . [W]e intended to capture
Beersheba and, if possible, Gaza as well. . . . But there was one catch. To avoid the political handicap of taking the
blame for breaking the truce, we had to find some pretext for renewing the fighting. . . . Consequently, we decided to
send a supply convoy . . . as a deliberate act of provocation. When the Egyptians opened fire on it, they would provide
us with an adequate pretext to renew the fighting.71

On October 15, Rabin continued, after Egypt fired a few shots at the convoy, “we had our
pretext” and Israel implemented its plan, succeeding not only in expelling the Egyptian forces
from the Negev but also seizing a large section of the western Negev region that had previously
been allocated to the Arab state. Two months later Rabin’s forces were poised to push beyond
the Negev into Egypt itself (the western Sinai peninsula); however, facing a British threat that it
would militarily intervene if Israel continued attacking the Egyptian army, Ben-Gurion accepted
a final ceasefire.72

Gaza

The UN partition plan allocated the Gaza Strip to the projected Arab state, but King Farouk of
Egypt had his own territorial expansionist goals, so the Egyptian army seized it. Ben-Gurion was
of two minds on whether he wanted to expel the Egyptians and incorporate Gaza, with its 60,000
to 80,000 Arab inhabitants, into the Jewish state. In addition, he feared the international
consequences if Israeli forces ignored a new ceasefire that had been ordered by the UN.
Consequently, in December 1948, Ben-Gurion ordered the IDF to stop its advance toward Gaza
—but in his mind that was temporary, for (in Tom Segev’s words), “he wanted Gaza, too.”73

Michael Bar-Zohar, Ben-Gurion’s biographer, described the Israeli leader’s plans after the
final ceasefire, writing that the Arab invasion gave Ben-Gurion “the pretext” he had long sought
to expand Israel’s territory. However, Bar-Zohar continues:

When the war ended . . . Ben-Gurion hadn’t achieved [all] his territorial dreams.” Subsequently, an Israeli writer asked
Ben-Gurion, “Why didn’t you liberate the entire country?” Ben-Gurion replied: “There was a danger of getting saddled
with a hostile Arab majority . . . of entanglements with the United Nations and the big powers, and of the State
Treasury collapsing. . . . Now, we have work for two or three generations. As for the rest—we’ll see later.



Bar-Zohar then adds, “In his archives, I found abundant proof . . . that he continued to secretly
plan the next stage, in which he would achieve his territorial ambitions.”74

The Consequences of the 1948 War

Regardless of the Zionist policies, behavior, and expansionist ideology that had done much to
precipitate war, once the Arab states attacked Israel it had to defend itself. Nonetheless, the war
had a number of disastrous consequences.

First, in Simha Flapan’s words: “The euphoria of victory gave them [the Israelis] an
exaggerated belief in their power. . . . [It] was [seen as] a vindication of Ben-Gurion’s doctrine
that peace with the Arabs was unattainable.”75

Second, Flapan continued, in terms of Israel’s domestic policies, what followed from the 1948
military victories “was the subordination of foreign policy and socio-economic development to
the aim of building up a military deterrent,” policies that have continued throughout Israel’s
history.76

Third, the success of Israel’s expansion in 1948 seemingly vindicated and fed long-held Israeli
expansionist goals that went well beyond the territory conquered in the war. The purpose of
Israeli military power was never merely defensive—that is, to provide a “deterrent” against Arab
aggression—but also to make possible the expansionist goals that continued to drive future
Israeli policies, especially in the 1956, 1967, and 1982 wars, as well as, since 1967, in the Israeli
occupation and settlement of the Palestinian territories.

Fourth, as many Israeli writers have pointed out, another consequence of the war was the
humiliation of the Arab world, followed by its desire for revenge. It is also important to
emphasize, however, that “revenge” was hardly the only explanation of Arab hostility to Israel.
During the 1948 war, Count Folke Bernadotte was the UN mediator. In his 1949 report to the
General Assembly, Bernadotte said that from the outset of conflict the Arabs feared that “a
Jewish state in Palestine will not stay within its defined boundaries, and through population
pressure resulting from immigration, encouragement and support from world Jewry, and
burgeoning nationalism, a threat will be posed not only to Palestine but the entire Arab Near
East.”77

In fact, the Arabs were right to fear further Israeli expansionism. As Israeli historian Shlomo
Sand wrote: “During every round of the national conflict over Palestine, which is the longest
running conflict of its kind in the modern era, Zionism has tried to appropriate additional
territory.”78

It was the Palestinians who suffered the greatest consequences of the war, for the area that the
UN partition plan had allocated for the creation of a Palestinian state “had disappeared from the
map.”79 Israel had conquered most of it, the Egyptian army occupied Gaza, and Jordan had taken
control of the West Bank.

Fifth, the expulsion of the Palestinians created the refugee problem that festers to this day and
soon led to the emergence of Yasser Arafat’s Palestine Liberation Organization (PLO)
movement in the refugee camps in Lebanon, Syria, Jordan, and Egypt. Until the late 1970s or
early 1980s, the PLO sought the destruction of Israel, by means of guerrilla warfare and
terrorism, and the return of the Palestinians to their homelands. Acknowledging no responsibility
for the plight of the Palestinians, Israel met the violence with a policy of massive
counterviolence, which in turn triggered the four major Arab-Israeli wars of 1956, 1967, 1973,
and 1982.
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Lost Opportunities for Peace, 1949–56

Among the most enduring and potent conventional beliefs about the Arab-Israeli conflict—an
article of faith in Israel and widely accepted by the outside world as well—is that until recently
most of the Arab states as well as the Palestinians refused to recognize the existence of Israel,
rejected all compromise, and sought its destruction. By contrast, it is said, Israel has always been
ready and willing to negotiate peace settlements; in Abba Eban’s famous epigram, “The Arabs
never miss an opportunity to miss an opportunity.”

The historical record proves that this myth has it backward: it is Israel, far more than its Arab
adversaries, that has been primarily responsible for the many lost opportunities, from 1947
through the present, to end the Arab-Israeli and Israeli-Palestinian conflicts. At one time or
another, all the important Arab states and the most important Palestinian leaders—including
Yasser Arafat—have been ready to agree to attainable and fair compromise settlements of all the
central issues: Israeli security, its legitimate territory and borders, the creation of a Palestinian
state, the status of Jerusalem, and the Palestinian refugee issue.

Although after years of avoidable conflict it did eventually reach peace treaties with Egypt and
Jordan, Israel has refused to accept reasonable compromises on the issues involving the
Palestinians. When the 1948 war ended, David Ben-Gurion, Israel’s founding father and first
prime minister whose decisions were essentially unchallengeable, firmly believed that no
compromise with the Palestinians or with the Arab states was necessary or even desirable. Time
was on Israel’s side, he believed, telling a US journalist that “I am not in a hurry [to sign peace
agreements] and I am prepared to wait ten years. We are under no pressure to do anything.”1

Abba Eban, then Israel’s UN ambassador, agreed: “There’s no need to run after peace. The
armistice is enough for us. If we pursue peace, the Arabs will demand a price of us—borders or
refugees or both. Let us wait a few years.”2

Ben-Gurion concurred. In his view (as paraphrased by Avi Shlaim), “Israel could manage
perfectly well without peace with the Arab states and without a solution to the Palestinian
refugee problem.”3 In a May 1949 cabinet discussion, he elaborated: “On all of the great
questions, time worked to Israel’s advantage: borders, refugees, and Jerusalem. . . . With the
passage of time the world would get used to Israel’s existing borders and forget about UN
borders and the UN idea of an independent Palestinian state.”4

Israel and the Palestinians, 1948–50

At the end of the 1948 war Israel decided to set up some 350 settlements along its borders, “in
many cases built on the ruins of abandoned villages,” to be populated largely by the newly
arrived Jewish immigrants from Europe and the Arab world.5 For that reason, as well as its
“transfer” ideology and security concerns, the Israeli government decided to block the return of



the Palestinian refugees—the survivors of the Nakba who had fled into neighboring Arab states
—by any means necessary.6 As Ben-Gurion wrote in his diary in the summer of 1948: the return
of the refugees “must be prevented . . . at all costs.”7

Of course, the “costs” were overwhelmingly borne by the refugees seeking to return to their
villages, farms, and properties. In the early years after 1948, most of the refugees were unarmed
and nonviolent; dispossessed of their homes and property, poverty stricken and even hungry,
they were desperately trying to harvest their crops from the fields and orchards that had been
seized by Israel.8 To be sure, some of them were militants or terrorists—the predecessors of the
more organized Palestinian resistance forces, the “Fedayeen” or guerrilla forces of the 1950s—
who sought to kill the new owners of their previous properties, or merely any Jews they
encountered.9

Even when the “infiltrators,” as Israel called them, posed no security threats, the government’s
orders to its soldiers and border police were to shoot them on sight. As a result, in the early years
after the war an estimated 3,000 to 5,000 Palestinians were killed.

During these early years, none of the Arab governments supported the refugees’ efforts to
return to Israel: “There is strong evidence from Arab, British, American, UN, and even Israeli
sources to suggest that for the first six years after the war, the Arab governments were opposed
to infiltration and tried to curb it.”10 Nonetheless, Israel blamed them and often “retaliated” by
attacking Jordanian and Egyptian villages, especially following the few occasions on which
armed refugees killed Israeli civilians. Shlaim writes: “Ben-Gurion wanted the IDF to strike hard
at civilians across the border in order to demonstrate that no attack on Israeli civilians would go
unpunished.”11

The Truman Administration and the Conflict

As has been discussed, Israel was not interested in reaching a compromise that would allow
political settlements with the Arab states or the Palestinians after the 1948 war; instead, in 1949
it negotiated separate military truces or armistice agreements with Lebanon, Syria, Jordan, and
Egypt. This was not satisfactory to the US government, which initially pressured Israel to reach
permanent peace agreements with the Arab world.

Though Truman had supported the creation of Israel, during the 1948 war and well afterward
he refused to allow it to buy American arms. After the war ended, for both moral reasons and US
national interests, Truman was anxious to see an overall Arab-Israeli peace settlement.
Consequently, as Ben-Gurion’s “Iron Wall” intentions became evident, the American
government became increasingly disenchanted with Israeli policies.

In particular, Truman was angry at Israel’s continued attempts to take over territories allocated
by the UN to the proposed Arab state. Well after the Arab attacks of May 1948 had been
decisively defeated, Israel continued to advance into Egyptian territory in the Sinai. In
December, Ben-Gurion was told that Truman was “deeply disturbed” by Israel’s
“aggressiveness” and “complete disregard” of the United Nations,12 and James McDonald, US
ambassador to Israel, was instructed to tell the Israeli government that the administration was
“not convinced that peace would be had on Israel’s terms . . . and we were unwilling to recognize
Israel’s possession of any territories beyond the November 29th partition line, unless Israel made
territorial compensation elsewhere to the Arabs.”13 If Israel did not withdraw from the Egyptian
territory, the acting US secretary of state threatened, the United States would “undertake a
substantial review of its attitude toward Israel.”14 As Britain was also threatening to “take



action” if the Israeli advances into Sinai continued, Ben-Gurion decided to withdraw the Israeli
forces.

Nonetheless, throughout 1949 the American government’s disenchantment continued to grow;
the administration feared that US support for an expansionist Israel would increasingly anger the
Arab world and harm US national interests in the region. As well, the administration rejected
Israel’s policies on the return of Palestinian refugees.

The Lausanne Conference

In the spring of 1949 the Truman administration pressured Israel to agree to an international
conference to reach a negotiated settlement of both the Arab-Israeli state conflicts and the Israeli-
Palestinian conflict. Since Israel was seeking American and other international support for its
drive to validate its legitimacy by gaining admission into the United Nations, it reluctantly
agreed to participate.

Accordingly, at the end of April 1949 the conference, under UN auspices but essentially
mediated by the United States, met in Lausanne, Switzerland, attended by delegations from
Israel, Egypt, Jordan, Lebanon, Syria, and the United States.15 The main issues that needed to be
resolved were the boundaries of an internationally recognized Israel, the status of Jerusalem, and
the future of the Palestinian refugees.

If such a conference were to be held today, over seventy years later, the same issues would be
on the table, with the addition of a state for the Palestinians. That, in a nutshell, illustrates why
the Arab-Israeli/Israeli-Palestinian conflict has been the longest-lasting and most intractable
international conflict since the end of World War II.

The first order of business at Lausanne was to agree on a “Protocol,” or overall statement of
the principles that would guide the conference. On May 12, the Lausanne Protocol was signed by
all the delegations, and while the Ben-Gurion government was unwilling to openly boycott it, it
was unhappy and had obvious objections to several of its central provisions: Pappé notes that the
Protocol “set three principal guidelines for peace in Palestine: recognition of the earlier partition
plan and therefore, the existence of Israel, the internationalization of Jerusalem, and the
repatriation of Palestinian refugees.”16

As Pappé and others have pointed out, by agreeing to the Lausanne Protocol and reversing
their previous opposition to the UN partition plan, the Arab states had de facto accepted the
existence of Israel.17 Of course, they did so reluctantly, refusing to publicly meet with the Israeli
delegation—however, many individual Arab delegates met privately with Israeli delegates. The
Israelis were in no mood for compromise on the boundary or any of the other principal issues. As
Walter Eytan, the head of the Israeli delegation at Lausanne, later admitted, Israel’s purpose was
“to begin to undermine the protocol of 12 May, which we had signed only under duress of our
struggle for admission to the UN.”18

The positions of the major actors at Lausanne concerning the most important issues were the
following:

The Territorial Issues. The Arab position was that Israel had to return to the UN partition
boundaries, and this was supported by the US delegation—Mark Ethridge, the head of the
delegation, was “specifically ordered to secure the reversal of a substantial part of the Israeli
conquests in 1948–49.”19 However, Israel not only dismissed that out of hand—“no one in Israel
. . . was even thinking of conceding territory for peace”20—but Eytan told Ethridge that Israel
wanted further “territorial adjustments” in Lebanon and Syria, so it could exploit the water



resources in those regions. In addition, “Eytan also claimed for Israel the whole of the West
Bank, asserting that to award the area to Jordan would be to reward its alleged aggression during
the late war.”21

Jerusalem. By accepting the Protocol, all the Lausanne participants had agreed to the
internationalization of Jerusalem. The Arab states favored internationalization because they
“feared that the alternative would be a Jewish Jerusalem; as well, several Arab leaders were not
enthusiastic about the idea of a Hashemite Jerusalem.”22

In reality, however, Israel had no intention of turning over West Jerusalem, the largely Jewish
area that it had conquered in the war, to an international body. On the contrary, Eytan told a UN
group that “the integration of the Jewish part of Jerusalem into the economic, political and
administrative framework of the state of Israel” had already taken place—meaning, in effect, that
West Jerusalem was now part of Israel.23

The Refugee Issue. On December 11, 1948, the UN General Assembly had passed Resolution
194, mandating that “the refugees wishing to return to their homes and live at peace with their
neighbors should be permitted to do so at the earliest practicable date, and that compensation
should be paid for the property of those choosing not to return and for loss of or damage to
property which, under principles of international law or in equity, should be made good by the
Governments or authorities responsible.”

At Lausanne, the Arab states formally demanded that Israel agree to the principle of full
repatriation, but in practice their position was more flexible: their only unconditional demand
was for the return of the refugees from the areas the UN had designated for an Arab state, as
opposed to those from the areas designated for the Jewish state. In the latter case, those refugees
who were denied a right to return, or were not interested in doing so, could be offered financial
or territorial compensation elsewhere in the Arab world.24

Israel rejected the Arab position, falsely claiming that it was the Arab invasion that had
created the refugee problem, so the Arab states alone had the responsibility of solving it.

The United States then proposed a compromise: Israel should accept the return of 250,000
refugees, which would bring the Arab population in Israel to about 400,000, roughly the number
of Arabs who had lived in the UN-projected Jewish state before they fled or were expelled.25 If
Israel accepted this proposal, the Truman administration promised financial assistance in
resettling the remaining refugees in the Arab world.

Under US pressure, the Ben-Gurion government reluctantly made a counteroffer: it would
agree to the return of 100,000 refugees, the maximum it could absorb, it argued, without creating
an unacceptably large Arab minority within the Jewish state. As a number of scholars have
argued, however, even this minimal offer was not serious and was made in the anticipation—as it
turned out, correctly—that the Arabs would reject it, both because the number of refugees
allowed to return was too small and because it was conditioned on Arab acceptance of Israel’s
wartime territorial conquests, an obvious deal-breaker.26

The Truman Administration Reacts

Mark Ethridge was increasingly angered by Israel’s position at Lausanne and began urging the
State Department to recommend to Truman that serious pressures be brought to bear on Israel.
Acting Secretary of State James Webb and other high State Department officials, including
future secretary of state Dean Rusk, agreed with Ethridge’s analysis; at the end of May, Webb
“strongly urged Truman to make it unambiguously clear that if [Israel] continued to ignore the



United States’ advice, their American aid would be cut off.”27

Truman agreed with the assessments of Ethridge and the State Department, and told an
American diplomat that “I am rather disgusted with the manner in which the Jews are
approaching the refugee problem”; if the Israelis continued to refuse to “conform to the rules”
and to ignore US advice, he told several US Jewish leaders, “they were probably going to lose
one of their best friends.”28

Consequently, on May 28, 1949, Truman sent a strong letter to Ben-Gurion, saying that “the
Government of the United States was seriously disturbed by the attitude of Israel” and was
“deeply concerned” that US policies had “made so little impression on the government of Israel.”
Israel’s “rigid attitude” was liable to cause a rupture at the Lausanne conference, Truman
continued. Should Israel continue “to reject the basic principles [of UN Resolution 194] and the
friendly advice offered by the U.S. . . . the U.S. Government will regretfully be forced to the
conclusion that a revision of its attitude toward Israel has become unavoidable.”29

Despite Truman’s threats, Israel remained adamant; as Ball puts it: “In keeping with its
established story, it predictably sought to place all blame on the Arabs and to deny any
responsibility for its own conduct.”30 On June 12, Ethridge summarized his views in a long cable
to the State Department:

If there is to be any assessment of blame for a stalemate at Lausanne, Israel must accept primary responsibility. . . .
Aside from her general responsibility for refugees, she has particular responsibility for those who have been driven out
by terrorism, repression, and forcible ejection.

Further, he wrote, Israel’s territorial expansionism and its intransigence on the refugee issue was
not only morally wrong but dangerous to Israel’s own long-term interest in reaching a peace with
its Arab neighbors. He concluded: “There has never been a time . . . when a generous attitude on
the part of the Jews would not have unlocked peace.”31

On June 13, 1949, Truman approved a State Department plan to hold up a pending $50 million
Export-Import Bank loan to Israel until Israel changed its position on the refugees. When the
Israeli ambassador bitterly complained and took the case to his contacts in the US government,
however, Truman soon restored US support for the loan, as well as some technical assistance
programs to Israel that had also been held up.32

This pattern was to be repeated throughout the history of the Arab-Israeli conflict: when
American displeasure, verbal admonitions, and sometimes even real economic and diplomatic
pressures were met with Israeli intransigence, it was usually—though not always—the United
States that backed down.33

Why did Truman retreat? Undoubtedly, the domestic politics of the Israeli issue were a
significant factor. Beyond that, though, the onset of the Cold War and the Israeli decision to ally
itself with the United States were changing the calculations of the national security establishment
about the American national interest. For example, in March 1949, the US Air Force chief of
staff wrote:

Existing Joint Chiefs of Staff policy on this subject appears now to have been overtaken by events. The power balance
in the Near and Middle East has been radically altered. . . . [Israel] has demonstrated by force of arms its right to be
considered the military power next after Turkey in the Near and Middle East.34

As well, in May 1949, reflecting the rapidly changing assessment of the Joint Chiefs, Secretary
of Defense Louis Johnson wrote that Israel’s “indigenous military forces, which have had some



battle experience . . . would be of importance to either the Western Democracies or the USSR in
any contest for control of the Eastern Mediterranean–Middle East area.”35

Why Lausanne Failed

The Lausanne conference came to an end on September 14, 1949. Israeli mythology holds that it
failed because none of the Arab states were prepared to accept Israel and make peace with it. It is
true that the Arab states had refused to recognize Israel or even to meet in public with its
delegates, and so they clearly bear a share of the responsibility for the lost opportunity to have
reached a comprehensive settlement of the Arab-Israeli conflict. Nonetheless, most of the New
Historians and other Israeli historians hold Israel to be primarily responsible. For example,
Simha Flapan concluded that the Arab states’ position at Lausanne, as well as other secret
proposals they made to Israel, demonstrated that they “were strongly inclined to acquiesce to the
existence of a Jewish state,” but that the Israeli refusal to accept statehood for the Palestinians
proved over the years to be the main source of the turbulence, violence, and bloodshed that came
to pass.36

Similarly, Benny Morris argues that in claiming that the Arabs have always been “hell-bent on
Israel’s destruction . . . Ben-Gurion, and successive administrations after his, lied to the Israeli
public about the post-1948 peace overtures and about Arab interest in a deal.”37 And while
Pappé is critical of the Arabs’ refusal “to state publicly what they had promised or even agreed
upon privately,”38 his detailed analysis provides convincing evidence that Israeli intransigence
was largely responsible for the Lausanne failure. In fact, while Avi Shlaim had initially been
equally critical of the Arab and Israeli positions at Lausanne, he later wrote that Pappé’s research
supported the conclusion that “it was Israeli rather than Arab inflexibility which stood in the way
of a peaceful settlement.”39 While Arab public opinion had hardened after the 1948 war, he
wrote, Israel’s military victory convinced the leading Arab rulers that they needed to reach peace
agreements. As a result, Shlaim continues, “the files of the Israeli Foreign ministry . . . burst at
the seams with evidence of Arab peace feelers and Arab readiness to negotiate with Israel from
September 1948 on” and their willingness to reach compromises on the key issues of borders and
refugees.40

A number of UN and US officials reached the same conclusions. For example, George Ball
wrote:

[We had] originally assumed that the conference collapsed because of the Arabs’ intransigence and refusal to negotiate
directly with Israel. But an examination of the Americans’ diplomatic correspondence of the period has demonstrated
conclusively that Israel was the party that undercut America’s peacemaking efforts.41

In fact, the heads of the Israeli delegation to Lausanne, Walter Eytan and Elias Sasson, were far
more forthcoming than Ben-Gurion and the Israeli government, and established direct although
secret contacts with the Arab delegates. Eytan even proposed that Israel officially recognize the
refugees’ right to return home, in the expectation that few would want to do so. Sasson also
argued that there could be no meaningful talks with the Arab states “without an adequate
resolution to the Palestinian refugee problem.”42

In a remarkable critique of Israel’s position at Lausanne, Sasson wrote to the Israeli Foreign
Ministry:

The Jews think they can achieve peace without paying any price, maximal or minimal. They want to achieve (a) Arab



surrender of all the areas occupied by Israel; (b) Arab agreement to absorb all the refugees in the neighboring countries;
(c) Arab agreement to border modification . . . in the centre, the south and in the Jerusalem area to Israel’s exclusive
advantage; (d) the relinquishment by the Arabs of their assets and property in Israel in exchange for compensation
which would be evaluated by the Jews alone and which would be paid, if at all, over a number of years after the
attainment of peace; (e) de facto and de jure recognition by the Arabs of the state of Israel and its new frontiers; (f)
Arab agreement to the immediate establishment of diplomatic and economic relations between their countries and
Israel, etc. etc.43

In short, the evidence is overwhelming that the failure at Lausanne—as in many other
subsequent lost opportunities for peace—was much more the responsibility of Israel than of the
Arab states. Carried away by its military victories in 1948—and, indeed, seeking further
expansion in the future—Israel felt no need to make concessions on any of the main issues that
stood in the way of an early Arab-Israeli peace settlement: territory and boundaries, Jerusalem,
and the refugees.

The Early State-to-State Negotiations

After its unwillingness at Lausanne to negotiate a compromise settlement with the Arab world as
a whole, Israel rejected a number of opportunities to end its conflicts with its neighboring Arab
states. Almost certainly the Arab-Israeli wars of 1956, 1967, and 1973 would have been avoided
if Israel had been willing to negotiate peace agreements—as opposed to temporary truces, which
in any case were often violated by Israel—with Jordan, Syria, and Egypt.

Lost Opportunities for Peace with Jordan

Before the 1948 war, Israel and Jordan had reached a secret agreement not to go to war with each
other. Ben-Gurion and King Abdullah were both opposed to a Palestinian state in the West Bank,
Ben-Gurion because he hoped and expected that in the future Israel would expand to incorporate
all of historical Palestine into a Jewish state, Abdullah because he wanted the West Bank and
East Jerusalem for himself and his Hashemite successors.44

The essential terms of the 1947–48 agreements were that the two countries would not fight
each other, provided that Israel refrained from sending its forces into East Jerusalem and most of
the West Bank and Jordan refrained from joining the Arab state invasion. Though there were
some clashes, largely initiated by Israeli military action in the Jerusalem region, the agreement
essentially held. It was a close call—as the IDF grew in strength, its leaders pressed Ben-Gurion
to allow further Israeli expansion into the West Bank. However, Jordan had a defense alliance
with Britain, and when the British government warned that any further Israeli military incursions
would lead to British intervention, Ben-Gurion reluctantly overruled the military.

After the 1948 war ended, the secret negotiations continued. Abdullah wanted a formal peace
treaty with Israel, but Ben-Gurion refused to give up his expansionist goals. Accordingly, at the
end of March 1949, the two sides signed a truce agreement, the main terms of which were
Jordanian rule over the West Bank and the largely Arab East Jerusalem, Israeli rule over the
largely Jewish West Jerusalem and its environs.45

On July 20, 1951, Abdullah was assassinated by an extremist who had been recruited by
Palestinian leaders furious at Abdullah’s collaboration with Israel. Abdullah was succeeded by
his grandson, Hussein bin Talal, who ruled until his death in 1999. King Hussein continued
Abdullah’s policies toward Israel and the Palestinians, whose drive for an independent
Palestinian state—soon to be led by Yasser Arafat and the PLO—was systematically suppressed



by the king and his Bedouin army.
Throughout his reign, Hussein regularly met secretly with most of the top Israeli leaders,

including Golda Meir, Moshe Dayan, Abba Eban, Yitzhak Rabin, Shimon Peres, and Yitzhak
Shamir. There were a number of strains in the Jordanian-Israeli relationship in the early years
after the 1948 war, particularly because of Israel’s “retaliatory” attacks on Jordanian villages that
had allegedly collaborated with Palestinian cross-border attacks on Israel. In fact, Israel knew
Jordan was trying to prevent the attacks.

Even so, during the 1950s Ben-Gurion considered invading Jordan and seizing additional
territory. An Israeli historian wrote that Ben-Gurion was in the habit of describing the post-1948
borders as “unbearable.” In his eyes, Israel’s meandering border with the Kingdom of Jordan was
especially repugnant. Jordan’s hold over the West Bank created a large enclave that bulged into
Israel’s populated coastal areas.46

In an October 1956 meeting with French leaders to plan the Suez War, Ben-Gurion said that
“Jordan has no right to exist and should be partitioned. Eastern Transjordan should be ceded to
Iraq which would offer to accept and resettle the Arab refugees. The territory to the West of the
Jordan should be made an autonomous region of Israel.”47

Further, declassified Israeli documents have revealed that during the 1956 war there were
proposals in the cabinet that Israel invade and occupy not just the West Bank, but Jordan itself.
Ben-Gurion then told King Hussein of these proposals and warned that he would approve them if
Jordan attacked Israel during the 1956 war. On November 7, 1956, Ben-Gurion reported his
decision to his cabinet: “If Syria starts, God bless it. I am not afraid now. If Syria attacks now, it
will be erased. The same applies to Jordan.”48

However, after the 1956 war Ben-Gurion and the other leading Israeli hawks gradually
abandoned these expansionist dreams and a de facto peace took hold between the two states. To
be sure, Jordan’s participation in the 1967 war, though reluctant, minor, and short-lived, for a
while created a crisis in Israeli-Jordanian relations. However, it soon passed, and from the end of
the war until the formal peace treaty between the two states, their relationship is best described as
one of “peaceful coexistence.”49

Lost Opportunities for Peace with Syria

On several occasions, from the Balfour Declaration through the early twenty-first century, there
were opportunities for the Zionist movement and the Israeli government to negotiate political
settlements with Syria. Syria came into existence after the collapse of the Ottoman Empire
during World War I, initially as a de facto French colony and then in 1923 as a League of
Nations Mandate to France, similar to the League Mandate to Britain over Palestine. The French
government then decided to allow considerable political autonomy to Syria, whose first semi-
independent ruler was the Hashemite King Faisal, the son of Sharif Hussein of Mecca and the
brother of King Abdullah of Jordan, all of whom had accepted the Balfour Declaration and chose
not to oppose the creation of a Jewish state in Palestine. In January 1919, Faisal and Chaim
Weizmann, then the most important Zionist leader and later the head of the World Zionist
Organization and the first president of Israel, “signed a historical agreement, which for the first
time officially expressed Arab recognition of Jewish nationhood in Palestine.”50

However, the growing Syrian nationalist movement was ideologically opposed to Zionism and
sympathized with Palestinian aspirations. Consequently, Faisal backed away from his support of
Zionism, and in any case he soon lost power to the nationalists. In fact, however, the nationalists



were considerably more moderate in practice than in their ideological rhetoric, extending only
“relatively mild support . . . to their Palestinian comrades.”51 Moshe Maoz sums up attitudes of
the leading Syrian nationalist leaders during the 1920–45 period: “Although ideologically they
objected to the Zionist venture . . . in practice [they] were periodically ready to acknowledge
Jewish national rights (or national home) in parts of Palestine, and negotiate Arab-Jewish
accords with Zionist leaders.”52

In 1946 the French Mandate ended and Syria became completely independent under radical
nationalist leadership, thus for the moment—but only for the moment—ending the opportunities
for a Syrian-Zionist accord.53

The 1948 War and After

Immediately following the war, armistice talks under UN auspices were held between Israel and
its Arab neighbors. Since Israel had conquered Egyptian, Jordanian, and Lebanese territories,
Israel insisted that the armistice lines must reflect the war’s outcome. However, in its
negotiations with Syria it—unsurprisingly—took the opposite position, insisting that
international law did not allow military conquest to override preexisting territorial rights, as they
had been established by the UN partition. Obviously, then, the issue for Israel was not one of
“principle” or international law but its demand to return to the pre-war situation in which it had
control of the Jordan River and Lake Tiberias.

On July 20, 1949, the Syrian-Israeli armistice was signed. Its most important provisions
required Syria to withdraw from the territories it had seized in the war, but established
demilitarized zones (DMZs) in the areas bordering the Jordan River and Lake Tiberias (see Map
6.1). According to the truce agreement, neither Israel nor Syria would have political sovereignty
over the DMZs and no military forces would be permitted in them, but each side would have
access to the river and the lake. The final status of those areas was to be determined when—and
if—a formal peace treaty was reached between Israel and Syria.54



Map 6.1 The Syrian-Israeli Frontiers, from Daniel Kurtzer et al., Peace Puzzle, Kindle edition, 67. Permission granted from



Cornell University Press.

The Husni Zaim Proposals for a Syrian-Israeli Peace Settlement

On March 30, 1949, a Syrian army colonel, Husni Zaim, overthrew the leftist and nationalist
regime of Shukri al-Quwwatli. There have been a number of reports that the CIA encouraged and
helped plan the coup, which would certainly fit the widespread pattern of CIA-sponsored right-
wing coups in the Middle East during the Cold War.55

During the Israeli-Syrian armistice negotiations, Zaim made a remarkable proposal: rather
than an armistice there should be a full peace settlement, on the condition that Israel agree to
allow Syria to retain the small strips of land that gave it access to the Jordan River and Lake
Tiberias. Under Zaim’s proposed terms, Syria would agree to permanently resettle some 300,000
to 350,000 Palestinian refugees, about half of those who fled or were driven out of Israel in the
1947–48 period. Moreover, such a peace treaty would include the normalization of diplomatic
and economic relations and even of military cooperation.56

As established by the scholarship on Syrian policy in this period, Zaim was motivated by the
desire to reach a settlement with Israel so that he could get US aid for his ambitious plans for
Syrian economic growth. In fact, the Truman administration was impressed with Zaim’s
proposals as well as his anti-radicalism and anti-communism; in May 1949, Secretary of State
Dean Acheson wrote to the US ambassador in Syria that he should support Zaim’s “humane and
statesmanlike” plan to help solve the Palestinian refugee problem.57

Ben-Gurion, however, was not impressed. Despite the urgings of the US government, UN
mediator Ralph Bunche, and even some Israeli diplomats—notably UN ambassador Abba Eban,
who cabled the foreign ministry asking for “clarifications why we are unimpressed” with the
Syrian offer58—Ben-Gurion refused even to meet with Zaim as long as Syria would not evacuate
its forces from its footholds on the Jordan River and Lake Tiberias.

There were two issues for Ben-Gurion. First, he was unwilling to consider any territorial
concessions to the Arabs. Second, he was unwilling to share the waters of the Jordan River and
Lake Tiberias. As Foreign Minister Moshe Sharett reported to the Knesset, Zaim’s offer was
unacceptable because “what is at stake is the water’s edge, the shore of Lake Tiberias, the East
Bank of the Jordan River. . . . We want to keep these waters within the state’s territory and not to
make Syria a partner.”59

Remarkably, though, Zaim then made an even better offer: after a ceasefire based on the
existing military lines, Syria would negotiate a peace settlement within three months, but this
time it would be based on the pre-1948 borders, meaning that he had dropped his demand to
retain Syria’s newly acquired land on the Jordan River and Lake Tiberias.60

Ben-Gurion was still not interested and continued to refuse to meet with the Syrian leader. It is
hard to understand why not; Shlaim says that “Ben-Gurion . . . suspected that this might be a
diplomatic trap,” whatever that might mean. However, Foreign Minister Sharett now disagreed
with Ben-Gurion and pressed him, unsuccessfully, to begin negotiations.61

In August 1949, the Zaim government was overthrown by a new military coup. Abed
Shishakli, the new Syrian leader, was determined to continue the moderate, pragmatic policies of
his predecessor. Accordingly, he banned the fundamentalist, anti-Israeli, and anti-Western
Muslim Brotherhood in Syria; sought to end border incidents with Israel; and gave priority to
improving relations with both the United States and Israel. In particular, he wanted to strengthen
Syria’s army and sought US military assistance to do so.



Consequently, Shishakli proposed a modified renewal of Zaim’s original offer: Syria would
settle its conflict with Israel and increase to 500,000 the number of Palestinians it would absorb,
provided that Israel agreed to continued Syrian access to the Jordan River and Lake Tiberias.

The US government again was impressed with the Syrian offers; Acheson told US diplomats
that it was in the US interest “to aid Shishakli in his efforts to convene a progressive, stable and
pro-western government in Syria.”62 Once again, however, Ben-Gurion refused to consider
territorial or water-rights concessions to Syria, even in exchange for peace.63

The Armistice Breaks Down

Under the 1949 armistice agreement, brokered by the UN between Syria and Israel, neither
country had sovereignty over the three demilitarized zones along their border. Pending a formal
peace treaty, normal civilian life in the zones was to be maintained.

For about eighteen months after the armistice came into effect, there were no violent incidents
between the Israelis and the Syrians. General Arye Shalev, who headed the Israeli delegation to
the UN armistice commission, wrote, “The period of calm that prevailed between Jerusalem and
Damascus following the signing of the armistice agreement expressed the two countries’
willingness to solve problems through rapprochement.”64

However, Shalev continued, in early 1951 Israel made “an extreme turnabout,” asserting its
sovereignty over the DMZs without “putting forward any serious arguments in support of its
claim.”65 According to Shalev, the Israeli government knew that its sovereignty claim was weak
and would be unacceptable to the UN, so it sought to settle the matter unilaterally, in its typical
fashion, by creating “facts on the ground.” Shalev summed up this period: “In the first years of
the armistice regime it was Israel that tried unilaterally to effect changes in the status quo in the
DMZ.”66

In March 1951, Israel began evicting Arab farmers and razing villages, “to ensure that this
Demilitarized Zone is cleansed of Arabs next to the border,” in the words of IDF chief of staff
Yigael Yadin.67 Once that was done, Israel began the process of de facto annexation of the
DMZs, bringing armed Israeli settlers into the area who began building roads, draining swamps,
and planting crops on the previously Arab-owned lands.

Syria responded to the illegal Israeli actions and provocations with limited shelling from its
Golan Heights territory overlooking the DMZs. An Israeli journalist who lived on a kibbutz
below the Golan wrote that, contrary to the Israeli government’s assertions, the Syrians had not
engaged in systematic or unprovoked shelling, but had opened fire only when Israel violated the
demilitarized zone agreements by carrying out development projects there, especially on former
Arab-owned land, or otherwise took actions “that were certain to provoke the Syrians into
opening fire.”68 Nonetheless, Israel “retaliated” with far greater force, not only against the Syrian
artillery positions but also against Syrian villages, killing many civilians.69

In the Israeli mythology, it was the Syrians who were responsible for the conflict over the
DMZs. However, one doesn’t need the work of the New Historians or the Syrian specialists to
set the record straight, in light of the candid assessments of Israeli military participants in the
1950s and 1960s. These included even—or perhaps one should say, especially—Moshe Dayan,
who was head of the IDF during much of this period. In a remarkable off-the-record interview
that was published after his death, Dayan told an Israeli journalist that Israel had deliberately
sought to provoke Syria: Israel had instigated “more than 80 percent” of its clashes with Syria,
he admitted:



It went this way: We would send a tractor to plow someplace . . . in the demilitarized area, and [we] knew in advance
that the Syrians would start to shoot. If they didn’t shoot, we would tell the tractor to advance farther, until in the end
the Syrians would get annoyed and shoot. And then we would use artillery and later the air force also, and that’s how it
was.

When the Israeli interviewer then protested that Syria was a serious threat to Israel, Dayan
responded: “Bullshit . . . Just drop it.”70

By the early 1950s, the Lake Tiberias demilitarized zone had been effectively partitioned, with
Israel establishing control over the west bank of the Jordan River, and Syria retaining control
over the northeast corner of the lake and the east bank of the river.71 However, during the mid-
1950s the conflict again escalated. When the Syrians sought to establish their right to fish in
Lake Tiberias, shots were exchanged between Israeli and Syrian patrol boats, which in turn led to
Israeli raids on Syrian military positions. In one such raid, in December 1955, a force led by
Ariel Sharon attacked Syrian positions along the shore of Lake Tiberias and killed fifty men, an
action that Shlaim terms “an unprovoked act of aggression” because the Syrians had not been
firing on Israeli settlements or even fishing boats, but only at patrol boats that had been
deliberately sent close to shore to draw Syrian fire.72

This was no isolated incident. According to Mordechai Bar-On, Moshe Dayan’s private
secretary, several of the raids were intentionally disproportionate and destructive. Ben-Gurion
and his protege Dayan, writes Bar-On, sought to provoke Egypt (which in 1955 had signed a
mutual defense pact with Syria) into providing military support to Syria. If it did, Israel then
might have the pretext it sought to embark on a “preventive war” against Egypt—a policy that
while initially opposed by a majority of Ben-Gurion’s cabinet, was essentially implemented in
Israel’s 1956 attack on Egypt.73

In early 1954, Ben-Gurion and Dayan told Moshe Sharett that if Iraqi forces moved into Syria,
as then appeared likely, Israel would create a series of “accomplished facts” by seizing the Golan
Heights. Sharett was shocked by this, and in his diaries accuses Dayan of seeking to provoke
Syria into attacking Israeli outposts and settlements beneath the Golan Heights so as to justify an
Israeli counterstrike, one of “the long chain of false incidents and hostilities we have invented,
and the many clashes we have provoked.”74 Sharett records Defense Minister Pinhas Lavon, an
ally of Dayan, telling him that an unfolding military coup against the Shishakli government in
Syria was “an historical opportunity [that] shouldn’t be missed” for Israel to expand into Syria
beyond the DMZs.75

In September 1980, the Israeli journalist and peace activist Uri Avnery reviewed Sharett’s
diary entries for this period and noted that “Sharett reveals that Ben-Gurion, Dayan, and Pinhas
Lavon requested . . . to exploit the toppling [of Shishakli] . . . by occupying southern Syria and
annexing it to Israel. They also requested to buy a Syrian officer who would acquire power in
Damascus and establish a pro-Israel puppet government.”76

Though the plan of Ben-Gurion and his confederates was not put into effect, throughout the
1950s Israel’s illegal and provocative policies in the demilitarized zones continued, as it built
roads, conducted forward patrols, seized territory, and initiated or escalated firefights.77 As the
conflict continued, the Syrians began supporting Palestinian guerrilla raids on Israel; Israel
responded with massive retaliatory raids that often included attacks on local Arab villages. In his
autobiography, Abba Eban describes one of these many incidents, in which the Syrians had fired
on an Israeli fishing boat in Lake Tiberias. Although no one on the Israeli boat was hurt, the
Israeli retaliation killed seventy-three Syrians, which Eban called a disproportionate and



“shocking spectacle of carnage.”78

Even more serious clashes occurred over the waters of the Jordan River and its upstream
tributaries. In the early 1960s, Israel began diverting the headwaters of the Jordan River to the
Negev to support its agricultural projects there. Syria responded by seeking to divert the
tributaries in southern Lebanon and the Golan Heights before their waters could reach the river;
Israel then attacked and destroyed the Syrian diversion facilities.

Moshe Maoz has cautiously observed that “it is important to point out the deep sense of fear—
justified or not—among many Syrians of what they considered Israeli aggression and
expansionism since 1948. . . . Indeed, Israeli leaders, notably Ben-Gurion, hardly attempted to
mitigate this Syrian Arab fear, but rather helped to substantiate it, by both words and deeds.”79 In
light of the expansionist dreams of Ben-Gurion, Moshe Dayan, and other hawks, as well as
actual Israeli behavior, an even stronger conclusion is called for: after the 1948 war and through
the 1960s, Israeli intransigence, expansionism, and aggressive behavior were far more
responsible for the Syrian-Israeli conflict than was Syria. It is clear that the Syrians were right to
fear for the future of the Golan Heights and their access to the Jordan River and Lake Tiberias;
indeed, as will be discussed in Chapter 8, they even had some reason to fear for Damascus itself.
For decades after the 1956 war the pattern continued, as Israel repeatedly rejected compromise
political settlements that were acceptable to Syria and strongly favored by the United States and
the international community.
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Israel, Egypt, the United States, and the 1956 War

Before the 1948 war, King Farouk of Egypt had secretly told Israeli diplomats that he would not
participate in the coming Arab attack if Israel would allow Egypt to continue its control over
parts of Gaza and a small strip of the Negev Desert. Farouk wanted to maintain these areas as a
buffer zone against later Israeli expansion into the Sinai peninsula as well as to prevent his rival,
King Abdullah of Jordan, from seizing them.

Foreign Minister Moshe Sharett favored negotiations with Egypt on this basis, but he was
overruled by Prime Minister Ben-Gurion, who ordered Israeli forces to break the UN-mediated
ceasefire agreements and to seize the Negev and the parts of the Sinai that had been allocated by
the partition plan to the Arab state. This was not the first time that the hawkish Ben-Gurion and
the relatively dovish Sharett, Israel’s most important early leaders, had sharply clashed—and it
would not be the last time.1 Ben-Gurion, who was privately contemptuous of Sharett and
considered him to be “cultivating a generation of cowards,” almost always prevailed, even
during the periods in which Sharett was the prime minister and Ben-Gurion the defense
minister.2

As well as breaking the truce and seizing territory in Sinai and the Negev, in December 1948
the Israeli forces were about to seize the Gaza Strip from Egypt; however, Ben-Gurion, fearing
the international political consequences and possibly even British military intervention,
reluctantly called off the impending attack. Nonetheless, Ben-Gurion had not made a permanent
decision to forgo seizing Gaza: Michael Bar-Zohar writes that the Israeli archives and Ben-
Gurion’s diary contain “abundant proof that he continued to secretly plan the next stage, in
which he would achieve his territorial ambitions.”3

As well, Moshe Sharett’s diary and other evidence revealed that soon after a nationalist
military coup led by Colonel Gamal Abdel Nasser overthrew the Farouk monarchy in 1952,
Dayan and other Israeli hawks began planning for the “next stage,” which they regarded as “a
preventive war.” For example, Livia Rokach, a Palestinian journalist who gained access to
Sharett’s diary, wrote that it revealed “that a major war against Egypt aimed at the territorial
conquest of Gaza and the Sinai was on the Israel leadership’s agenda at least as early as the
autumn of 1953.”4

There were some tactical differences between Dayan and Ben-Gurion. Dayan argued that as
soon as Israel was ready, it should launch a “preventive” attack on Egypt. “In my opinion,” he
wrote to the defense minister, “we must initiate a major clash between our forces and the
Egyptian army as soon as possible.”5 However, Ben-Gurion was not willing to go that far, for he
feared British and American reaction to an unprovoked Israeli attack, possibly even British
military intervention. Consequently, he instead chose to follow a strategy of increasingly sharp
Israel “retaliations” for alleged Egyptian actions, hoping thereby to provoke Egypt into initiating
a war.6



Another tactical difference between the two hawks was that Ben-Gurion did not want to go to
war with Egypt without an alliance with a major Western power, preferably the United States,
while Dayan claimed to be uninterested even in a de facto and informal alliance. In a May 1955
speech to Israeli diplomats, he explained why: “We face no danger at all of an Arab advantage of
force for the next 8–10 years. . . . The security pact will only handcuff us and deny us the
freedom of action which we need in the coming years.” Moreover, he continued, the Israeli
reprisal policies were psychologically essential: “Without these actions we would have ceased to
be a combative people,” in which case “we are lost.”7

Commenting on Dayan’s speech in his diary, Moshe Sharett writes:

The conclusions from Dayan’s words are clear. This State has no international obligations. . . . [T]he question of peace
is nonexistent. . . . It must live on its sword. . . . Toward this end it may, no—it must—invent dangers and . . . adopt the
method of provocation and revenge. . . . And above all—let us hope for a new war with the Arab countries, so that we .
. . acquire our space. . . . Ben-Gurion himself said that it would be worthwhile to pay an Arab a million pounds to start a
war.8

To be sure, the plans of the Israeli hawks do not necessarily demonstrate that their fears of
Egyptian aggression were not genuine, or that their motivations were not, in part, defensive—
after all, Arab rhetoric, including some of Nasser’s, was often blood-curdling. In fact, Nasser
was not seeking a new war with Israel; nevertheless, whatever the differences between his public
rhetoric and his real intentions, one can hardly expect that less than ten years after the Holocaust
a Jewish state could or should have simply dismissed Arab threats as mere posturing. While
conceding that Ben-Gurion and Dayan might have overestimated the importance of Nasser’s
aggressive rhetoric that was primarily intended for public consumption, an important book by
Israeli colonel Mordechai Bar-On, Dayan’s military aide, emphasizes the impact it had on the
Israelis: he writes that not only the hawks but other Israeli leaders and the public held “a deep-
seated belief in the gravity of the Arabs’ intentions to renew hostilities and destroy Israel as soon
as they considered themselves capable of so doing.”9

In light of those understandable fears, there is no question that the deliberate escalations of
Ben-Gurion and Dayan were partly motivated by the essentially defensive goal of protecting
Israeli security by precipitating a war before Egypt and Syria could reach their full military
potential. At the same time, a self-fulfilling prophecy was at work, for there can also be no
question that Israeli policies were partly motivated by expansionism. And the Syrian and
Egyptian governments knew it—not surprisingly since the Israeli leaders had hardly bothered to
disguise their intentions. Whatever the tactical differences between Ben-Gurion and Dayan and
other top military leaders—Segev writes, “What is certain is that the IDF’s top command
advocated a larger Israel and sought to instill that view in the troops”—the differences should not
be exaggerated: “Ben-Gurion viewed the Green Line as a temporary border, which is indeed how
it had been designated in the armistice agreements. From time to time he pondered ways of
correcting it.”10 In short, it is impossible to separate the genuinely defensive fears of the main
Israeli leaders from their expansionist ambitions and plans.

The Secret Talks, 1948–55

For a few years between the end of the 1948 war and early 1955, there were a number of secret
talks between Nasser’s government and Israeli diplomats led by Foreign Minister Sharett. During
this period, while Nasser engaged in provocative behavior toward Israel—especially by using



Egypt’s control over the southern Sinai peninsula to block Israeli shipping through the Straits of
Tiran, the gateway to the southern Israeli port of Eilat—he was willing to investigate the chances
for a peace settlement and opened up direct and indirect channels with Israeli diplomats,
particularly Sharett, who in January 1954 became prime minister.11 According to Israeli press
accounts published in 1961, Egyptian representatives “expressed a willingness to reach a secret
agreement with Israel on the normalization of relations without a formal peace agreement.”12 On
several occasions, Nasser told Israeli and US officials that while he was interested in peace with
Israel, a public agreement would cause him to be seen as a traitor to the Arab world and could
lead to his assassination.13 In light of the assassination of Jordan’s King Abdullah in 1951 after
he had engaged in peace talks with Israel, Nasser’s fears were quite credible—as was further
demonstrated in October 1981 when his successor, Anwar Sadat, was assassinated by Egyptian
fanatics who opposed the peace treaty he had negotiated with Israel.

During the talks the central issue continued to be over the Negev region. According to Bar-On
and others, while Egypt’s official negotiating position was that Israel had to return to the UN
borders, its real condition—as had been the case in the Lausanne talks—was that Israel must
withdraw only its forces from the Negev region south of Beersheba.14 Nasser’s insistence on
recovering the Negev was in part motivated by his pan-Arab ambitions and desire to create an
unbroken land bridge between Egypt and the rest of the Arab world and in part by his entirely
understandable concern that Israel would once again use the Negev to attack the Sinai
Peninsula.15

Ben-Gurion continued to refuse all territorial compromise in the Negev, even from
uninhabited land, despite pressures from Britain and the Eisenhower administration to do so.16 In
December 1955, Ben-Gurion summed up his position in a telegram to Sharett: “Israel will not
consider a peace offer involving any territorial concession whatever. The neighboring countries
have no right to one inch of Israel’s land. . . . We are willing to meet Nasser in any way, but not
on the basis of a plan calling for any part of Israeli territory to be torn away for the benefit of her
neighbors.”17

It is true that meeting Nasser’s demand for a Negev land bridge to the Arab world would have
required Israel to give up not only the land it conquered in 1948 but also parts of the Negev that
had been assigned to it by the United Nations. Consequently, as Bar-On notes, “There was a very
wide consensus in Israel on the absolute refusal to make significant concessions on territory
captured in 1948, certainly not on large sections of the Negev that had been allocated to
Israel.”18

Bar-On does not point out, however, that Israel was just as unwilling to surrender its conquests
of Arab territory that had not been assigned to it—indeed, it wanted much more. And while Ben-
Gurion insisted that the new boundaries with Egypt had to be based on the 1949 armistice
agreement, which left Israel in control of almost all the Negev,19 in its post war conflict with
Syria, where the armistice agreements allowed that country to keep the sliver of land on Lake
Tiberias that it had seized in the 1948 war, Israel insisted on a return to the pre-war boundaries.

Not for the first time and certainly not the last, Israel claimed to be acting on “principles”—in
this case, the sanctity of international agreements—that it ignored when they were in conflict
with what it regarded as its national interests. Needless to say, of course, they were hardly alone
in such state behaviors.

The “Lavon Affair”: Provoking the 1956 War



After becoming prime minister, Sharett continued to hold secret negotiations with Nasser’s
representatives. However, his efforts to avoid a new war were sabotaged by Dayan, Ben-Gurion,
and their key allies, especially Shimon Peres and Pinhas Lavon, who became defense minister in
early 1954. In the ensuing years, Tessler writes, “the Defense Department frequently acted in
ways that undermined Sharett’s effort to maintain a dialogue with Nasser,” including
intentionally disproportionate “retaliatory” raids that “deliberately extended the scope of strikes
authorized by the cabinet in order to embarrass Nasser and exacerbate tensions between Cairo
and Jerusalem.”20

The most important of the Israeli provocations, the so-called Lavon Affair, occurred in the
summer of 1954, when members of the Israeli defense and military establishments, supposedly
acting under orders from Lavon, plotted to disrupt Western relations with the Nasser regime.21 A
spy ring, consisting of ten Egyptian Jews under the command of Israeli agents, was discovered
by Egypt before it could put into effect its plans to place bombs in Egyptian, British, and
American civilian institutions in Cairo and Alexandria.22

The plotters sought to have the planned attacks blamed on Muslim terrorist groups that the
Nasser government allegedly supported or failed to control; Rokach quotes from the instructions
given to the spy ring by the head of Israeli military intelligence:

Our goal is to break the West’s confidence in the existing [Egyptian] regime. . . . The actions should cause arrests,
demonstrations, and expression of revenge. The Israeli origin should be totally covered. . . . The purpose is to prevent
economic and military aid from the West to Egypt.23

Prime Minister Sharett had not been informed of the plot, since it was known that he would have
opposed it. When the plot was revealed by the Nasser government, which hanged two of the
plotters, it caused an uproar in Israel. Dayan and Peres were suspected, but they blamed it on
Lavon. However, an investigation commission later concluded that Lavon had not given the
orders to carry out the Egyptian plot. While exonerating Lavon, though, the commission
somehow managed to conclude that it could not fix the true responsibility for the disastrous plot,
an odd conclusion in light of their own findings that Dayan and Peres had given false accounts to
the investigators as well as their known support of efforts to provoke Egypt into a new war.24

And in his long discussion of the “Lavon Affair,” Segev blandly notes, without comment, that
“several newspapers supporting Lavon accused Ben-Gurion himself of having given the order for
the operation in Egypt.”25

Despite the “Lavon Affair,” Nasser wanted to continue to explore the possibilities for peace
and did not break off ties with Sharett, who he knew was not responsible. However, under great
political pressure, especially after the Egyptian hangings, Sharett ended the contacts. Shlaim
argues that while it cannot be known whether continued talks would have led to peace, “Nasser
offered Israel a chance to talk and . . . this offer was spurned.”26

In February 1955, Israel killed thirty-seven soldiers in a cross-border attack on an Egyptian
military camp in Gaza. Sharett had strongly opposed the attack, knowing it to be a deliberate
effort by Ben-Gurion and Dayan to provoke a war with Egypt. In his diary he wrote that he
considered the attack to be “wild and foolish . . . in my opinion . . . a criminal act.” His diary
continued:

I have thought about a long chain of fabrications and lies that we are to blame for and which cost us lives, and on
excesses by our people that have caused the most horrible catastrophes, some of which have had repercussions on the
entire course of events and contributed to the security crisis we find ourselves in. I warned against the criminal
narrowness of our approach to state security, which leads us to impetuous and wild actions that destroy our political



standing on the security front and which severely undermine our position.27

As well, he wrote that he had been “meditating on the long chain of false incidents and hostilities
we have invited, and on the many clashes we have provoked . . . which brought grave
disasters.”28

Shlaim discussed the consequences of the raid:

Nasser himself repeatedly described the Gaza raid as a turning point. He claimed that it destroyed his faith in the
possibility of a peaceful resolution of the conflict with Israel . . . and forced a change in national priorities from social
and economic development to defense, a change that culminated in an arms deal with Czechoslovakia in September of
that year.29

During the 1956 war, Israel captured Egyptian military records. As discussed by Shlaim, the
record proved that until the February 1955 Israeli attack, “the Egyptian military authorities had a
consistent and firm policy of curbing Palestinian infiltration . . . and that it was only following
the raid that a new policy was put into place, that of organizing the Fedayeen units [Palestinian
guerrilla movements] and turning them into an official instrument of warfare against Israel.”30

After the 1956 war, Khalidi writes, “the Egyptian authorities clamped down again.”31

In October 1955, Egypt signed a mutual defense pact with Syria. Two months later Israeli
forces attacked Syrian positions on Lake Tiberias, killing thirty-six soldiers and twelve civilians.
Bar-On writes that the attack was “totally out of proportion to the provocations preceding it,”
shocking Sharett and others, and resulting in a US government decision to postpone any
consideration of providing arms to Israel.32 Bar-On explains why Ben-Gurion (now in his second
term as prime minister) had approved such a large raid: Dayan was implementing Ben-Gurion’s
“policy of escalation . . . [which] should be viewed as a final attempt to provoke Nasser to
war.”33

The US government made another effort to prevent the impending war when Eisenhower sent
his personal friend Robert Anderson, a former secretary of defense, to see if a peace agreement
could be reached. Nasser told Anderson that in addition to the territorial issue, the Palestinian
refugee problem had to be solved by giving the refugees a “free choice” between compensation
and repatriation to Israel.34 However, there is no doubt that the refugee issue was less important
to him—as, indeed, has been true of nearly all Arab leaders throughout the conflict—than
regaining lost territory.

When Anderson reported his talks with Nasser to the Israeli government, Ben-Gurion said that
he would be willing to secretly meet with Nasser to see if a peace agreement could be reached.
However, Nasser told Anderson that he feared that the meeting would be discovered, and “he did
not want what happened to [King] Abdullah to happen to him.”35

So, the slide toward war continued. In addition to the deliberately disproportional Israeli
“retaliatory” attacks, in the spring of 1956 Ben-Gurion authorized Dayan to carry out letter-bomb
assassinations of Egyptian military officials. Several were successful; among those killed were
two military officers whom Israel considered to be particularly responsible for cross-border
attacks on Israelis. Israelis considered the assassinations to be not only legitimate retaliations but
“deterrence” against future ones.36

UN secretary general Dag Hammarskjöld disagreed. In a letter to Ben-Gurion he wrote:

You are convinced that the threat of retaliation has a deterrent effect. I am convinced that it is more of an incitement. . .
. You are convinced that acts of retaliation will stop further incidents. I am convinced that they will lead to further
incidents. You believe that this way of creating respect for Israel will pave the way for sound coexistence, while I



believe your policy will push off coexistence.37

In his response, Ben-Gurion dismissed Hammarskjöld’s argument, writing in his diary that he
“hoped” there would be no further correspondence with the secretary general.

At the end of September Hammarskjöld submitted a report to the Security Council that placed
more blame on Israel than on Egypt for the spiraling conflict; Ben-Gurion wrote in his diary that
Hammarskjöld, almost universally considered to be one of the period’s greatest statesmen, had
“revealed himself clearly as an anti-Semite.”38

The Eisenhower Administration and the Israeli-Egyptian Conflict

In September 1955, the Soviet Union (through its satellite, Czechoslovakia) entered into a major
arms deal with Egypt, including the sale of hundreds of jet fighters, bombers, and transport
aircraft.39 In 1948, when Stalin hoped that Israel would be at least neutral in the emerging Cold
War, the Soviets had sold arms to Israel. By the early 1950s, however, after Israel had made it
clear that it regarded itself as part of the West, the Soviet Union decided to counter Western
influence in the Middle East by selling arms to Egypt and Syria.

Even before the Soviet arms deal, in April 1955, the Israeli government had formally asked
the United States for arms and a contractual guarantee of Israel’s borders, and from that point
onward “the demand that the United States guarantee the security of her borders became a formal
element of Israel’s foreign policy.”40 For example, during this period Israel “raised the idea of
either joining NATO or having a bilateral defense pact with the United States,” but while
Eisenhower and his secretary of state John Foster Dulles privately told Israel that the United
States has “a deep interest” in preserving Israel’s independence and would therefore “not be
indifferent to an armed attack on it,” they were not willing to formalize any commitment to Israel
as long as the Arab-Israeli conflict remained unsettled.41

Despite serious frictions with Israel and his unwillingness to issue written security
commitments to it in the existing circumstances, Eisenhower was clearly sympathetic to the
country. His biographers and members of his administration agree that he had been deeply
moved by what he saw when US armies liberated the concentration camps, and was therefore
sensitive to the historical plight of the Jewish people and the consequences of anti-Semitism. To
be sure, he had told associates that he was “not even certain that he—in Truman’s position—
would have supported Israel’s birth; but now that it was an accomplished fact, he would have to
live with it.”42 Indeed, on several occasions both Eisenhower and his powerful secretary of state,
John Foster Dulles, publicly and privately said that while they disagreed with Israel’s policies on
a number of issues, they felt a moral commitment to Israel’s survival and warned Arab leaders
that the United States would oppose a war designed to destroy Israel.

Nonetheless, at this point Eisenhower, Dulles, and the State Department believed that it was
not in the US national interest to antagonize the Arab world by arming Israel, let alone entering
into a formal alliance with it and guaranteeing its borders—and certainly not before a peace
agreement that ended the Arab-Israeli conflict had been reached. Bar-On writes that “Eisenhower
was unequivocal on the point in his memoirs, declaring that the U.S. administration . . . had
concluded that providing Israel with arms would only escalate the Mideast arms race.”43 Dulles
elaborated on the point, telling the Senate Foreign Relations Committee that “Israel, due to its
much smaller size and population, could not win in an arms race against the Arabs, having access
to the Soviet bloc. It would seem that Israel’s security could be better assured in the long run



through [a peace settlement].”44

In an April 1956 statement to congressional leaders, Dulles further explained the
government’s policies: “The U.S. could not achieve its . . . [national security] objectives if we
became a large-scale purveyor of arms to Israel. These actions would precipitate further large-
scale Soviet deliveries to the Arab states. . . . A situation like this could lead to World War III.”45

In any case, alarmed at the scale and purpose of Israel’s retaliatory attacks on Egypt and Syria,
State Department officials told the Ben-Gurion government of Dulles’s “shocked horror” at the
raid on Syria.46 In general, Bar-On wrote, “In the spring of 1956 the American administration
was more concerned about possible Israeli aggression than Arab aggression.”47

As well, Eisenhower and Dulles resented the Israel lobby and its pressures and were
determined to resist them. Ben-Zvi quotes a number of comments from Dulles’ private papers
showing his anger over what he considered to be “the terrific control over the news media and
the barrage which the Jews have built up on Congressmen,” resulting in the difficulty the
administration was having in developing “a foreign policy the Jews don’t approve of.”48 And in
a private letter to a friend Eisenhower said that “I gave strict orders to the State Department that
they should inform Israel that we would handle our affairs exactly as though we didn’t have a
Jew in America.”49

It may well be thought that these statements have anti-Semitic overtones, but two points
should be kept in mind. First, it is undeniable that the “Israel lobby”—at that time almost
exclusively Jewish—had played a major role in the development of American policy toward
Israel. Second, both Eisenhower and Dulles repeatedly told Israeli officials that “in principle” the
administration would consider a security guarantee to Israel in the context of a peace settlement
with the Arab world that would necessarily require Israeli as well as Arab territorial and other
compromises.50

In any case, despite their concerns about Israel’s policies, Eisenhower and Dulles were
becoming increasingly alarmed at what they considered to be Nasser’s radicalism, and once the
Soviets had entered the picture the administration’s policies began to shift. It was still not willing
to provide heavy US armaments, but it encouraged Israel to seek them elsewhere and welcomed
the French government’s decision—motivated in part by sympathy with Israel but more
importantly by its own interests—to provide them.51

The Alliance for War

The Israeli problem, as Ben-Gurion and Dayan saw it, was that while Nasser continued to
retaliate against Israeli attacks, he was refusing to engage in the kind of full-scale military
actions that would give them the pretext they sought to attack Egypt and get rid of the Egyptian
leader. Moreover, they wanted a war before Egypt had fully absorbed the Soviet-bloc heavy arms
it had acquired in September 1955. As a result, Ben-Gurion no longer insisted that Israel had to
wait for Nasser to start a war and began planning for a full-scale Israeli attack on Egypt in the
fall of 1956.

To this end, Israel entered into a secret alliance with Britain and France, both of which also
wanted to overthrow Nasser; they saw him as a radical nationalist who threatened their
remaining colonial interests in the Middle East. In particular, Britain was infuriated by Nasser’s
July 1956 nationalization of the Suez Canal, which until then been jointly owned by Britain and
France, and which was the fastest and cheapest shipping route to Europe from the Middle East
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and Asia, especially for oil shipments.
As for France, aside from its own economic interests in continued Western control over the

canal, it was furious at Nasser’s support for the nationalist rebellion against the French colony of
Algeria. For these and other reasons, including genuine sympathy with Israel, France began
arming Israel, even providing crucial assistance to its secret nuclear weapons program.52

In the summer of 1956 the three new allies secretly developed their plan to coordinate an
invasion of Egypt and overthrow Nasser: Israel would invade Sinai and drive Egyptian forces
away from the Suez Canal, aided by British and French attacks on Egyptian military airfields. A
few days before the Israeli attack, Ben-Gurion wrote in his diary: “This is a unique opportunity,
when two not insignificant powers try to eliminate Nasser, so that we need not stand alone
against him as he gains power and conquers all the Arab lands.”53

Accordingly, on October 29, 1956, Israel attacked and occupied the Gaza Strip and most of the
Sinai, and a few days later, on the transparent pretext of “protecting the Suez Canal,” British and
French troops invaded and occupied the Canal Zone. The declared goals of Israel were to force
Nasser to end his support of the Fedayeen, destroy the Palestinian guerrilla bases in Gaza and
Sinai, and seize the southern Sinai in order to end Nasser’s blockade of Israeli shipping through
the narrow Straits of Tiran into the Red Sea and then to Asia. The undeclared goals were at least
as important. Ben-Gurion’s biographer writes that “Ben-Gurion’s territorial ambitions were not
limited to Sharm el-Sheikh and the island of Tiran. . . . In effect, he wished to detach the Sinai
peninsula from Egypt and annex it to Israel.”54

A few days before the joint attack, in discussions with the British and French, Ben-Gurion
candidly laid out his ambitious goals, which he admitted were “fantastic” but, he thought,
achievable:

An international commission would take over the Suez Canal from Egypt.
Israel would take permanent control of parts of the Sinai, especially those bordering on the
Gulf of Aqaba and the Straits of Tiran. In addition, Ben-Gurion suggested, France and Israel
should join forces “to tear from Egypt” parts of the Sinai in which oil deposits had been
discovered.55

Jordan, which Ben-Gurion did not consider viable as an independent state, would be broken
up: Israel would take control over the West Bank of the Jordan River, and Iraq (still pro-
Western at that time) would get the Jordanian territory east of the river, on the condition that
it agree to make peace with Israel and resettle the Palestinian refugees there.
Syria would be partitioned, with Israel annexing part of its territory.56

Lebanon would be divided between Israel and what remained of Syria under its new
government.57 Israel would seize southern Lebanon up to the Litani River, one of the main
tributaries of the Jordan River and therefore an important source of fresh water. As well,
Israel would use its new position to help turn Lebanon into a Christian state.58

Even in Gaza, while continuing his “aversion to annexing the territory,” Ben-Gurion evidently
did not rule out a “temporary” but indefinite Israeli political and military control that would
amount to a de facto annexation. Segev quotes a Ben-Gurion statement to his cabinet—“A
temporary regime can last thirty or even fifty years”—and adds that “at times [Ben-Gurion] felt
that Israel should retain control of the Gaza regime, even if its population doubled the number of
Arabs in Israel.”59

Avi Shlaim commented that Ben-Gurion’s plan for the 1956 war “exposed an appetite for



territorial expansion at the expense of the Arabs and expansion in every possible direction: north,
east, and south.”60

US Policies and the 1956 War

In the period preceding the Suez War, the Eisenhower administration—or at least the Central
Intelligence Agency (CIA)—may have covertly encouraged Israel to overthrow Nasser. A
number of writers have pointed to suggestive evidence; of particular credibility are Sharett’s
diary entries in early October 1955, which note that after the Soviet-Egyptian arms deal the CIA
told Ben-Gurion that “no one would oppose Israel if it struck Egypt once the arms had
arrived.”61

However, even if the administration was prepared to tolerate or even encourage a limited
Israeli attack, it did not favor Israel’s expansionist goals or the colonialist military interventions
of Britain and France. According to Bar-On, Dulles consistently told Britain and France that their
conflict with Nasser should not be resolved by force; he cites several sources, including an
Eisenhower letter of July 31, 1956, to British prime minister Anthony Eden and French prime
minister Guy Mollet: “I have given you my personal conviction, as well as that of my associates,
as to the unwisdom even of contemplating the use of military force at this moment.”62

The evidence suggests that Eisenhower’s policies were partly motivated by his opposition to
international aggression in general and to an essentially colonial war by Britain and France in
particular, but probably more importantly by strategic concerns: the fear that the invasion would
result in a powerful radical, nationalist, and anti-Western reaction throughout the Arab world and
pave the way for an expansion of Soviet influence in the region.63

The War and Its Consequences

On October 29, Israeli forces attacked Sinai and the Gaza Strip, and within a week completely
routed the Egyptian forces and seized the entire peninsula. Meanwhile on November 5, British
and French paratroopers seized the Suez Canal, as had been prearranged with Israel (see Map
7.1).





Map 7.1 The Sinai-Suez War, 1956, from Tessler, A History of the Israeli-Palestinian Conflict, 2nd ed., 350. Permission granted
by Indiana University Press.

On the day before the Israeli attack, Ben-Gurion told his government that there was no chance
that Israel could keep most of the Sinai, so its real territorial goals were to retain control of the
coastline from Gaza to the Strait of Tiran to ensure the freedom of Israeli shipping. On
November 7, Israel agreed to a ceasefire called for by the UN General Assembly but ignored the
UN call for a complete withdrawal of all forces from the territories seized during the war and a
return to the Israeli-Egyptian 1949 armistice lines. On the same day, a euphoric Ben-Gurion gave
a victory speech to the Knesset, stating not only that the armistice agreement was “dead and
buried” but also hinting that Israel might annex the entire Sinai peninsula. This would be
justified by “the ancient Jewish heritage” in the region, some areas of which he referred to by
their Hebrew names and which he said would “revert to being part of the third kingdom of
Israel.”64

The speech—which later even Ben-Gurion admitted had been a mistake, a consequence of his
being “too drunk with victory”65—shocked and outraged much of the world, including, Abba
Eban wrote, “not only Israel’s adversaries but also her friends,” the most important of which was
the United States.66

Within twenty-four hours, Ben-Gurion reversed himself, forced to do so by two letters from
Eisenhower and Soviet premier Nicolai Bulganin. Eisenhower warned Ben-Gurion that US
support of Israel was at stake; Bulganin, in effect, threatened possible Soviet military
intervention if Israel did not withdraw, writing that “the Government of Israel is playing with the
fate of peace, with the fate of its own people, in a criminal and irresponsible manner. It is sowing
hatred for the state of Israel . . . which cannot but affect the future of Israel and which will place
a question upon the very existence of Israel as a state. . . . We hope that the Government of Israel
will duly understand and appreciate our warning.”67

Whether or not the US government—or at least the CIA—had encouraged Israel to overthrow
Nasser, Eisenhower had apparently not been warned about the impending attack and was taken
aback by its scale, by the obvious collusion between Britain, France, and Israel, and by the threat
it posed to the national interest of the United States and the West in gaining Arab support for
“containing international communism” in the Middle East. As well, Eisenhower was furious over
Ben-Gurion’s initial refusal to withdraw from Israel’s new conquests. Accordingly, a few hours
after Ben-Gurion’s Knesset speech, the president sent an urgent telegram to him, saying that
Israel’s refusal to withdraw from Egyptian territory “would seriously undermine the urgent
efforts being made by the United Nations to restore peace in the Middle East. . . . It would be a
matter of the greatest regret to all my countrymen if Israeli policy on a matter of such grave
concern to the world should in any way impair the friendly cooperation between our two
countries.”

In a meeting with Abba Eban, Acting Secretary of State Herbert Hoover forcibly spelled out
the consequences if Israel refused to withdraw: “We both have evidence that the Soviets are
exploiting the situation in a way that might endanger world peace. . . . Israel’s refusal to
withdraw will be interpreted as contempt for American public opinion and will inevitably lead to
grave measures, such as ending public and private aid, imposing U.N. sanctions and, finally,
expulsion from the U.N.”68

In effect, Eisenhower was threatening not only to end American governmental assistance to
Israel but also to stop private donations from the American Jewish community. These “blunt and



powerful threats,” Dennis Ross has written, were repeated a few months later when Israel refused
to withdraw its forces without formal assurances that the Straits of Tiran would be kept open and
Egypt would not be allowed to send its forces back into Gaza.69

In view of the Soviet implied threats as well as Eisenhower’s anger, Britain and France
withdrew their forces from Egypt in December. As well, Ben-Gurion was now resigned to the
need to withdraw the Israeli forces from most of Sinai, except for Sharm el-Sheikh on the Strait
of Tiran and the Gulf of Aqaba coastline leading to it. While he initially insisted on holding on to
Gaza, he changed his mind as a result of continuing US pressures as well as his own
unwillingness to assume full responsibility for the hundreds of thousands of residents and
Palestinian refugees there.70

The remaining issue—Israel’s insistence on guaranteed freedom of navigation through the
Gulf of Aqaba—was resolved at the end of February 1957 by a US-Israeli compromise: Israel
would withdraw from Sharm al-Sheikh and the Gulf of Aqaba coastline but would reserve the
right to defend its freedom of navigation if that again became necessary. At the same time, the
United States would issue a formal declaration that it viewed the Straits of Tiran as an
international waterway, with the understanding that the United States and other nations would
intervene if necessary to preserve freedom of passage there.71

In Tom Segev’s overall judgment, the war was a failure: “The attempt to get rid of Nasser,
Israel’s principal goal in the war, was quickly revealed as foolish, embarrassing, and ultimately
abortive collusion. Nasser emerged as the great victor.”72 Other Israeli historians, however, argue
that war did have some benefits for Israel. As summed up by Bar-Zohar and others:

It opened the Straits of Tiran.
It brought ten years of peace with Egypt.
It strengthened the Israeli alliance with France, which for the next ten years continued to

provide arms and helped Israel develop a nuclear deterrent.

Because of the renewed demonstration of Israeli military prowess, the Eisenhower
administration increasingly regarded Israel as a strategic asset in the Middle East rather than, as
had earlier been the case, a liability.73 For example, in August 1958, Eisenhower told the
National Security Council: “If we choose to combat radical Arab nationalism and to hold Persian
Gulf oil by force if necessary, a logical corollary would be to support Israel as the only strong
pro-Western power left in the Near East.”74 Pursuant to this new assessment of Israel’s value, in
1959 the administration provided $100 million in technical and financial assistance to the
country, a greater amount than all previous US aid to Israel, and while still reluctant to become
Israel’s major arms supplier, it did agree to sell it advanced radar equipment and other relatively
small military equipment.75

Whatever the value of these benefits, there is no doubt that the Israeli attack, especially because
of the collaboration with British and French efforts to hold on to some of their colonial positions
or influence in the Middle East, intensified the hatred of Israel in the Arab world in general and
especially, of course, in Egypt; the result was the 1967 and 1973 wars.

It is worth quoting the overall judgments of Motti Golani and Mordechai Bar-On, two leading
historians of the 1956 war, on the war’s consequences. After noting some of the Israeli gains
from the war, Golani concludes: “In 1948, Egypt had gone to war against Israel very reluctantly.
The results of that war, however, sowed in Egypt seeds of animosity toward Israel which hitherto



hardly existed. The Sinai War only augmented these. From 1956, Egypt had yet another reason
to settle the score with Israel. . . . [T]he Sinai War in fact made the next round almost
inevitable.”76

Bar-On quotes a 1955 Ben-Gurion speech to Israeli army officers: “In both our military
preparedness and in the belligerent actions imposed on us, we must never lose sight of the fact
that our ultimate goal in our relations with our neighbors is to attain peace and coexistence. . . .
After each war we win, we will again face the same problem. . . . We will be confronted by a
third round and a fourth.” Bar-On then comments: “This was indeed a tragically clear-sighted
prediction: Israel was destined to experience a third round, and even two more rounds. The
longed-for peace with Egypt was ultimately achieved not by the sword but by reconciliation and
compromise.”77

In fact, an even stronger conclusion is warranted: it is highly likely that all of Israel’s wars
with Egypt, including those of 1948, 1956, 1967, and 1973, would have been avoided if Israel
had been willing to forgo its territorial expansionism and reach reasonable and attainable
compromise peace settlements with Egypt and its other Arab neighbors.
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From War to War, 1956–67

The Nuclear Issue

After Israel was created in 1948, Ben-Gurion sought formal and public US security guarantees
for the new state, if possible even a military alliance, but both the Truman and Eisenhower
administrations refused.1 After the 1956 war, Ben-Gurion renewed his request for a US security
guarantee or at least for major US offensive weaponry. When the Eisenhower administration
again turned down the Israeli requests, Ben-Gurion decided that Israel had to have its own
nuclear weapons, as the ultimate deterrent against any Arab threat to its survival. By the late
1950s, aided by extensive but secret French assistance, the nuclear weapons development
program was well underway with the construction of a nuclear reactor in the Negev city of
Dimona.2

In late 1960, the Eisenhower administration learned of the Dimona program and raised the
issue with Ben-Gurion, who insisted—as other Israeli prime ministers were to do repeatedly
during the Kennedy and Johnson administrations—that the reactor was designed solely to
produce nuclear energy for peaceful purposes. Most studies of this period are skeptical that the
Americans actually believed Israel’s denials. If they had, they would have been quite naïve: a
post-Holocaust Jewish state was not likely to refrain from seeking the ultimate deterrent against
actual or potential threats to its survival.

When the Kennedy administration took office in January 1961, the Israeli requests were
renewed. Kennedy was known to be much more sympathetic to Israel than the Eisenhower
administration; he had close personal ties with the American Jewish community and had a
number of Jewish advisors. As well, he had strong political incentives to be seen as a friend of
Israel: the Jewish vote, which went overwhelmingly to him in the 1960 presidential elections,
had played an important role in helping him barely defeat Richard Nixon. “You know I was
elected by the Jews, I have to do something for them,” he told Ben-Gurion in a meeting with the
Israeli prime minister in May 1961.3

Still, like Truman and Eisenhower before him, Kennedy was not willing to agree to formal and
public security guarantees to Israel, telling Israeli foreign minister Golda Meir that “the United
States had global interests, and if it were to exert influence in the Arab Middle East, it needed to
cultivate good relations with all nations.”4

By the time Kennedy took office, the world had learned of the Israeli nuclear development
program, especially after documents were leaked to the New York Times, which published two
major articles on it.5 Still, the Kennedy administration pressed Israel to refrain from weaponizing
the program and to allow US nuclear experts to regularly visit Dimona to verify Israel’s
assurances that it was not doing so. In May 1961, Ben-Gurion met with Kennedy to discuss the
issue. Tom Segev writes: “Ben-Gurion claimed that the project was meant for peaceful purposes.



He linked the reactor to a plan to desalinate seawater, but chose his words carefully: ‘That is
Israel’s principal and, for the time, only goal,’ he maintained, adding, ‘We do not know what
will happen in the future.’ ”6 And when Kennedy pressed Ben-Gurion to allow US inspections of
the Dimona reactor to ensure that it wasn’t being used to develop nuclear weapons, the Israeli
prime minister refused to allow meaningful inspections. He assured Kennedy: “For the time
being,” he said, “the only purposes are for peace. . . . But we will see what will happen in the
Middle East. It does not depend on us.”7

These qualifications, of course, made the Israeli assurances all but meaningless, which surely
the Americans understood, so the Kennedy and later the Johnson administrations continued to
protest the Israeli nuclear program, sometimes quite severely.8 In the end, however, as Avner
Cohen and others have concluded, both administrations decided not to condition continued US
support of Israel on an end to the Israeli nuclear program, either because they realized that Israel
was going to continue the program regardless of the occasional US threats or that Congress
would never support an end to the American commitment to Israel. The Ben-Gurion government
was confident that the American government would not go beyond expressions of disapproval.9

They were right, of course. To be sure, it is also plausible that Kennedy and Johnson were at
least quietly sympathetic to the argument—not an unreasonable one, after all—that Israel needed
a nuclear deterrent to assure its survival and would get it one way or another.

In the final analysis, then, Kennedy backed away from creating a US-Israeli crisis over the
nuclear issue and started providing Israel with defensive weapons. And in late 1962, while still
resisting a formal and public mutual defense treaty with Israel, he privately assured Golda Meir
of the US commitment to Israeli security:

The United States . . . has a special relationship with Israel really comparable only to that which it has with Britain. . . .
We are in a position then to make clear to the Arabs that we will maintain our friendship with Israel and our security
guarantees [that] . . . in case of an invasion the United States would come to the support of Israel.10

In October 1963, despite his continuing unhappiness with Israel’s nuclear program, Kennedy
reiterated this commitment, writing to Prime Minister Levi Eshkol that “in case of an invasion
the United States would come to the support of Israel. . . . This letter in fact constitutes a security
guarantee.”11

From the Nixon administration on, the US government essentially dropped Israeli nuclear
weapons as an issue.12

The 1967 War

The Myths and the Realities

According to the Israeli mythology, the 1967 war was a purely defensive one, a “war of no
choice,” forced on Israel by the continuing refusal of the Arabs to agree to a political settlement:
the goal of the Arab world in general and of Nasser’s Egypt in particular, it was repeatedly said,
was to annihilate the Jewish state as soon as they had the capability to do so. As one
contemporary purveyor of the myth has put it: “In June 1967 Arab leaders declared their
intention to annihilate the Jewish state, and the Jews decided they wouldn’t sit still for it. For the
crime of self-preservation, Israel remains a nation unforgiven.”13

Immediately after the war, the mythology continues, Israel offered to return the territories it
had conquered during its war for survival, but the Arab world categorically refused to even



consider Israel’s generous offer. Instead, it is said, it responded with “The Three Noes”: no to
peace, no to political recognition of Israel, no to any negotiations with it. Thus, the mythology
holds, even Israel’s overwhelming defeat of Egypt and Syria in the 1967 war—just as had been
the case in the 1948 and 1956 wars—not only resulted in no changes in Arab policies but it also
strengthened their determination to fight war after war until Israel was finally destroyed.
Consequently, it is said, in the last sixty years Israel has repeatedly been forced to fight one
“existential” war after another, having no other choice if it was to survive.

As in the case of the other major Israeli mythologies, the facts are very different. In the decade
following the 1956 Suez War, the conflict between Israel and Egypt was relatively quiet, as
Nasser ended the Egyptian support of Palestinian guerrilla raids against Israel: “For ten years
Nasser did not reassemble his forward military deployment along the borders with Israel; he did
not send the Fedayun against Israel or resume border incidents; and he did not hamper Israeli
shipping in the Straits of Tiran.”14

Nonetheless, the Israeli hawks were not satisfied, as their expansionist goals continued. In
particular, Ben-Gurion and much of the Israeli military establishment now regretted that Israel
had refrained from seizing all of Jerusalem and the West Bank from Jordan in the 1948 and 1956
wars. Two of Israel’s leading historians, making use of declassified government and military
documents of the period, have revealed the thinking of Israel’s top political and military leaders
during this period.

Ilan Pappé writes: “In order to reevaluate the 1967 war we first need to go back to the war of
1948. The Israeli political and military elite regarded the latter as a missed opportunity: a
historical moment in which Israel could, and should, have occupied the whole of historical
Palestine from the River Jordan to the Mediterranean Sea.”15 They did not do so because they
wanted to ensure that Jordan would not enter the 1948 war, and staying out of Jordan’s West
Bank was the price that had to be paid.

Nonetheless, Pappé continues, Ben-Gurion described his reluctant decision as one “that future
generations would lament.”16 Pappé concludes: “Ever since 1948, important sections of the
Jewish cultural, military, and political elites had been looking for an opportunity to rectify this
mistake. From the mid-1960s onwards, they carefully planned how to create a greater Israel that
would include the West Bank.”17

In a 2017 book on the 1967 war, based on research in the Israeli archives, the Israeli historian
Guy Laron wrote that despite the Jordanian-Israeli agreement during the 1948 war, “the Israelis
had been preparing since the 1950s to conquer the West Bank.”18 In October 1955, when Sharett
was still prime minister but Ben-Gurion was about to succeed him, Laron continued, Dayan
called a meeting of Israel’s General Staff “so we can discuss what we want to demand of the
[new] government.” Israel would have little difficulty in finding a pretext for a strike against
Egypt, Dayan argued. The goals of such an attack, he said, should be the following:

to conquer the Gaza Strip, the demilitarized zones [on the border with Egypt and Syria] and the Tiran Straits . . . And
we should think of a triple-stage plan. . . . [I]n the second stage we will reach the Suez Canal; in the third stage we will
reach Cairo. . . . As to Jordan, there [is a] two stage [plan]: the first is [to reach] the Hebron line. The second [is to take]
the rest [of the territory] up to the Jordan River.19

Ben-Gurion continued to describe the post-1948 borders as “unbearable” but was at first hesitant
to approve of such a sweeping plan if Israel had to act on its own. However, when it became
clear that Britain and France would support an Israeli attack, he “became quite enthusiastic.”20

Because of the US and Soviet threats, Ben-Gurion’s goals could not be attained during the



1956 war. Nonetheless, the Israeli hawks did not abandon them: “The General Staff had never let
go of the plan to expand Israel’s territory. The contingency plans from 1953, which envisaged
the annexation of Sinai, the West Bank, and the Golan Heights, were updated and rewritten in
1957.”21

In 1963, Levi Eshkol succeeded Ben-Gurion as Israel’s prime minister and met with the IDF’s
General Staff, discovering that they planned to use the next war as an opportunity for further
Israeli territorial expansion, including Sinai, the West Bank, and parts of Lebanon.22

The Approach to War, 1965–67

At the end of 1965 the head of the Israeli Mossad, Meir Amit, received an invitation to go to
Cairo for a secret meeting with Abdel Hakim Amer, deputy commander of the Egyptian armed
forces and a close personal friend of Nasser. Amer wanted US economic aid to Egypt, then in the
midst of an economic crisis; in return, he promised that Egypt would reduce its anti-Israeli
rhetoric and economic boycott, including allowing Israeli goods to pass through the Suez Canal,
although only if they were on non-Israeli ships.23

Prime Minister Levi Eshkol favored allowing the visit and told the American government
about it. However, other high-level Israeli officials opposed the visit, “warning that it was a
trap,” and Eshkol reluctantly went along. Avi Shlaim concludes that there is no way of telling
whether anything would have come out of the meeting of two high-level Egyptian and Israeli
officials: “All one can say for certain is that the Egyptians issued an invitation . . . and the
Israelis turned it down.”24

With the possible opening to a peaceful settlement of the Egyptian-Israeli conflict now closed,
in late 1966 Nasser decided to allow a few Palestinian raids to resume, but only in a limited
manner. Laron writes: “Nasser’s leash was tight. . . . PLO sabotage acts remained few and far
between.”25

Throughout 1966 and early 1967, however, Palestinian raids against Israel increased; launched
from Jordan and Syria, some of these were directed at Israeli military positions, some against
civilians. King Hussein opposed the Palestinian raids, but his forces were not strong enough to
prevent all of them. After the radical Ba’ath political party came to power in Syria in February
1966, however, it actively supported and sheltered Palestinian guerrilla attacks on both Israeli
military and civilian targets.26

While the Fedayeen attacks were limited in scope and did not threaten Israel’s “basic
security,”27 there is no doubt that Syrian support of them was highly provocative. On the other
hand, it is equally true that the Israeli retaliations sharply escalated the conflict. Moreover, in the
decade before the 1967 war, Israel continued to violate the terms of the 1949 armistice,
especially by expanding its armed settlements and diverting to Israel water from the Jordan River
and its tributaries in Lebanon and Syria.

These actions led to increased Syrian shelling from the Golan Heights of Israeli forces in the
DMZ, but according to UN officials at the time, they would not have occurred had it not been for
the Israeli provocations. In any case, no Israeli civilians were reported to have been killed by the
Syrian artillery in the six months before the 1967 war.28

Shlaim sums up the Israeli-Syrian conflict before the 1967 war: “There were three principal
sources of tension between Israel and Syria: the demilitarized zones, water, and the activities of
the Palestinian guerilla organizations.” 29 He concludes that “Israel’s strategy of escalation on the
Syrian front was probably the single most important factor in dragging the Middle East to war in



June 1967, despite the conventional wisdom on the subject that singles out Syrian aggression as
the principal cause of war.”30

If anything, Shlaim understates Israel’s responsibility for the 1967 war with Syria, because
surely there was a fourth “source of tension” between the two countries: namely, Israeli
expansionism directed at Syria, which long pre-dated the escalating conflicts during the 1960s.
Ben-Gurion considered the Golan Heights—indeed much of southwestern Syria—to be an
integral part of biblical Palestine, belonging by historical right to the Greater Israel that he
aspired to bring into existence. To be sure, it was not only Zionist ideology that accounted for
Ben-Gurion’s expansionist goals in Syria but also Israel’s need for access to fresh water sources:
some of the tributaries of the Jordan River originated or passed through Syria, and even more
important, the Golan Heights commanded the shores of the Jordan River itself as well as the Sea
of Galilee. “The possibility of using these rivers freely,” Ben-Gurion had written earlier, “was a
basic condition for mass settlement in Palestine and for the country’s economic independence.”31

It is clear, then, that the Syrians had good reason to fear for the future of the Golan Heights,
although it is undeniable that their own behavior was creating a self-fulfilling prophecy,
inevitably adding security concerns to the other motivations for Israeli designs on the area.
However, even well before the escalating conflicts of the 1960s, the Israeli hawks had plans to
seize the Golan if the opportunity presented itself. In January 1954, for example, Moshe Dayan
outlined plans to Moshe Sharett for creating a series of “accomplished facts” by seizing the
Golan in certain contingencies. Sharett was shocked by this, and in his diaries he accuses Dayan
of seeking to provoke Syria into attacking Israeli outposts and settlements beneath the Golan
Heights to justify an eventual Israeli counterstrike to seize the area.

In 1976, Dayan confirmed that Israel had deliberately sought to provoke the Syrians and had
instigated more than 80 percent of the clashes with that country. In early 1967, Israel “resumed
cultivation of land in the DMZ in a manner calculated to provoke clashes with the Syrians.”32 As
the Israeli government expected, Syria reacted with intensified shelling from the Golan Heights,
so on April 7 Israel launched 130 warplanes deep into Syria and bombed numerous targets; when
Syrian jets rose to meet the attack, six of them were shot down, two of them over the outskirts of
Damascus.

At the same time, Prime Minister Eshkol and Chief of Staff Yitzhak Rabin issued a series of
warnings that if the Syrian shelling and support of the Palestinian guerrillas continued, Israel
might have to take much more drastic action. For example, on May 11 Rabin remarked on an
Israeli radio station that “the moment is coming when we will march on Damascus to overthrow
the Syrian Government, because it seems that only military operations can discourage the plans
for a people’s war with which they threaten us.”33 The next day the New York Times reported
that a highly placed Israeli source, believed to be Prime Minister Eshkol, said that “if Syria
continued a campaign of sabotage in Israel it would immediately provoke military action aimed
at overthrowing the Syrian regime.”34

On May 13, the Soviet Union warned Egypt and Syria that its intelligence assessment
indicated that Israel was massing troops near the Syrian border and an attack was imminent. In
fact, the report was false, as there had been no massing of Israeli forces. The general assessment
of historians of the 1967 war is that whether or not the Soviet warnings had deliberately
exaggerated the imminence of an Israeli attack, the Syrians had good reason to fear that such an
attack was only a matter of time.35 Indeed, this was the US government’s assessment as well: an
internal memo of Harold Saunders, then the National Security Council’s primary Middle Eastern
specialist, stated that “the Soviet advice to the Syrians that the Israelis were planning an attack
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was not far off.”36

Thus, the Soviet warnings were an effort to force Egypt to comply with its mutual defense
treaty with Syria. While the Soviets were concerned about Syrian support of the Palestinian
guerrilla movement, they were determined to protect Syria and Egypt from another military
defeat that would not only be a humiliation for Soviet arms and credibility as an ally but might
also lead to the collapse of their major Arab allies; the expulsion of the Soviets from Egypt,
Syria, and perhaps elsewhere in the Middle East; and the unilateral domination of the area by the
United States.37

Responding to these reports, Nasser felt that he had no choice but to take action to deter a
major Israeli attack on Syria. After the 1956 war he had agreed to allow a UN peacekeeping
force to be placed in the Sinai, replacing his own troops. However, as the war approached, King
Hussein of Jordan, angrily responding to Egyptian and Syrian accusations that he was essentially
collaborating with Israel, taunted Nasser of “hiding behind the skirts” of the UN force. In
response, Nasser ordered the UN peacekeeping force out of Sinai, sent 80,000 Egyptian forces
into the region, and closed the Strait of Tiran to Israeli shipping, despite his awareness that Israel
would regard that as an act of war.38

Nonetheless, it is now known that before the Israeli attack, both the US and Israeli
governments had concluded that the Egyptian forces in Sinai were deployed defensively and that
Nasser had no intention of attacking Israel, only of regaining control of Sinai and Gaza and
deterring an Israeli attack on Syria. That is also the overwhelming consensus of historians of the
war.

The literature on the Israeli and American intelligence assessments at the time, and the
comments of many military and political leaders since then, is extensive.39 Following are the
American assessments:

In his memoirs, Abba Eban wrote: “The American defense chiefs . . . [gave] a professional
view on what the result would be if a conflict broke out between Israel and Egyptian forces.
Their studies all pointed toward Israeli success if there was war. They thought that this
would be the case no matter who took the initiative in the air.”40

On May 25, after Israeli officials told the US government that an Egyptian attack was
imminent, President Johnson ordered the CIA and the Defense Department to reassess the
situation. Reviewing the supposedly new evidence adduced by Israel, the US analyses
rejected the Israeli claim.41

On May 26, Defense Secretary Robert McNamara said the US government believed that
Israel “would prevail in a conflict, even if hostilities were initiated by Egypt.” General Earl
Wheeler, chairman of the Joints Chiefs of Staff, “restated the American view of Israel’s
military superiority and said that, although we recognize that casualties would be greater
than in 1948 and 1956, Israel would prevail. . . . If anything, it was the Israeli army that was
pressing to begin hostilities.”42

President Johnson summarized the US government’s analyses in several meetings with the
Israeli ambassador: “If Israel is attacked, our judgment is that the Israelis would lick them.
Time would not work against Israel, it would not lose by waiting. . . . During this period
there would not be any deterioration in the Israeli military position.”43

The Israeli views were similar. In fact, many Israeli leaders shared the US assessment that Israel
would defeat the Arab forces, even if the Arabs attacked first.



The head of Mossad told McNamara that “there were no differences between the U.S. and the
Israelis on the military intelligence picture or its interpretation.”44

Tom Segev writes that Prime Minister Eshkol was dubious about the need for Israel to go to
war but came under heavy military pressure to begin the conflict: “It is doubtful whether he
believed Israel’s existence was truly in danger, and equally doubtful that he was convinced
Egypt would attack. He knew what the army knew: that even if Egypt had attacked, Israel would
win.”45 That did not prevent him from trying to mislead Johnson so as to ensure US support,
Segev continues, quoting a telegram from Eshkol to an Israeli diplomat stating that some of the
Israeli statements were designed “to create an alibi.”46

Laron writes that despite alarmist Israeli government entreaties to the Johnson administration
calling for US military support, “The real Israeli intelligence assessment at the time told a
different story. The worst that the Egyptians would do, according to military estimates, was
mount a limited air attack on Israeli airfields.”47

A few months after the war, Chief of Staff Yitzhak Rabin stated the following: “I do not
believe that Nasser wanted war. The two divisions he sent into the Sinai . . . would not have been
enough to unleash an offensive against Israel. He knew it and we knew it.”48

In later years, leading Israeli generals concurred that was the case. For example, General
Mattityahu Peled, one of Israel’s leading generals during the war—and later a severe critic of
Israel’s role in the Arab-Israeli conflict—wrote that while the Egyptians had 80,000 soldiers in
the Sinai, Israel had hundreds of thousands of men poised against them. Therefore, he wrote:

There was no reason to hide the fact that since 1949 no one dared, or more precisely, no one was able, to threaten the
very existence of Israel. . . . To claim that the Egyptian forces concentrated on our borders were capable of threatening
Israel’s existence . . . insults the intelligence of anyone capable of analyzing [the] situation.49

General Ezer Weizman, chief of operations in 1967 and later a prominent right-wing politician,
admitted that “there was never a danger of extermination” and hadn’t even been considered in
any “serious meeting.” He then added that it was “a false assumption” that Israel would “wage
war only to prevent extermination.” At issue was “not our physical security but the realization of
our historical and national interests, our Zionist principles.”50

Similarly, Haim Bar-Lev, deputy chief of staff in 1967, and later a cabinet member, said, “We
were not threatened with genocide on the eve of the Six-Day War and we had never thought of
such a possibility.”51

But perhaps the most important, authoritative, and widely quoted rebuttal of the Israeli 1967
myth was provided by Menachem Begin, who shocked the Israeli public when in a 1982 speech
to Israel’s National Defense College he bluntly stated: “In June 1967, we again [as in the 1956
War] had a choice. The Egyptian Army concentrations in the Sinai approaches did not prove that
Nasser was about to attack us. We must be honest with ourselves. We decided to attack him.”52

The Problem of Arab Rhetoric

Despite the overwhelming evidence of the essentially defensive intentions of Nasser, the fact
should not be obscured that the increasingly bloodthirsty rhetoric of the Arab world and of
Nasser himself was a major factor in Israel’s decision to engage in a preventive war by attacking
Egypt first. Carried away by his early success in removing the UN peacekeeping forces and
stationing Egyptian forces in the Sinai, Nasser abandoned his usual caution and made
increasingly ominous threats that whipped up mass war fever in the Arab world. The examples of
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bone-chilling Arab threats are many:

In January 1964, an Arab League summit declared that “the establishment of Israel is the
basic threat that the Arab nation in its entirety has agreed to forestall. . . . [T]he existence of
Israel is a danger that threatens the Arab nation. . . . Collective Arab military preparations . .
. will constitute the ultimate practical means for the final liquidation of Israel.”53

A few days before the war, Nasser said, “If we should be attacked this will mean war and
our first aim would be the annihilation of Israel.”54 And on May 29 he said that the goal in a
war with Israel would be “to restore the situation to what it was in 1948. . . . We are now
ready to confront Israel. . . . [T]he issue now at hand . . . is the rights of the Palestinian
people . . . [and reversing] the aggression which took place in Palestine in 1948.”55

As well, the PLO leader Ahmed Shukeiry was asked what would happen to the Israeli
population after an Arab victory. He responded that those who were born elsewhere would
be “repatriated”; as for those who were native Israelis, they would remain in Palestine—“but
I estimate that none of them will survive.”56

Similarly, on May 31, the president of Iraq said, “The existence of Israel is an error which
must be rectified. . . . Our goal is clear—to wipe Israel off the map.”57

There were many similar Arab threats to “throw the Jews into the sea,” and the like. The
Egyptian journalist Khaled Diab, reviewing the period, wrote that “there is no doubt that the
Israeli public, exposed to a continuous barrage of bombastic radio broadcasts from Cairo
promising to put an end to the entire Zionist existence, was terrified in the run up to the war.”58

It is obvious that Israeli policies and behaviors played a major role in the anger of the Arab
world. That said, less than twenty-five years after the Holocaust, a Jewish state could hardly be
expected to dismiss murderous threats as mere rhetoric. Even Noam Chomsky, for decades one
of Israel’s strongest and most perceptive critics, has admitted that “at the time of the war . . . I
personally believed that the threat of genocide was real.”59

The Johnson Administration and the 1967 War

Lyndon Johnson was strongly supportive of the Jewish people. In the late 1930s and early 1940s,
as a junior congressman and later Democratic senator from Texas, he had become outraged by
evidence of the Holocaust and pressed the State Department to do much more to help the Jews
escape from Europe. Throughout his career, many of his closest friends, advisors, and political
donors were Jewish. And in his memoirs, he wrote: “I have always had a deep feeling of
sympathy for Israel and its people, gallantly building and defending a modern nation against
great odds, and against the tragic background of Jewish experience.”60

To be sure, undoubtedly his genuine beliefs and sympathies were reinforced by political
calculations, although in his pre-presidency years there were not many Jews among his Texas
constituents. Still, national public opinion was strongly pro-Israel, so there were a number of
reasons he did not wish to offend the American Jewish community. According to David Korn, a
former US diplomat who had served in Israel for many years, after he became president Johnson
told Walworth Barbour, the US ambassador to Israel: “I don’t care what happens to Israel, but I
care a lot about American Jews. Whatever you do in Israel, keep one eye peeled for the
American Jews and do nothing which would get them on my back.” Barbour, Korn notes, made
that his top priority.61



Knowing Johnson’s views, Prime Minister Eshkol sought to persuade him to establish a
special relationship with Israel and to provide direct US military assistance in case of a major
war. Like all former and future presidents, Johnson was not willing to enter into a formal defense
alliance with Israel, but he responded that the United States “would not remain idle if Israel is
attacked,” and for the first time he authorized the sale of offensive weapons to Israel, including
tanks and advanced Phantom fighter-bombers.62 As well, Johnson authorized James Angleton, a
high-level CIA official who was strongly pro-Israel, to begin secret collusion with the Mossad.63

Nonetheless, during the 1967 crisis, neither the Johnson administration nor US military leaders
were willing to be drawn into war on behalf of Israel, especially as the Vietnam War and US
involvement in it were escalating. Three days after Nasser sent his forces into the Sinai, Eshkol
wrote to Johnson asking him “to reaffirm the American commitment to Israel’s security with a
view to its implementation should the need arise,” pointedly noting “the specific American
commitment so often reiterated to us.”64 Three days later, however, Secretary of State Dean
Rusk told Eban that a US declaration along the lines of “an attack on you is an attack on us” was
not realistic,65 especially since the US government did not believe that Egypt and Syria would
attack Israel, and that even if they did, Israel would win on its own: “Both Rusk and McNamara
told [the Israeli government] that their information totally contradicted the claim of an impending
Syrian–Egyptian attack. . . . In any case, American intelligence agencies believed that Israel
would be the winner, no matter who started the war.”66

For these reasons, the Johnson administration initially opposed an Israeli pre-emptive attack
on Egypt and Syria, but the administration was not confident it could be prevented if Israel
believed its vital interests required it.67 On June 3, two days before Israel struck, Rusk wrote to
US ambassadors to Arab states:

You should not assume that the United States can order Israel not to fight for what it considers to be its most vital
interests. We have used the utmost restraint and, thus far, have been able to hold Israel back. But the “Holy War”
psychology of the Arab world is matched by an apocalyptic psychology within Israel. . . . [Unless a political solution is
found], Israel will fight and we cannot restrain her.68

Similarly, Harold Saunders, the NSC’s leading Mideast expert during the war, later wrote that
“we were convinced that we just could not move Israel against its will.”69

Consequently, the administration’s main concern was to avoid being drawn into the war if the
intelligence reports that Israel would easily win a war against Egypt alone or against all the
surrounding Arab countries proved to be wrong. Secretary of State Rusk and Defense Secretary
McNamara “took the strong stand that Israel would be on its own if it decided to strike first,”70

and Johnson himself bluntly told an Israeli envoy that while “Israel was a sovereign
Government, and if it decided to act alone, it could of course do so; but in that case everything
that happened before and afterwards would be its responsibility and the United States would
have no obligation for any consequences that might ensue.”71

Citing an interview with Harold Saunders, Korn elaborates on Johnson’s thinking: “Above all,
[Johnson] wanted to avoid assuming responsibility for what he feared could all too easily
become a disaster. He did not want to be told that Jews had been slaughtered because of his
advice, or to be asked to rescue Israel from imminent destruction because it had followed his
directions.”72

Consequently, Johnson decided not to emulate Eisenhower’s pressures on Israel in 1956 and
made no threats, not even conditioning the continued delivery of US arms, including offensive



arms, on Israel refraining from starting the war. And perhaps most important, he ordered the US
Mediterranean fleet to move close to the Syrian shore, signaling that the United States would
counter any Soviet military intervention in the war.

The ambiguities of the Johnson administration’s position in the lead-up to the 1967 war,
especially its decision not to threaten US repercussions if Israel attacked, has prompted debate in
the literature over whether Johnson had effectively given Israel “a green light” to start the war.
For example, after quoting Johnson’s statements that the United States “would have no
obligation” in case Israel suffered consequences for its actions, Laron asks: “Was the president
threatening Israel or encouraging it to act?”73

Put differently, was Johnson telling Israel it had a red light, a yellow light, or a green light?
William Quandt’s overall assessment of the administration’s policy is cautious: while the title of
his chapter on the 1967 war is “Yellow Light,” his overall conclusion is that although Johnson
“had not quite given the Israelis a green light,” he effectively “had removed a veto on their
actions.”74

Quandt then raises an interesting issue, and one that has continuing resonance in explaining
US policies toward Israel ever since: “If Johnson genuinely had qualms about Israel’s resort to
force, why did he become such an ardent supporter of Israel once the fighting began? Was he
responding to pressures from pro-Israeli opinion in the United States, or to his own sympathy for
the Jewish state?”75 His answer is that both the oil lobby and “the allegedly powerful pro-Israeli
interest groups” were unimportant during the crisis:

He [Johnson] paid no attention to the formal pro-Israel lobby, but he was in constant touch with Americans who were
friendly to Israel, some of whom were also key personalities in the Democratic Party. . . . [T]he extremely pro-Israeli
tone of American public opinion, coupled with Nasser’s hostility, probably did make it easier for Johnson to adopt a
policy of unquestioning support for Israel. Lobbying, however, was not a significant factor.76

A similar combination of sympathy and political calculation probably explains Johnson’s
silence over the still-perplexing Israeli attack on the USS Liberty, a communication ship in
international waters some twenty-five miles off the coast, secretly listening to Israeli and
Egyptian transmissions. On June 8, Israeli jets and torpedo boats attacked the Liberty, which was
displaying large American flags, killing thirty-four crew members.

Since the attack seemed to make no sense, for many years there was considerable debate even
over the facts of the case: Why would Israel attack an American ship? Was it deliberate or
accidental? Had it mistaken the ship, as it claimed, for an Egyptian warship? For a variety of
reasons, including the fact that the ship was displaying a large American flag, the Israeli claim of
pilot error was not very plausible and was not believed by almost any senior US officials,
including Secretary of State Dean Rusk and CIA director Richard Helms, who noted in his
memoirs that based on a variety of evidence a US investigation concluded that “the Israelis knew
exactly what they were doing in attacking the Liberty.”77

In an interview some years later, the American historian Douglas Little was told by Walt
Rostow, Johnson’s national security advisor, that the ship had been “eavesdropping on
everybody—the Israelis, the Egyptians,” especially to see if Israel intended to attack the Golan
Heights. Little concludes: “It seems more than mere coincidence that Dayan sent his troops into
the Golan Heights just fifteen hours after the U.S. Navy’s electronic eyes and ears had been
snuffed out.”78

Despite the high-level US assessment, as well as his own reported anger over the Israeli
attack, Johnson decided not to make an issue over it; George Ball wrote that Johnson “tried



vigorously to downplay the matter, limiting itself to ‘an elaborate charade’ and ‘a pro-forma
complaint to Israel.’ ”79 Evidently, Johnson did not want the “incident” to disrupt the growing
US ties to Israel. Ball concluded that “the ultimate lesson of the Liberty attack had far more
effect on policy in Israel than America. Israel’s leaders concluded that nothing they might do
would offend the Americans to the point of reprisal. . . . [I]t seemed clear that their American
friends would let them get away with almost anything.”80 This may be too strong; a more
moderate conclusion would be that the Liberty affair was one of many indications over the years
that have resulted in Israel feeling free to ignore or merely to placate US disapproval of many of
its actions and policies.

The Outcome of the War

On June 5, 1967, after falsely claiming that Egypt had attacked first, the Israeli Air Force
bombed and strafed dozens of Egyptian, Jordanian, and Syrian airfields, destroying nearly the
entire combat air forces of those states. In the next six days, Israel routed the Egyptian,
Jordanian, and Syrian armies and captured the entire Sinai peninsula, the West Bank of the
Jordan River, the Gaza Strip, and the Golan Heights. As a result, Israel took over all the territory
that had been allocated for a Palestinian state in the UN partition plan.

The West Bank and Gaza

During the 1956 Suez War, Israel initially had driven the Egyptian forces out of Gaza and briefly
considered permanently occupying it, but under fierce pressures from the Eisenhower
administration and having his own doubts about whether Israel should be ruling over hundreds of
thousands of conquered Palestinians, Ben-Gurion decided against doing so.

As the 1967 war approached, Israeli policymakers again considered whether it would be in
Israel’s interests to seize the West Bank if war came. According to Segev, six months before the
war, a high-level policy analysis concluded that capturing the West Bank would be bad for
Israel, on the ground that it “would weaken the relative strength of Israel’s Jewish majority,
encourage Palestinian nationalism and ultimately lead to violent resistance.”81

These concerns were particularly relevant to the question of whether Israel should take over
Jerusalem if given the opportunity. Yet, in the days before the war, the earlier prescient analyses
of the policy planners were ignored; declassified records of Israeli cabinet meetings revealed
that, carried away by Israel’s overwhelming victory, no cabinet minister questioned why it would
now be in Israel’s interests to take over both East Jerusalem and the West Bank.82

To be sure, in principle, Zionist aspirations had long included the whole of ancient Palestine,
including the West Bank and Jerusalem, but most of the earlier Zionist and Israeli leaders,
including Herzl and Ben-Gurion, were not religious and doubted the wisdom of seeking Jewish
rule over Jerusalem and then having to deal with the unending religious fanaticism and conflicts
that had prevailed in the long history of the city.83

As well, even though Ben-Gurion had initially supported the Zionist claim to Jerusalem, for a
while he apparently changed his mind, for in 1937 he wrote that “to this very day, I still believe
nothing but disaster can come from a refusal to partition Jerusalem into two separate
municipalities—one Arab, the other Jewish . . . with the Old City converted “into a religious,
spiritual, and cultural museum of all the world’s religions.”84 As a result, Ben-Gurion was
willing to accept either the partition of Jerusalem between Israel and Jordan or, as proposed by



the UN partition plan, the internationalization of the city under effective UN control with
guaranteed freedom of religion and access to the many religious sites of Christians, Jews, and
Muslims alike.85

As it turned out, after the 1948 war Israel and Jordan decided to ignore the UN’s
internationalization plan and partitioned the city between them, with Israel getting the mostly
Jewish West Jerusalem and Jordan getting the mostly Arab East Jerusalem—including the Old
City. That ended, however, when in the 1967 war Israel seized and then formally annexed the
entire city of Jerusalem and then extended its boundaries to include many outlying areas,
leveling three Palestinian villages in them. As well, Israel either bulldozed many Palestinian
homes in the Old City or expelled their owners and inhabitants so as to replace them with Jewish
settlers.86 The process of gradually replacing Arab neighborhoods with Jewish ones throughout
“Greater Jerusalem” has continued under all Israeli governments since the 1967 war.

Syria and the Golan Heights

In February 1963, the radical nationalist Ba’ath Party overthrew a more moderate Syrian
government and seized power. In the next four years it acted—or at least talked—as if it sought a
general Arab war to destroy Israel. Moreover, its extremist rhetoric was accompanied by support
for cross-border Palestinian guerrilla raids against both military and civilian targets in Israel.
Nonetheless, most Israeli historians have concluded that the Syrian government neither sought
nor was prepared for a major war.

In particular, that is the conclusion of the most detailed and authoritative study of Syrian
policy during this period, by the Israeli historian Eyal Zisser.87 Zisser’s argument is based on the
following evidence. First, he shows that both the Syrian government and its military leaders were
fully aware that their armed forces would be no match for the IDF, and that they could go no
further than supporting Palestinian guerrilla raids. Second, despite its mutual defense treaty with
Egypt that called for joint military action, the Syrian government refused to place its forces under
Egyptian command. Third, during the unfolding crisis following Nasser’s actions in late May,
the Syrian forces remained deployed in defensive positions rather than preparing to join an
offensive against Israel; indeed, early in the war the government accepted a UN ceasefire and its
armed forces “did nothing to prepare for [an Israeli] offensive.”88 Based on this and other
evidence, Zisser concludes that the Syrians “took pains to avoid [the war]. . . . They were
prepared to stand immobile on the sidelines while Israel pounced on their allies, Egypt and
Jordan.”89

Other Israeli analysts have reached similar conclusions. For example, Itamar Rabinovich—a
historian, former Israeli ambassador to the United States, and chief Israeli negotiator with Syria
between 1993 and 1996—wrote that Syria was unhappy that Nasser had moved past the brink of
war without consulting Syria, and so played only “a very modest role” in the war, limiting to
itself to “shelling parts of northern Israel and staging one small land attack.”90 As well, Avi
Shlaim wrote that “Syria wanted to stay out of this war.”91

Nonetheless, most Israeli military leaders wanted to seize the opportunity to take over the
Golan Heights, with the surprising initial exception of Defense Minister Dayan, who believed
that the Syrians presented no military threat and feared Soviet intervention if Israel attacked the
Golan Heights, putting it in a position to threaten Damascus itself.92 According to Yitzhak
Rabin, Dayan had berated him and Air Force Chief of Staff Ezer Weizman for ordering the April
7 jet attack on Syria: “Have you gone crazy? You’re leading the country to war.”93



During the first few days of the 1967 war, Dayan continued to oppose an Israeli invasion of
the Golan Heights, arguing within the government that Syria was no real threat to Israel.
However, even though Syria accepted a UN-proposed ceasefire, on June 9 Dayan suddenly
changed his mind and gave the order to the IDF to seize the Golan Heights. Years later, Dayan
said that his order had been his “greatest mistake,” one of the many deliberate Israeli
provocations that had led to an unnecessary war with Syria.94 He attributed this to pressures from
the Israeli hawks and from settlers near the Golan Heights who, he charged, “did not even
attempt to hide their greed for that land.”95

In any case and whatever Dayan’s shifting views, the Golan Heights had long been coveted by
Israel for a number of reasons, including general Zionist expansionist goals, the Golan Heights’
command of the Jordan River and its tributaries, perceived security considerations, and, in
Zisser’s conclusion, “the desire of the decision-makers in Israel . . . to settle accounts with the
Syrians for their conduct over the two previous decades of prolonged conflict between the two
countries.”96

As a result, with but few exceptions, the government and military leadership welcomed the
opportunity afforded by the war to seize the Golan. The June 9 Israeli attack quickly
overwhelmed the Syrian forces, forcing them to retreat. The Israeli forces were then less than
forty miles from Damascus, over mostly flat plains, and Syria lacked the ability to stop them if
they chose to attack.97 Fearing just such an Israeli attack, the Soviets warned the United States
that they were on the verge of “necessary actions, including military” that could lead to a “grave
catastrophe.”98 The Johnson administration responded by warning the Soviets not to intervene,
and moved the Sixth Fleet into position to resist any Soviet military action. At the same time,
though, Washington warned Israel to end its advances and accept a ceasefire; Israeli compliance
with the Soviet and US pressures ended the crisis.99 Following the Israeli victory, over a hundred
Syrian towns and villages in the area were leveled by Israeli bulldozers and some 100,000 to
150,000 Syrians were forced to flee or were expelled into the rest of Syria.100

Israel’s Postwar Policies

Shortly after the war, both the Mossad and the IDF’s Military Intelligence bureau prepared a
secret recommendation to the Eshkol government that the government enter into negotiations
with the Arabs, offering a return of almost all the conquered territories and the establishment of
an independent Palestinian state in the context of an overall peace treaty. As well, there was
much support for this proposal in the Shin Bet, including by Meir Amit, its leader.101

On June 18, 1967, the cabinet met to decide on Israel’s postwar policies toward the Arab
states, in particular what to do with the newly conquered territories.102 It reached the following
decisions:

Egypt. In the context of an overall peace settlement, Israel would withdraw from the Sinai—
but not from the Gaza Strip—in return for the demilitarization of the Sinai and free navigation
for Israeli shipping through the Suez Canal and the Straits of Tiran.

Syria. In exchange for a negotiated peace agreement, Israel offered to withdraw from the
Golan Heights, conditioned on (1) the demilitarization of the area, (2) guaranteed access of Israel
to the waters of the Jordan River and its tributaries, and (3) a Syrian commitment that its forces
would not return to the former demilitarized zones along Lake Tiberias.

The West Bank. No formal policy decision was reached because the cabinet was divided.



Dayan, Menachem Begin, and others felt that “Judea and Samaria” were part of the land of
Israel, but others “feared that holding on to these heavily populated Arab lands would have grave
consequences for the Jewish character of the State of Israel and would be an unending source of
conflict between Israel and its Arab neighbors.”103 Even the skeptics of the wisdom of Israeli
rule over all the West Bank, however, agreed that the Jordan River would now constitute Israel’s
border, requiring Israeli control over the mountainous region near the river.

Avi Raz argues that while it may not have been possible to reach peace agreements with Egypt
and Syria immediately after the war, it would certainly have been possible to do so with King
Hussein, if Israel had been willing to return the West Bank and East Jerusalem to Jordan.104

Gaza. Despite Israel’s past ambivalence about ruling Gaza, the cabinet “was “adamant about
keeping the occupied Gaza strip.”105

Jerusalem. The cabinet decided to keep all of Jerusalem, including Arab East Jerusalem;
Segev comments: “No one asked why, really, Israel should control East Jerusalem, as if this were
entirely self-evident.”106 Ten days later, Israel expanded East Jerusalem’s borders, annexed it,
and began the process, continuing today, of Jewish takeovers of Palestinian homes and
properties, making it clear that “the extension of Israeli sovereignty over the Arab part of
Jerusalem was meant to last forever.”107

Since 1967, Israeli governments have portrayed its initial postwar June 18 proposals as
demonstrating that Israel’s “generosity” is invariably met with Arab intransigence. It is not a
convincing argument in light of the following established facts: (1) Egypt and Syria were not
offered the return of all their territories; (2) Israel kept all of the conquered territories of the West
Bank, East Jerusalem, and Gaza; and (3) even the limited offers to Egypt and Syria were soon
rescinded.

For these reasons, leading Israeli scholars and American diplomats do not consider the Israeli
postwar offers to Egypt and Syria to have been serious, made largely in the expectation that they
would be turned down, and designed to defray US pressures for a complete withdrawal.108

The Khartoum Conference

After the end of the war, the Egyptian, Jordanian, and Syrian governments gradually disarmed
and expelled the Palestinian guerrilla forces that had been based in their countries and had
carried out raids inside Israel.109 Then, at the end of August 1967, King Hussein, the leading
Arab moderate political leader, convened an international conference of Arab states to discuss
how they should respond to Israel’s victory. The Khartoum conference, as it came to be known,
was attended by all the leading Arab states except Syria.

At the close of the conference the participants issued a public resolution that has come to be
known as “the three noes”: “no peace with Israel, no recognition of Israel, no negotiations with
it.” Unsurprisingly, the three noes were widely taken to mean that there was no chance for an
Arab-Israeli settlement and that future wars were inevitable. Despite the unyielding language of
the Khartoum resolution, however, Israeli and other scholars have argued that the deeper
significance of the conference was that it was dominated by the Arab realists, particularly
Hussein and Nasser, who had recognized that they had no military option against Israel: “We
have only one way before us by which to regain the West Bank and Jerusalem,” Nasser told the
delegates: “political action.”110

In fact, it is now known that the Israeli government, which had obtained the text of the



Khartoum debates, was (in Raz’s words) “fully aware of this sea change in the Arab attitude.111

Raz concludes: “Available records show that Israel’s policy makers feared Arab moderation. . . .
Thus Israel hastened to exploit the three ‘nos’ ” of Khartoum as a pretext to further toughen its
political stance.”112

This is persuasive, especially in light of the overall record of Israel’s lost opportunities for
peace. Still, it must also be noted that the language of the three noes was a disaster for the cause
of peace. As had happened in the past and would occur in the future, Arab public rhetoric made it
far harder to understand the Arabs’ true intentions.
In the next year, Israeli policymakers became increasingly unhappy with even its conditional and
limited June 18 proposals to withdraw from most of the Egyptian and Syrian territories
conquered in the 1967 war, and, in a series of decisions, gradually retreated from them.113 Then,
in October 1968, the cabinet approved a secret resolution that explicitly replaced the June 18
proposals and made it clear that Israel would not return to its pre-war borders; in particular, it
stated, Gaza would “obviously” be kept, as would the Sinai city of Sharm el-Sheikh near the
Strait of Tiran, together with a two-hundred-mile strip of eastern Sinai connecting the area to
Israel.114

When this decision was communicated to the American government, whose policy had been
that most of the West Bank should be returned to Jordan, high government officials were said to
be “furious.” Citing declassified US government documents, Raz reports that in a meeting with
the Israeli ambassador Yitzhak Rabin, “senior White House officials Walt Rostow and Harold
Saunders bluntly said: ‘We’ve told you the U.S. position ad nauseum—you have to give the
West Bank back, you have to give Hussein a role in Jerusalem. . . . [W]e think [you’ve] known
all along what our position is if [you’ve] been listening.”115 Raz comments: “Yet the American
consternation . . . at overall Israeli policy had no practical follow-up. Instead, Israel was about to
receive fifty Phantoms and, by and large, continued to enjoy America’s staunch support.”116

As a result, two Israeli journalists wrote, “The general feeling in postwar Israel, with the added
territorial buffers captured in 1967, was that time was on Israel’s side.” They quote from the
personal diary entry of Yaacov Herzog, the deputy director of the Israeli foreign ministry: “There
is no feeling here of disappointment or frustration that the Arabs rejected all notions of
negotiations for peace. The recognition is growing that the current situation, as long as it
continues, is good for us.”117

Ben-Gurion and the 1967 War

In recent years it has become strikingly common for retired Israeli generals and leaders of the
Mossad and Shin Bet to forcefully criticize Israel’s policies toward the Arabs and, especially, the
Palestinians—even though they had faithfully implemented those policies while they were in
office.

In a way, David Ben-Gurion set the precedent. No longer in office in 1967, he strongly
opposed the Israeli attacks on both Egypt and Syria, fearing that it would be a long war, that
Israeli cities would be bombed, and that there would be thousands of civilian casualties. Segev
wrote:

Contrary to the opinion of the IDF’s generals, and most politicians and pundits, and in particular unlike the frightened
public, Ben-Gurion opposed an Israeli first strike. He feared that war against Egypt and Syria would lead to the
conquest of the West Bank from Jordan—and with it the acquisition of more Arabs. Neither did he see any immediate



need to conquer Sinai or the Gaza Strip, nor did he think it would be worthwhile to capture East Jerusalem.118

Surprised by Ben-Gurion’s opposition to the impending war, Chief of Staff Yitzhak Rabin asked
to discuss the issue with him. Later, Rabin candidly related what happened: “The Old Man gave
me a dressing down. We have been forced into a very grave situation. I very much doubt whether
Nasser wanted to go to war. . . . You have led the state into a grave situation. We must not go to
war.”119

Shortly after the war, Ben-Gurion then issued a public statement, calling for an Israeli
withdrawal from the Sinai peninsula in the context of a peace treaty with Egypt that would open
the Straits of Tiran and the Suez Canal to Israeli shipping, and Israeli withdrawal from the Golan
Heights in the context of a peace treaty with Syria. As for the West Bank, it should become an
“autonomous entity” economically tied to Israel. Perhaps surprisingly, in light of his previous
skepticism about the wisdom of incorporating the Arab sections of Jerusalem into Israel, Ben-
Gurion now advocated that Israel should remain in it: “From the time of King David it had been
the capital of Israel,” Segev paraphrased his new view, “and so it would remain forever.”120

As well, while soon also changing his mind about the Golan Heights, Ben-Gurion said to his
biographer, Michael Bar-Zohar, “For a real peace, we should give up all the occupied territories,
except for Jerusalem and the Golan Heights.” Bar-Zohar comments: “He had dreamed, indeed, of
a Greater Israel. Nevertheless, having to choose between a large country and a Jewish majority . .
. he chose the Jewish majority.”121

In 1971, two years before his death, Ben-Gurion further explained his continuing opposition to
the decision of the Israeli government not to return to the pre-war borders:

Peace, real peace is now the great necessity for us. It is worth almost any sacrifice. . . . Sinai? Sharm el-Sheikh? Gaza?
The West Bank? Let them go. Peace is more important than real estate. As for security, militarily defensible borders,
while desirable, cannot by themselves guarantee our future. Real peace with our neighbors. . . . That is the only true
security.122

The Aftermath of the 1967 War

The Arab-Israeli State Conflict

In terms of its relations with the Arab states, the long-term consequences of Israel’s
overwhelming victory in 1967 were mixed. On the one hand, over the next two decades the
initial refusal of the major Arab states to enter into negotiations with Israel gradually gave way to
realism and pragmatism, especially because from 1969 onward the Arab state leaders assumed
that Israel had nuclear weapons and took for granted that Israel would use them to prevent an
Arab victory in future wars.123

Mohamed Heikal, a leading Egyptian journalist and a confidant of Gamal Abdel Nasser, told a
revealing story of an offer by Libya’s Muammer el-Qaddafi to fund an attack on Israel if Egypt
would provide the troops: Nasser dismissed the offer, telling Qaddafi that there was “a strong
probability” that Israel had nuclear weapons.124 As well, it is known that by the early 1970s
Anwar Sadat and Egyptian military leaders recognized that Israel’s military superiority,
especially its nuclear deterrent, made a war to destroy Israel both unwinnable and suicidal.125 As
a result, the most important Arab states became open to reaching de facto—and eventually
formal—peace settlements with Israel. Once again, however, Israeli maximalist positions and
intransigence were primarily responsible for the lost opportunities for peace.126



The Israeli-Palestinian Conflict

In the early Israeli cabinet discussions on what should be done with the Palestinians in the West
Bank and Gaza, three possibilities were debated. The first was simply Israeli annexation, formal
or de facto, of those areas, making the Palestinian “problem” exclusively an Israeli one. The
second was the “Jordanian option,” meaning negotiating a settlement with Jordan that would
require Israeli withdrawal from most of the West Bank, thereby turning over the Palestinian issue
to Jordan. The third was “the Palestinian option”: allowing the creation of a limited or semi-
autonomous Palestinian state in the West Bank. Whether such an offer would amount to anything
more than a Palestinian “Bantustan” is not clear.

Perhaps surprisingly, a majority of the cabinet ministers, including Dayan and Prime Minister
Levi Eshkol, initially favored some kind of “Palestinian option”; at that time few Israeli leaders
wanted to establish permanent rule over the Palestinians, especially since even as early as 1967 a
“demographic problem” could be foreseen, meaning an eventual Palestinian majority in a
“Greater Israel.” However, the development of Palestinian nationalism and, especially, the
increasing power of the PLO under the then-militant leadership of Yasser Arafat led the top
Israeli leadership to abandon the Palestinian option.127

At the same time, however, there was growing opposition to the “Jordanian option,” initially
because of distrust of King Hussein or, conversely, fear that he would lose power to an extremist
Islamic or Palestinian movement. In any case, by the 1970s, the growth of militant and even
fanatical Jewish settlements in the West Bank resulted in the progressive abandonment of
government support for returning the conquered territories to Jordan—either because Israeli
political leaders, including Shimon Peres and other Labor Party officials, supported the ever-
expanding settler movement or they feared the political consequences of ending it.

US Policies

Shortly after the end of the war, Secretary of State Dean Rusk told a Washington press
conference that while the Arabs would have to change their attitudes toward Israel, Israel would
have to “face the overwhelming necessity” of reaching a reconciliation with the Arab world. The
United States would not play an active role in the conflict, he said; rather, both sides should
“sweat” with the problems for a while: “Let’s let some of these things ferment for a bit.”128

In fact, US policy was considerably more activist and one-sided—even though many top
officials of the Johnson administration gradually came to believe that the main responsibility for
the absence of an Arab-Israeli peace settlement was Israeli rigidity.129 Nonetheless, the
administration expanded military assistance to Israel and deepened its political and diplomatic
support of it.

Other than that, behind the scenes the main thrust of the Johnson administration’s postwar
policy was to support its ally King Hussein of Jordan and to oppose the rise of Palestinian
nationalism and militancy. Consequently, the US government made it clear to the Israeli
leadership that it strongly opposed the establishment of any kind of Palestinian self-rule in the
West Bank, whether as an independent state or some kind of “autonomous” entity; instead, it
urged Israel to negotiate a settlement with King Hussein that would turn over the Palestinian
problem to Jordan. The US position, Reuven Pedatzur writes, “greatly influenced the position of
Israeli policy makers . . . [and] was an important element in the process of Israel’s abandoning
the Palestinian option.”130

Of the three policy choices on what to do about the Palestinians in the occupied territories



considered by the Israeli government after the end of the 1967 war—the “Palestinian option,” the
“Jordanian option.” or continued Israeli rule—it was the last and initially the least favored of
them, amounting to the creeping de facto annexation of the West Bank, that effectively became
Israeli policy from 1967 through today.
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The Cold War and the Arab-Israeli Conflict, 1967–74

During the Cold War, the Arab-Israeli conflict became entangled in the global rivalry between
the United States and the Soviet Union. The prevalent view in the United States was that the
Soviets sought to exploit the Arab-Israeli conflict in order to drive the West from the Middle
East and secure Soviet domination over the area. Soviet expansionism, supposedly, made it
impossible to settle the Arab-Israeli conflict on terms that would secure the legitimate security
interests of Israel as well as protect the interests of the United States and other Western countries
in the region. For these reasons, the United States sought to exclude the Soviet Union from all
efforts to reach a negotiated settlement.

The weight of the evidence concerning Soviet goals in the Middle East demonstrates that the
dominant American view was based on misperceptions about Soviet interests, objectives, and
behavior in the region. As a result of these misperceptions, the Cold War was exacerbated, there
were several near-confrontations between the superpowers, and important opportunities to reach
a superpower-guaranteed comprehensive settlement of the Arab-Israeli conflict were
permanently lost.1

What Were the Soviet Objectives?

During the Cold War there were three competing theories of Soviet policy in the Arab-Israeli
conflict. US policies were based on the first theory: Soviet Middle Eastern policy was part of a
long-range, planned strategy of global expansionism, motivated by some combination of
revolutionary ideology and traditional Russian expansionism, especially along Russia’s southern
periphery.

Taking advantage of the post–World War II “vacuum of power” left by the decline of Western
power and the resulting political instability in the Middle East, the theory held, the Soviets
moved in: aligned themselves with the emerging radical, nationalist, and anti-colonialist forces in
the area: and used the Arab-Israeli conflict as a means of “penetrating” the Middle East. The
overall Soviet goals were supposedly to eliminate Western influence, establish Moscow as the
dominant power in the area, threaten vital Western communications and sea routes, “outflank”
NATO, gain a stranglehold on Middle Eastern oil, and thereby put severe pressure on Western
Europe, Japan, and perhaps the United States itself.

In his memoirs, Lyndon Johnson, reflecting the basic viewpoint of every postwar American
president from Harry Truman through Ronald Reagan (with the partial exception of Jimmy
Carter) put it this way:

The Soviets used Arab hostility toward Israel . . . to push moderate Arab states toward a more radical course and to
provide a Middle East base for expanding its role in the Mediterranean, in Africa, and the areas bordering on the Indian
Ocean. . . . The expanding Soviet presence in this strategic region threatened our position in Europe. . . . If they gained



control of the areas, the oil and the air space of the vast arc between Morocco and Israel . . . would have been
endangered.2

The second explanation, common among academic specialists, was that Soviet expansionism
was cautious, pragmatic, and to a considerable extent reactive rather than planned. On the one
hand, it was typically argued, the Soviets recognized the value of the Arab-Israeli conflict to their
goals of eliminating Western influence and expanding their own. On the other hand, after the
1967 war the Soviets also feared the potential of Arab-Israeli wars to precipitate unwanted
confrontations with the United States. Therefore, while Moscow took advantage of targets of
opportunity when they presented themselves and sought to “probe for soft spots” in the Middle
East, it avoided direct attacks on vital Western interests. Its preferred scenario for the Arab-
Israeli conflict was to “keep the pot boiling” while ensuring that it didn’t boil over, so as to
maintain a prolonged state of tension that opened the door to Soviet “penetration” of the Middle
East.3

The third theory of Soviet behavior—and the one that is most consistent with the evidence and
the historical perspective made possible by the passage of time and the end of the Cold War—is
that it was best explained in terms other than expansionist objectives, whether motivated by
ideological/revolutionary goals or those of traditional Russian imperialism, whether planned or
reactive, whether reckless or cautious. Rather, all actual Soviet behavior in the Middle East
during the Cold War was best explained as a combination of traditional defensive concerns, the
ongoing dynamic of the Cold War or geostrategic rivalry between the United States and the
Soviet Union, and Soviet aspirations to be recognized as a superpower equal in influence and
prestige to the United States.4

Several Soviet objectives were essentially defensive. First, Russia—that is, not just the Soviet
Union—had long been concerned with the safety of its southern flank along the 1,800-mile
border it shared with the Middle East. In particular, Nikita Khrushchev told Nasser—not
implausibly, in light of Western policies—that Soviet policies were designed to prevent
“capitalist encirclement” of the Soviet Union.5 According to Harold Saunders, a former high
State Department official specializing in the Arab-Israeli conflict, “The Soviets since the early
1950s had felt threatened by what they saw as a U.S. network of relationships in the Middle East
intended to encircle the Soviet Union, contain its influence, and deny it an active presence.”6

Second, the Soviet Union—again, like Russia before it—sought to secure access to the
Mediterranean through the Black Sea and the Straits of the Dardanelles and to protect the sea
lanes and lines of communications to Russia. In particular, the Soviets were deeply concerned
with the deployment of American aircraft carriers and submarines in the Mediterranean that not
only threatened the sea lanes but posed a direct nuclear threat to the Soviet homeland. Thus, the
Soviet acquisition of land, sea, and air base rights in the Middle East after the early 1960s can be
explained by a desire to monitor US naval forces, develop an anti-submarine warfare capability,
and counter the American strategic threat.

Third, the Soviets were also clearly motivated by the desire to be accepted as a superpower
equal to the United States: in 1977, Soviet premier Leonid Brezhnev said, “There is no problem
anywhere that can be solved without the Soviet Union or in opposition to her.” In that light,
much Soviet behavior was similar to US behavior. In particular, the Soviet military presence in
the Mideast played the same role as the US Mediterranean fleet in American policy—to show the
flag, deter intervention against its clients by its superpower rival, and maintain the capability to
intervene if necessary to protect a client state threatened by allies or proxies of its adversary.7



Finally, like the United States, the Soviets wanted access to Middle Eastern oil in the event
that it could no longer produce enough oil at home—as opposed to seeking to seize the oil
resources of the Middle East or otherwise deny the West access to them. As the Soviets
frequently pointed out at the time, they needed only normal commercial relations for this
purpose, not domination, let alone the exclusion of the West.8 Indeed, in the 1950s Soviet leaders
told a radical nationalist regime in Iraq that to avoid precipitating a war, it should reassure the
West that it would not threaten its oil supplies.9

In light of the overwhelming historical evidence discussed throughout this chapter, Soviet
behavior in the Middle East during the Cold War was quite inconsistent with the US
government’s view that Moscow sought to exploit the Arab-Israeli conflict so as to dominate the
region. Rather, the Soviet role in the Arab-Israeli conflict is best explained not in terms of Soviet
exploitation of a golden opportunity to expand but rather as a dangerous trap, a quagmire, into
which the Soviets were reluctantly drawn and from which for years they sought to escape—
provided their security, prestige, and credibility remained intact. The preferred Soviet solution
for this predicament was a compromise political settlement of the conflict, presided over and
guaranteed by the co-equal superpowers.

How the Soviet Union Was Drawn into the Arab-Israeli Conflict

The initial Soviet role in the Arab-Israeli conflict was one of active support for Israel. In 1948,
the Soviet Union supported the creation of Israel, was the first state to recognize its
independence, supported its admission into the United Nations, allowed substantial Jewish
emigration to Israel from the Soviet Union and Eastern Europe, and, most important, provided
Israel with arms through its proxy, Czechoslovakia. Most historians argue that Stalin’s purposes
in his early support of Israel were to diminish British influence in the Middle East (by supporting
the Jewish revolt against British control of Palestine), to win friends in influential circles in the
West, and to support a new state whose governing party—the Labor Party—often referred to
itself as “socialist.”

However, within several years, Soviet support for Israel ended. This shift in policy has been
attributed by Soviet and Western scholars to a variety of factors: a rectification of a tactical
mistake after Stalin realized he had alienated the Arabs, who were far more numerous and
presumptively more powerful than the Israelis; displeasure at the pro-Zionist enthusiasm of
Soviet Jewry; disappointment that Israel was clearly not becoming a “socialist” state; and
Stalin’s own growing anti-Semitism. Whatever role these factors may have played, however,
surely at least as relevant was Israel’s decision to shift from its initial foreign policy of neutrality
in the Cold War to one of alliance with the West and, in particular, support of the United States
in the Korean War.10

Consequently, by the early 1950s, Soviet support of Israel had ended, though it was not
replaced by active support for the Arabs until after 1955. In the mainstream interpretations that
guided US policies at the time, Soviet policies were responsible for introducing the Cold War
into the Arab-Israeli conflict and creating potential superpower confrontations. However, the
historical evidence strongly suggests that the converse is the case: it was the Cold War policies
of Israel and United States that brought the Soviet Union into the Middle East and led it to
support the Arabs in the Arab-Israeli conflict.

One of the first steps in this process was the Israeli decision to seek arms from the United
States in early 1950; although Washington declined direct involvement, it helped facilitate the



Israeli arms purchases from Britain and France. Several months later, Ben-Gurion decided to
support the West in the Korean War and to abandon nonalignment. Both of these decisions
provoked angry denunciation from the Soviet Union.11

Also of great importance in accounting for the Soviet shift was the Eisenhower
administration’s decision in the 1950s to actively extend the containment policy to the Middle
East. In 1955, the administration decided to sponsor the “Baghdad Pact,” an alliance between
Britain, Turkey, Iraq, Iran, and Pakistan, to be organized, armed, and financed by the United
States. In effect, the Baghdad Pact sought to extend NATO and the Western alliance system to
the Middle East, completing a ring of pro-Western, American-armed states around the entire
European, Middle Eastern, and southern Asian periphery of the Soviet Union.

Then, in January 1957, the administration announced what came to be known as “the
Eisenhower Doctrine,” under which America would provide economic and military assistance to
any Middle Eastern state threatened by armed aggression from any state “controlled by
international communism.” Unsurprisingly, the Soviet Union considered the Baghdad Pact and
the Eisenhower Doctrine to threaten its security; it officially stated that “the establishment of
foreign military bases on the territory of the countries of the Near and Middle East has a direct
bearing on the security of the USSR,” and warned that it would be forced to take
countermeasures.12

Before doing so, though, on several occasions in the mid-1950s, the Soviets proposed to the
United States that the Middle East be neutralized and demilitarized by means of arms limitation
agreements under which both superpowers would refrain from arming client governments.13 The
US government ignored the Soviet warnings and proposals—as it was repeatedly to do in the
next thirty years—and proceeded with its plans to extend the containment doctrine into the
Middle East.

The Baghdad Pact and Eisenhower Doctrine were aimed not only at the Soviet Union but also
at Egypt under Gamal Abdel Nasser, who was leading the nationalist, anti-colonial, anti-Western
revolutionary forces in the area and seeking to destabilize pro-Western governments. He was
therefore regarded by the United States as an ally, if not a proxy, of international communism.
Under the pact, British power, supported by the United States, would be reintroduced into the
Middle East, Egypt would be isolated, and its most bitter Arab enemy, Iraq, then ruled by a pro-
British monarch, would be strengthened.

In reaction, Nasser turned to the Soviet Union for military support—motivated, to be sure, not
only by the threat posed by the Baghdad Pact but also by his conflict with Israel. The initiative
for an Egyptian-Soviet military pact, then, came from Egypt rather than from the Soviet Union;
Mohamed Heikal, Nasser’s close confidant, writes that “the Soviets had been sucked into the
Middle East by events. It was not they who had started [the alliance] . . . but Egypt, who had
forced it upon them.”14

After Nasser threatened to turn to the West if denied Soviet support, the Soviets abandoned
their initial reluctance to join an alliance with Egypt and provide it with military assistance.
Consequently, in 1955 the Soviets (again acting through their Czech proxy) began providing
essentially defensive weapons to Egypt—mainly air defense systems and military advisors—
while warning Nasser to avoid provoking a war with Israel that could escalate into a superpower
confrontation.15

In sum, the growing Soviet influence in the Middle East during the 1950s was a consequence
of the Israeli decision to abandon its earlier neutrality in the Cold War as well as of the US
decision to extend the containment policy into the region and to provide political, economic, and



military support for Israel. Regardless of whether those policies were on balance wise or not,
there can be no question that they led the Arab world to seek its own superpower protector and
arms supplier, while also providing the Soviets with the motive and opportunity to join forces
with the Arabs in an essentially defensive reaction to growing US dominance of the Middle East
and the extension of its military power to Russia’s southern borders. In short, US and Israeli
policies created a convergence of interests between the Soviet Union and Egypt, precipitated
rather than contained Soviet interference in the Middle East, and resulted in the two superpowers
becoming deeply involved in the Arab-Israeli conflict.

Soviet Proposals for Peace Settlements

From the mid-1950s through the early 1970s, the United States and the Soviet Union may have
come close to direct military confrontations—in the 1956 Sinai war, the 1967 war, the 1970
Canal War, and the 1973 “Yom Kippur” war. Yet the historical record suggests that the Soviets
were far more alarmed by this than was the United States, for from the 1950s onward they had
made a series of serious proposals for an Arab-Israeli peace settlement that were ignored or
rejected by the United States.

In 1956, following the Sinai war, the Soviets renewed their earlier proposals for mutual
nonintervention in the internal affairs of Middle Eastern states, the renunciation of the use of
force, abstention from the creation of conflicting alliances, and “a reciprocal refusal to deliver
arms to Middle Eastern countries.”16 The United States refused to discuss the matter.

Then, in the spring of 1957, the Soviet Union suggested a great-power effort to impose peace
in the Middle East, and six months later Soviet premier Khrushchev proposed that the Soviets,
the United States, Britain, and France guarantee the existing Middle East borders as a basis for
peace. Once again, the Eisenhower administration refused even to discuss the matter, telling its
allies that it “strongly opposed” Soviet participation “in any way in the formulation of policy in
Middle East matters.”17 The evident premise of the US government was that the Soviets had
neither legitimate interests nor real power in the area and could therefore be safely ignored. The
consequences were that both sides extended their commitments and arms supplies to their
Middle East allies, thereby furthering the process of the Cold War polarization of the Arab-
Israeli conflict.

From 1967 through 1973, the Soviets followed a dual-track policy in the Arab-Israeli conflict.
The first track was the rebuilding of the Egyptian and Syrian armed forces so that they would be
capable of deterring or resisting an Israeli attack while becoming strong enough to negotiate a
political settlement of the conflict from a position of strength. On the other hand, the Arab states
were denied the offensive military capabilities, especially surface-to-surface missiles and modern
fighter bombers, that might tempt them into an attack on Israel, particularly within its pre-1967
borders. Harold Saunders, the leading Middle East expert on the National Security Council
(NSC) at the time, wrote that “the Soviet Union was continuing its military assistance to its Arab
clients, but was doing so with restraint in an effort to avoid actually encouraging its clients to
attack Israel.”18

Moreover, the Soviet advisors and technicians stationed in Egypt and Syria after 1967 retained
operational control over the most highly advanced weapons and in other ways acted as a restraint
on the indigenous military forces.19 Indeed, inside accounts of the Egyptian-Soviet alliance
discuss Nasser’s and later Sadat’s anger at Soviet reluctance to provide modern weapons, even
for a limited war designed to put pressure on Israel in the occupied territories, let alone for a full-



scale attack on the Israeli homeland itself.20

The second track of Soviet policy emphasized negotiation to settle the Arab-Israeli conflict.
Even earlier, from the outset of their alliance with Egypt and Syria in the 1950s, the Soviets had
refused to countenance the elimination of Israel and repeatedly had made that clear to Cairo and
Damascus. For example, Khrushchev told Nasser that he must accept the fact that Israel exists
rather than pursue the “wholly unreasonable goal” of trying to destroy it.21 And as discussed
earlier, during that period the Soviets made several proposals for the neutralization and
demilitarization of the Middle East that were ignored by the West.

During the 1967 war, Soviet premier Alexei Kosygin warned the US government that if Israel
did not end its advances in the Golan Heights, the Soviets would take military action. Lyndon
Johnson then moved US warships closer to Syria, to signal that the United States would oppose
any Soviet intervention—but at the same time he told the Soviets that the United States was
pressing Israel to agree to a ceasefire, which in fact took place a few hours later, ending the
crisis.

This possible superpower confrontation clearly impressed upon Moscow the necessity of a
political settlement of the Arab-Israeli conflict. Following the war, a study of Pravda’s reporting
on Middle Eastern affairs showed that Soviet policy “unequivocally condemned Arab
extremism.” The study quoted Pravda, essentially an arm of the government: “Nobody in the
world . . . [can agree to] the annihilation of the state of Israel.”22 And following the 1973 war,
Abba Eban wrote that Soviet foreign minister Andrei Gromyko told him that the Soviet Union
would “oppose with great force” anyone who sought to deny Israel’s existence.23

Consequently, even as the Soviets moved to rebuild the Egyptian army, they began pressuring
Nasser to accept the existence of Israel and to negotiate an end to the conflict. As a result of this
renewed Soviet emphasis on political settlement and the resulting limitations on the arms it was
willing to provide Egypt, the Soviet-Egyptian alliance was subject to severe strain, eventually
leading to Sadat’s decision to break with the Soviets in the early 1970s. As a result, the Soviets
moved to maintain their Middle Eastern influence by strengthening their alliance with Syria and
forming new ties with Iraq, Libya, South Yemen, and the PLO.

It is particularly instructive to review Soviet policies toward the PLO, which during the 1970s
was committed to the destruction of Israel. After Sadat expelled the Soviet military advisors from
Egypt in 1972, the Soviets began supporting Yasser Arafat’s organization. However, from the
outset the Soviets told the PLO that its call for the destruction of Israel was “unsound not only
tactically but also as a matter of principle. . . . It is not permissible to talk about eliminating the
State of Israel.”24 Consequently, the Soviets consistently opposed Palestinian terrorism and
called upon Arafat and other Arab leaders to formally accept UN Resolution 242, which called
for a peaceful settlement of the Arab-Israeli conflict.25

Superpower Negotiations after the 1967 War

For a brief period after the 1967 war, superpower policy appeared to be converging. Harold
Saunders, who participated in the policy debates within the US government and the negotiations
with the Soviets, wrote that “the Soviets were willing to support a negotiated peace settlement . .
. while the United States for a moment that summer supported total Israeli withdrawal from all
the territories occupied in the conflict.”26

As a result, in the early fall of 1967, US and Soviet negotiators reached an agreement on the



basic principles for a settlement, which would be negotiated under the auspices of the United
Nations. In November 1967 these principles were adopted by the Security Council in UN
Resolution 242, which in the international consensus has remained the basic framework for a
peace settlement ever since. The resolution called for “the establishment of a just and lasting
peace in the Middle East” based on (among others) the following principles: the withdrawal of
Israeli forces from territories conquered in 1967; guarantees of “the territorial inviolability and
political independence of every state in the area, through measures including the establishment of
demilitarized zones”; freedom of navigation in international waterways; and an unspecified “just
settlement of the refugee problem.” The deliberately vague nature of this principle indicated that
the Palestinian issue was to be treated only as a refugee problem rather than one of self-
determination—there was no mention of the creation of a Palestinian state.

Alfred Atherton, a former State Department official who participated in the 1967 negotiations,
has remarked that UN Resolution 242 represented “a clear-cut Soviet commitment to a
settlement under which the Arabs would for the first time recognize Israel’s right to exist.”27

Indeed, because 242 had treated the Palestinian issue only as “a refugee problem,” it was an
important bone of contention in the Soviet-PLO relationship for many years.

While the leading Arab states initially rejected 242, within a few years they—and the PLO—
accepted it, first in principle and eventually officially. However, Israel, which for a brief period
after the war had considered accepting the principle of “land for peace” by returning at least
some of the occupied territories to Egypt, Syria, and Jordan, soon began the process of
consolidating its political, military, and economic control of the occupied territories.

In January 1968, the Soviets presented their own peace plan to the United States and Israel.
Based on UN Resolution 242, it called for a political settlement and the end of the war between
Israel and the Arab states, an Israeli withdrawal from the occupied territories, the creation of
demilitarized zones, and a resolution of the refugee problem.28 Neither Israel nor the United
States was interested in pursuing the Soviet proposal.

In late 1968, the Soviet Union resumed its diplomatic efforts to get a settlement, presenting a
proposal to the incoming Nixon administration for the implementation of 242. The proposal
sought to meet some of Israel’s security concerns and made some concessions toward Israel’s
insistence on direct negotiations: it called for “contacts” among the belligerents to discuss the
details of a settlement, again included provision for the creation of demilitarized zones along
Israel’s borders and the indefinite stationing of UN peacekeeping forces in those areas, and—
perhaps most important—introduced the idea of a formal superpower guarantee of the
settlement.29

In the next few months there were (in Harold Saunders’s words) “persistent Soviet approaches
to start a dialogue with the United States to try to advance mediation of an Arab-Israeli
settlement.”30 Moscow made still further concessions: the Soviets would support direct
negotiations between Israel and its adversaries; Israeli forces would not be required to withdraw
from the occupied territories before an overall comprehensive settlement was in place;
Palestinian refugees might be resettled with compensation in Arab countries rather than returned
to Israel; and the Soviet Union would pressure its clients to accept this framework.31

The Nixon Administration and the Arab-Israeli Conflict

Whatever his well-documented anti-Semitic tendencies, on Israel Nixon was torn and often
wavered. On the one hand, he often stated his admiration for Israeli anti-communism,



“toughness,” and military prowess. On the other hand, he sometimes became angry at Israeli
intransigence and on several occasions told Kissinger that he was leaning toward responding
favorably to the Soviet proposals that the two superpowers impose a comprehensive settlement
of the Arab-Israeli conflict.32

Throughout his administration, Nixon vacillated on whether to emphasize containment or
cooperation with the Soviet Union in the Middle East. William Quandt’s explanation is that there
was “an apparently unresolved debate within Nixon’s mind” on the issue, and then adds, in an
obvious capsule summary of what he thought of Kissinger’s views, “By contrast, Kissinger had
well-developed, if not well-informed, views on the Middle East.”33

In his memoirs, Kissinger writes that after the 1973 war Nixon was convinced “that the Soviet
Union and the United States should jointly use the end of the war to impose a comprehensive
peace in the Middle East.”34 However, Kissinger continues, he talked him out of it, arguing that
“we had never seen one shred of evidence that the Soviets were willing to separate themselves
from the hard-line Arab program.”35 This statement, and others equally at variance with the clear
evidence that it was false, suggests that the problem was not so much that Kissinger was poorly
informed as that he was disingenuous, unwilling to modify his ideological rigidity regardless of
the facts and the sustained efforts of the Soviet Union to act in concert with the United States.
Whatever the explanation, the consequence was another lost opportunity to defuse the dangerous
Cold War in the Middle East and perhaps even settle the Arab-Israeli conflict.

A number of other insider accounts confirm that the Nixon administration—like Nixon
himself—was sharply divided on how to deal with the Arab-Israeli conflict in general, and the
various Soviet peace proposals in particular.36 The State Department, including the professionals
specializing in the Arab-Israeli conflict and Secretary of State William Rogers, considered the
Soviet proposals to be serious and accepted the unavoidability of a Soviet role in a political
settlement. As noted, Kissinger emphatically did not: the Soviet position in his judgment
“offered no hint of possible compromise,” “amounted to blanket support of the hard-line Arabs,”
and as such was “an obvious nonstarter.”37

Kissinger’s remarkable dismissal of Soviet diplomacy, so at odds not only with the analysis of
the State Department specialists but also with the historical record and the plain meaning of
Soviet proposals, can only be understood in the context of his overall perspective on Soviet
foreign policy. In his view, the Soviets were seizing on the Arab-Israeli conflict to drive the West
from the Middle East; therefore, the “principal objective” of US policy was “to keep the Soviet
military presence out of the Middle East and to reduce the Soviet political influence as much as
possible.”38

In contrast to Kissinger, Secretary of State William Rogers and high-level officials in the State
Department wanted to explore the Soviet proposals. Kissinger allowed them to proceed but
cynically admits that he had no intention of following through. Throughout 1969 there were
eight months of intensive negotiations between Rogers and Anatoly Dobrynin, the long-term
Soviet ambassador to the United States. The outcome of these efforts, in US diplomat David
Korn’s words, was “a comprehensive and detailed US proposal for a settlement of the Arab-
Israeli conflict.”39 At the outset of the negotiations, there were considerable differences between
the two sides, but by mid-1970 the Soviets had moved closer to the US position and agreed that
there should be a US/Soviet-mediated Israeli-Egyptian agreement in which Egypt would have to
accept the existence of Israel and end the state of war between them.

Encouraged by this progress, in December 1969 the secretary of state presented “the Rogers



Plan” to Israel, Egypt, and the Soviet Union. The US proposal, based on UN Resolution 242,
called for UN-mediated talks between Israel and Egypt to negotiate an agreement based on the
following principles: the establishment of a timetable for the withdrawal of Israeli forces from
Egyptian territory occupied in 1967; an official end to the state of war between Egypt and Israel;
the establishment of secure and recognized borders; the creation of demilitarized zones along the
frontier; Israeli freedom of navigation in the Strait of Tiran and the Suez Canal; a “fair
settlement” of the refugee problem; and mutual recognition by Israel and Egypt of “each other’s
sovereignty, political independence, and the right to live in peace within secure boundaries free
from threats of force.”40

There was clearly a close similarity between the evolving Soviet position and the Rogers
proposals, and Sadat—who took office after Nasser’s death in September 1970—soon came to
accept them. In March 1971 he agreed to a detailed UN plan that called for a settlement based on
Israeli withdrawal from the Sinai, the establishment of demilitarized zones, the placement of a
UN peacekeeping force in southern Sinai, and Israeli freedom of navigation.41 Then in early
1973, writes Galia Golan, “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.42 Similarly, Quandt concludes that Egypt had accepted all of the UN proposals.43 The
State Department was impressed: Galia Golan writes that “the Americans concluded . . . that
Sadat had offered Israel a bilateral peace agreement.”44

Israel, however, continued to refuse to agree even to the principle of withdrawal to the pre-
1967 war lines; indeed, in his memoirs, Yitzhak Rabin—then the Israeli ambassador to the
United States—admits that he and the Israeli government set out to “launch [in the United States]
a public, sharp, and unequivocal campaign against the Rogers Plan”; Rabin even told Kissinger
that “I personally shall do everything within the bounds of American law to arouse public
opinion against the administration’s moves.”45 Rabinovich adds that “Israel reacted sharply,
denounced the plan, and launched a massive campaign against it in the Jewish community and on
Capitol Hill,” which resulted in “Nixon using Kissinger and Rabin to send a back-channel
message that he was not entirely supportive of the plan.”46

Despite this remarkable Israeli intervention in the US policymaking process and its open
efforts to sway public opinion, matters might have turned out differently if Nixon had agreed to
join with the Soviets in pressuring both sides of the Arab-Israeli conflict. Quandt sums up the
outcome, writing that Nixon often spoke to Kissinger “about the need to impose a settlement in
concert with the Soviets . . . and was not reluctant to talk of pressuring Israel. But he was neither
able nor determined to follow through on these sentiments.”47

Aside from Nixon’s continuing suspicions of Soviet policies and his weakening political
position after Watergate, the most important reason that no agreement for joint superpower
collaboration was reached was that Kissinger deliberately sabotaged—no other word will do—
the negotiations, especially the Rogers Plan. The evidence for this is not in question, as is made
clear by the four detailed insider accounts of Atherton, Saunders, Quandt, and Korn, as well as
from an otherwise admiring biography of Kissinger.48 Even more important, in Kissinger’s own
memoirs he candidly—cynically might be the better term—describes his strategy for
undercutting the Rogers Plan by resorting to evasion, delay, and obfuscation, collaborating with
Israel rather than pressing it to withdraw from the conquered territories in return for a peace
agreement with Egypt. For example, at one point, when it appeared that a Soviet-American
agreement could be reached, he reprimanded a State Department official who appeared to be



taking the process too seriously: “I told Sisco in mid-February that we did not want a quick
success.”49 The emphasis is Kissinger’s.

The 1970 and 1973 Israeli-Egyptian Wars

With “the peace process” stalemated, in 1970 sporadic exchanges of artillery attacks between
Israel and Egypt escalated into what became known as “the Canal War,” or “the War of
Attrition.” In the early stages of the conflict the Soviets turned down Nasser’s request for more
weapons. By contrast, in September 1969 the United States delivered to Israel a large number of
its most advanced jet fighter-bombers, which it then employed for deep penetration bombing
raids against military and industrial targets in the Egyptian heartland, including the suburbs of
Cairo—in the process, it has been estimated, killing some 10,000 Egyptian civilians.50 In his
book on the Canal War, Lawrence Whetten writes: “One of the major purposes of the raids,
Defense Minister Moshe Dayan announced, was to bring home to the Egyptians their military
vulnerability and inferiority, and thereby ‘topple’ Nasser.”51

In the spring of 1970, Nasser went to Moscow to demand Soviet assistance, threatening
otherwise to resign in favor of a new government that would turn from the Soviet Union to the
United States.52 Under these new circumstances the Soviets reluctantly agreed to provide anti-
aircraft systems, advisors to operate them, and combat pilots to fly air defense missions in
Egyptian planes; however, they continued to refuse to provide their most advanced fighter-
bomber aircraft. Although the State Department considered that Israel’s behavior was
provocative and the Soviet actions clearly defensive, Kissinger dismissed the Soviet motivations
as irrelevant, ignoring the many working-level US officials who warned that the Israeli raids
were likely to lead to a Soviet response, as Soviet officials were repeatedly warning.53 In
Kissinger’s judgment, the Soviet actions, whatever had precipitated them, “represented a
strategic threat that had to be dealt with.” The Soviets were using their military presence “to
enhance [their] geopolitical influence”—presumably unlike the United States—and therefore had
to be “expelled” from the Middle East.54

In effect, the Nixon administration simply dismissed the possibility that the Soviets saw
themselves as responding to an escalation by the United States and its client, Israel. Rather, the
administration saw the increased Soviet military commitment to Egypt as a geopolitical
“challenge,” to which the United States had to respond.55 Quandt writes that Nixon and
Kissinger not only rebuffed the Soviet bid for cooperation but seized upon the events to “stand
up” to Moscow.56 Consequently, the administration sent more offensive weapons to Israel, while
the Soviets continued to furnish only defensive ones to Egypt.57

The continuing US arms flow to Israel eliminated any remaining Israeli government incentive
to negotiate on the basis of the Rogers Plan principles. Together with Nixon’s wavering and
inconsistency and Kissinger’s adamant opposition to a negotiated settlement that preserved the
Soviet role in the Middle East, the best opportunity to have settled the Arab-Israeli conflict some
fifty years ago was doomed.58

In the late summer of 1970 the United States mediated a ceasefire of the Canal War, which was
proving increasingly costly to both Israel and Egypt and which had precipitated several clashes
between Israeli pilots and Soviet pilots flying Egyptian aircraft. The Soviet Union then resumed
its efforts for a negotiated settlement and continued to deny Egypt military support for a
resumption of the war, even though Israel remained adamant and the United States accelerated its



delivery of advanced attack aircraft to Israel.59 In 1971 Soviet officials secretly met with Israeli
officials and offered to resume diplomatic relations and guarantee its security in the context of a
general settlement based on the restoration of the pre-1967 boundaries. Israel was not
interested.60

As well, the Nixon administration continued to resist any compromise settlement that was
rejected by Israel—which it regarded as a major US “strategic asset” in the Middle East—or that
preserved a Soviet role. Nonetheless, the Soviets persisted, and in a May 1972 summit
conference Brezhnev warned Nixon and Kissinger of the dangers of a new Arab-Israeli war and
urgently called for joint superpower negotiations.61

At the conference, Kissinger and Soviet foreign minister Andrei Gromyko agreed upon
“general working principles” for an overall negotiated peace settlement: the gradual withdrawal
of Israeli forces from the 1967 conquests; security measures, including the establishment of
demilitarized zones; the deployment of UN forces at Sharm al-Sheikh; international guarantees
with the participation of the United States and the Soviet Union; freedom of Israeli navigation
through the Suez Canal and the Strait of Tiran; and a Soviet call for an unspecified “just
settlement” of the Palestinian refugee issue.62 The principles included another Soviet concession
to the US and Israeli positions: border rectifications between Israel and its neighbors were
possible, it stated, thus omitting the previous qualification that they were to be “minor.” In other
words, the Soviets were no longer calling for total Israeli withdrawal.

The apparent agreement between Kissinger and Gromyko persuaded the Soviets not to provide
further arms to Egypt, which in turn led Sadat to expel the military advisors in an effort to
assuage US concerns about Soviet expansionism and induce the Nixon administration to press
Israel to agree to the summit principles.63 However, neither the Soviet concessions or Sadat’s
actions had any effect on actual US policies—despite Kissinger’s private assessment: “You
know that the Russians showed restraint; that is why Sadat kicked them out.”64

As one scholar wrote, “Sadat’s expulsion of the Soviets was seen in the United States as the
major payoff of a policy of close support for Israel rather than as a possible ground for changing
that policy.”65 And instead of exploring the significance of the Soviet concessions, Kissinger
simply dismissed them, explaining, “I have never understood why Gromyko accepted them [the
new working principles], unless it was exhaustion. . . . In all events, the principles quickly found
their way into the overcrowded limbo of aborted Middle East schemes—as I had intended.”66

Just to make sure we don’t miss the point, Kissinger adds: “The US-Soviet dialogue on the
Middle East remained in abeyance, which was where we wanted it.”67

The 1973 War

Until the 1973 war, Israel and the United States ignored all indications of both Soviet and
Egyptian flexibility. Israel was convinced that the Arabs had no military option and that the
diplomatic stalemate worked in its favor, allowing it to “create facts on the ground” by
incorporating the Sinai peninsula and the Golan Heights, de facto or formally, into its territory.
This policy was supported by the US government, which, despite Nixon’s occasional but short-
lived interest in cooperating with the Soviet Union to impose a peace settlement, generally
shared the Israeli view of the desirability and viability of the status quo. Additionally, the
administration’s policies were motivated by its view that Israel should not be excessively
pressured.

As a result, Egypt and Syria decided to force Israel into negotiations by going to war—but a



highly limited war, to be confined to attacks on Israeli military positions in the Sinai and the
Golan Heights, in an effort to break the political deadlock and convince Israel that its real
security required that it withdraw from the occupied territories.68

Neither country, then, had the intention of invading the Israeli homeland; not only did they
know that they lacked the military capability to do so but they fully realized that even such a
“success” might lead to the Israeli use of nuclear weapons. As noted earlier, in 1969 Nasser had
told Qaddafi of Libya that the Arabs could not seek to liquidate Israel because neither
superpower would allow it and because Israel almost certainly had nuclear weapons which it
would use in such a situation.69

In 2017, Israeli historian Dan Sagir wrote that it was clear that Sadat’s goals were quite
limited: “to break the diplomatic deadlock and draw Israel and the United States into
negotiations over Sinai,” but to stop well short of appearing to threaten Israel itself. According to
high Israeli officials who met with Sadat during his historic November 1977 visit to Israel, Sagir
wrote, the Egyptian president told them that Israel’s nuclear capability was one of the factors
behind his decision to seek a peace settlement. When asked by one Israeli official why he had
ordered the Egyptian forces to advance only part way into the Sinai, some 150 miles short of the
Israeli border, he answered: “You have nuclear arms. Haven’t you heard?”70

The Egyptian goal, then, was to cross the Suez Canal, establish its forces on its east bank,
advance toward the mountain passes in the Sinai about thirty miles east of the canal, and then
stop, judging that once it became clear that Egypt had no intention of threatening the Israeli
homeland, the Israeli government would refrain from using nuclear weapons. At the same time,
Sadat hoped, the shock of the initial Egyptian military success would force Israel to start
negotiations for an overall political settlement.71

And he was right, for despite the fact that after their initial military victories the Egyptian
army was thrown back across the canal, the Egyptian strategy succeeded: the war was a political
success for it did indeed result in a major shock to Israel.

To be sure, it had been a highly dangerous strategy, for as one analyst has written, “At one
point [it caused] . . . a teary-eyed Moshe Dayan to predict ‘the destruction of the third temple’ ”72

and to propose to the Israeli cabinet that Israel start preparing its nuclear weapons and perhaps
even somehow “demonstrate” them. Fortunately, Dayan’s proposal was rejected by Prime
Minister Golda Meir and other high Israeli officials,73 and once the war was over the Israeli
government decided to enter into the long negotiating process that finally resulted in the 1979
Israeli-Egyptian political settlement. In hindsight, even Henry Kissinger came to admire Sadat’s
strategies, writing that it was an act of statesmanship, one of the few wars “fought to lay the basis
for moderation in its aftermath.”74

Syria’s political goals and military actions in the war were also carefully limited. In the
opening days of the 1973 war, the Syrian army quickly seized the thinly defended Golan Heights
—Israeli forces were then mainly deployed in the Sinai—and were then in a position to invade
Israel’s Jordan valley and Galilee area. However, even before Israeli reinforcements turned the
tide, the Syrian forces stopped at the border; it was later revealed that Assad, fearing a nuclear
response by Israel, had issued strict orders to the army leaders that they were not to cross into
Israel.75

The Superpowers and the 1973 War

The Soviet Union, fearful of being drawn into a confrontation with the United States, had warned



both Sadat and Assad not to go to war against Israel, although acknowledging that it could not
prevent them from doing so. Of course, the Soviets might have ended their support of Egypt and
Syria unless they agreed to the Soviet position, but that would have probably failed and resulted
only in a major humiliation and defeat in its Cold War competition with the United States
throughout the Middle East.76

In a last-ditch effort to save détente and avoid a confrontation with the United States, on
September 28, 1973, one week before the outbreak of the war, Soviet foreign secretary Andrei
Gromyko met with Nixon and Kissinger in the White House. While not wanting to betray the
Soviet allies by telling the United States—and, therefore, Israel as well—about the impending
attack, Gromyko hinted at it: “We have a different assessment [from you] of the danger because
we feel the possibility could not be excluded that we could all wake up one day [and find that] . .
. there is a real conflagration in that area. . . . Is it worth the risk?” As the Israeli journalist who
broke the story (based on declassified US documents) concludes: “Nixon and Kissinger failed to
take Gromyko’s hint, and did not hasten to prevent the war that broke out on October 6.”77

Still, the Soviets persisted in seeking to join with the United States in an effort to stop the war.
On the eve of the war, the Soviets sent another message to the Nixon administration: “We
repeatedly pointed in the past to the dangerous situation in that area. . . . We hope to contact you
again for possible coordination of positions.”78 Simultaneously, they evacuated their military
advisors from Egypt and Syria, and ordered their warships to depart from Egyptian ports, a
measure designed to send a message both to the Egyptians and the US government that they
wanted no part of a new war.79

After the war broke out, while Brezhnev agreed to resupply his allies with small arms and
ammunition,80 the main Soviet effort was to bring about a ceasefire before Egypt and Syria
suffered yet another major defeat in its conflicts with Israel.

In the first few days of the war, the Israeli forces suffered heavy losses in men and equipment,
resulting in urgent Israeli government requests that the United States institute an emergency
airlift to replace the losses. For a few days, Nixon considered delaying a response, in the hope
that he could use the new US leverage to pressure Israel into accepting a negotiated peace
settlement.81 On October 9, the fifth day of the war, Nixon and Kissinger met to discuss what to
do. Kissinger, who by this time was essentially running US policy as Nixon was fixated on
avoiding impeachment, evidently was ambivalent on what to do. On the one hand, declassified
US records reveal that in an October 18 phone call with Soviet ambassador Anatoly Dobrynin,
Kissinger said, “My nightmare is a victory for either side,” and Dobrynin agreed, saying, “It is
not only your nightmare.”82

On the other hand, though, Kissinger told Nixon that it would be a good thing for subsequent
peace negotiations if the Israelis “clobbered” the Egyptians. Nixon then acceded to Kissinger’s
shifting views and authorized a US arms airlift to Israel; yet, at the same time, Nixon said to
Kissinger, “We’ve got to squeeze the Israelis when this is over. . . . We’ve got to squeeze them
goddamn hard. And that’s the way it is going to be done.”83

But, it turned out that it wasn’t.
The American airlift and other factors turned the tide, and by the end of the war Israeli forces

had driven the Syrians off the Golan Heights and had advanced to within ten miles of Damascus;
at the same time an Israeli tank column, commanded by Ariel Sharon, crossed the Suez Canal,
swept aside Egyptian resistance, and was within forty miles of Cairo.

On October 24, an alarmed Brezhnev—perhaps reevaluating the Soviet stakes if the Israelis



continued their advances toward Cairo and Damascus—sent an urgent message to Nixon,
proposing joint superpower action to enforce a ceasefire but also warning him: “I’ll say it
straight. If you find it impossible to act jointly with us in this matter we should be faced with the
necessity urgently to consider the question of taking appropriate steps unilaterally.”84

Three Soviet divisions were then placed on alert and a naval force was dispatched to Egypt.
Responding to the Soviet threats and troop movements, Nixon and Kissinger then told Brezhnev
that they accepted the need for a ceasefire—but that “any Soviet military intervention—
regardless of pretext—would be met with American force.”85

Throughout the war, Kissinger had played a double game. Before the Soviet threats, Benny
Morris writes, Kissinger had “virtually egged the Israelis on,” even approving their intention to
shell the outskirts of Damascus.86 Kissinger’s memoirs make it clear that even after a ceasefire
had gone into effect, he privately told the Israelis that he would not complain if they continued to
advance awhile longer; indeed he admits—boasts?—that the Soviets understandably “felt tricked
by Israel and by us, as the Israelis moved to strangle the [Egyptian] army after the ceasefire.”87

In private, Nixon admitted that the Soviets “had a pretty good beef” about US policies, because
his government had been “stringing them along.”88

Finally, however, Kissinger decided that it would be too risky to continue encouraging the
Israelis to keep on with their advances, telling them that “there’s a limit beyond which we can’t
go and one of them is we cannot make Brezhnev look like an idiot.” In that case, he warned
Israel, the Soviets might have no choice but to send in forces in order to prevent the destruction
of the Egyptian army on both sides of the canal.89 Therefore, Quandt writes, Kissinger told Israel
“in no uncertain terms that it must not destroy the surrounded Egyptian army.”90

Early Postwar Negotiations: More Lost Opportunities for Peace

Following the 1973 war, US-Soviet negotiations were resumed. At the end of the year, each side
seemed to make concessions: the Soviets agreed that negotiations would precede Israeli
withdrawal and the United States agreed that the Soviets would be equally involved in the
Middle East diplomatic process.91 In fact, as Kissinger admits in his memoirs, Nixon initially
was serious about cooperating with the Soviets to impose a settlement, even writing to Kissinger
that he was “prepared to pressure the Israelis to the extent required, regardless of the domestic
political consequences.”92 However, as he makes clear, Kissinger had no intention of honoring
the pledges made to the Soviets, and he evidently talked Nixon out of proceeding as he had
described.

To be sure, publicly the United States committed itself to a multilateral approach through an
international Geneva Conference to convene at the end of 1973. In his account of this period,
Kissinger writes that “Soviet cooperation was necessary to convene Geneva; afterward, we
would seek to reduce its role to a minimum. The peace conference could soothe Moscow’s
nerves.”93

Moscow was not very “soothed,” though, and bitterly complained of its exclusion from the
diplomatic process, a clear violation of the 1972 summit conference agreements stipulating that
Mideast negotiations would proceed under joint US-Soviet auspices. Harold Saunders wrote:
“That subsequent U.S. unilateral mediation denied the Soviets even the appearance of equal
involvement remains a source of deep Soviet bitterness over the possibility of cooperation.”94

The Soviet complaints, Kissinger cheerfully admits, were “perfectly true.” The United States



took advantage of détente, he continues, to exclude the Soviets: “Our strategy sought to reduce
the Soviet role in the Middle East because our respective interests in the area . . . could not be
reconciled, at least as long as the Soviet Union identified itself only with a maximum Arab
program and did nothing to induce compromise on the part of its clients.”95

As a result of Kissinger’s policies and misrepresentation of the Soviet position (which hardly
could be characterized as wedded to “the maximum Arab program,” even in his own often stated
view inside the US government), together with Nixon’s ambivalence about cooperating with the
Soviets, the early 1970s became a tragedy of lost opportunities, first to avoid the 1973 war and,
that failing, to use the war to bring about a comprehensive settlement of the Arab-Israeli conflict.

To be sure, Kissinger did successfully preside over the Israeli-Egyptian-Syrian negotiations
that resulted in the disengagement-of-forces agreements in the Sinai and the Golan Heights, and
paved the way for the later Israeli-Egyptian peace settlement. Nevertheless, the step-by-step
diplomatic approach favored by Kissinger quickly ran out of steam, for it stopped well short of
dealing with the central issues in the conflict, particularly the Palestinian issue. An important
2012 book, co-authored by three former high US diplomats and two leading academic scholars,
concluded that because the United States failed to use the opportunity to press for a
comprehensive peace settlement, the opportunity for a comprehensive settlement had been lost.96

The Ford Administration and the Arab-Israeli Conflict: August 1974–January 1977

Between the end of the October 1973 war and his resignation in autumn 1974, Nixon allowed
Kissinger to dominate American policy and to ensure that there would be no US cooperation
with the Soviet Union or significant pressures on Israel. In Kissinger’s memoirs he writes that in
his last days in office Nixon ordered him to “cut off all military deliveries to Israel until it agreed
to a comprehensive peace,” a step he regretted not having done earlier.”97 Kissinger, of course,
did not want to do so, but since Nixon did not return to the subject, he writes, “the relevant
papers were prepared but never signed.”98 A few days later President Gerald Ford reversed the
order.

Even so, Ford and even Kissinger (now Ford’s secretary of state) were increasingly worried
that Israeli intransigence was jeopardizing US national interests in the Middle East. Accordingly,
in April 1975 Kissinger instituted a US policy review, consulting with the past and present US
foreign policy “establishment”—Dean Rusk, McGeorge Bundy, George Ball, Cyrus Vance,
Robert McNamara, and other eminences—as well with US ambassadors in the Middle East, his
closest aides, and leading academics. The overwhelming consensus of the participants was that
(in Quandt’s words), “The time for step-by-step diplomacy was past. . . . The Palestinians could
no longer be ignored. The Soviets would have to be brought into the negotiations.”99

Ford and Kissinger were initially cool to these recommendations, distrusting Soviet intentions
and fearing a congressional and public backlash if the United States angered the Israeli
government. Nonetheless, in the ensuing months they became increasingly angry at the Rabin
government’s intransigent policies, fearing that if Israel blocked an attainable peace settlement,
US interests in the Middle East would be jeopardized. Kissinger now concluded that “step-by-
step is dead. We have to consider whether we and the Soviet Union shouldn’t make a global
approach.” Ford appeared to agree, declaring he was now willing to confront the Israelis: “I have
no hesitancy to bite the bullet,” he told Kissinger.100

Accordingly, in a surprisingly strong letter, Ford told Rabin of his “deep disappointment over
the position taken by Israel . . . [which would] have far-reaching effects in the area and our



relations.” As a result, Ford continued, he had ordered “an immediate reassessment of US policy
in the area, including our relations with Israel, with a view to assuring that the overall interests of
America in the Middle East and globally will be protected.”101

The threatened “reassessment,” however, was stillborn. The Israeli government did not budge,
and in the familiar scenario that would be repeated in the future, Rabin mobilized his allies in the
US Congress, media, and Jewish community. As a result, two months later a bipartisan group of
seventy-six senators wrote to Ford, demanding that there should be no change in US policies.
Israel was “a most reliable barrier to the domination of the area by outside parties,” the statement
said, so it was “imperative that we not permit the military balance to shift against Israel.”
Therefore, US military assistance to Israel should not be used as leverage, and the administration
should be “responsive to Israel’s urgent military and economic needs.”102

The administration capitulated. There would be no changes in US policies toward Israel, and
American diplomacy and leverage would be employed only to support limited bilateral deals and
partial Israeli withdrawals from the occupied territories, rather than a comprehensive settlement
of the conflict. As well, Ford and Kissinger agreed to pay the price that Israel was demanding as
a condition for its agreement to partially withdraw from the Sinai: increased military and
economic assistance, no US talks with the PLO, a guarantee that the United States would make
up any loss of Israeli oil supplies from Arab lands, and a commitment to “make every effort to
coordinate with Israel its proposals” and “refrain from putting forth peace plans that Israel would
consider unsatisfactory.”103

The Carter Administration and the Final Cold War Lost Opportunity for Middle
East Peace

Despite his anger at what he regarded—correctly—as Israeli intransigence, for moral and
religious reasons President Jimmy Carter was deeply committed to protecting the survival,
security, and genuine well-being of Israel.

After his presidency, Carter wrote several books describing his commitment to Israel. For
example, in his memoirs he wrote:

In my affinity for Israel I shared the sentiment of most other Southern Baptists. . . . The Judeo-Christian ethic and study
of the Bible were bonds between Jews and Christians which have always been part of my life. I also believed very
deeply that the Jews who had survived the Holocaust deserved their own nation. . . . I considered this homeland for the
Jews to be compatible with the teachings of the Bible, hence ordained by God. These moral and religious beliefs made
my commitment to the security of Israel unshakable.104

Similarly, in Palestine Peace Not Apartheid Carter repeatedly emphasizes his sympathy for
Jewish people who, because of their historical persecution and “horrible suffering,” have the
right and need for a secure state of their own.

Nonetheless, because of his criticism of Israeli policies toward the Palestinians, Carter was
frequently accused of being “anti-Semitic.” However, a number of leading Israeli officials and
writers, themselves highly critical of Israeli policies, wrote that Carter was not only right but was
only saying what Jewish and Israeli critics themselves were saying.105

In particular, in a column reviewing Palestine Peace Not Apartheid—pointedly entitled
“Memoir of a Great Friend”—Tom Segev wrote:

An Israeli reader won’t find anything more in the book than is written in the newspapers here every day. . . . The
principal argument is well-founded and backed up by reports from B’Tselem, Peace Now, Israeli newspapers and . . .



1.

2.
3.
4.

5.

the New York Times. . . . Like many others, Carter points out that the ongoing and systematic violation of the
Palestinians’ human rights [and] the injustices of the oppression perpetuate the conflict.106

In 2009, the Israeli foreign affairs correspondent Akiva Eldar told Carter: “You often sound like
you’re more concerned about the future of Israel as a Jewish and democratic state than many
Israelis.” Carter responded:

I’m deeply concerned about it. I would say that the top priority in my life for international affairs in the last 30 years
has been to see Israel as a Jewish state living in security and peace. That’s a number-one priority that I have in my life.
I’ve known the history of the Jewish people, the Hebrew people, the Israelites. . . . I’m deeply committed as a Christian
to seeing the covenant with Abraham fulfilled.107

By mid-1975 it was clear that the incremental step-by-step approach to an Arab-Israeli peace
settlement was running out of steam. In November, Harold Saunders told a congressional
committee that the Palestinian issue was at the heart of the overall Arab-Israeli conflict and said
that the “legitimate interest of the Palestinians must be taken into account in the negotiations of
an Arab-Israeli peace.”108 The process of reevaluating the best path to a peace settlement
continued when in December 1975, the Brookings Institution published a major study of the
Arab-Israeli conflict that attracted wide attention: it called for an Israeli withdrawal to its pre-
1967 territory and borders, the creation of a Palestinian state in the West Bank and Gaza, and an
Arab state commitment to end its conflict with Israel.

Among the authors of the prestigious report were Zbigniew Brzezinski, who a year later
became Carter’s national security advisor, and William Quandt, who became the lead Middle
East member of the National Security Council. Itamar Rabinovich, a former Israeli ambassador
to the United States, later wrote that the Brookings report “was effectively adopted as a blueprint
for Carter’s Middle East policy.”109

As well, Carter’s secretary of state, Cyrus Vance, agreed with the argument of the Brookings
report, in his memoirs writing that “as a practical matter the Soviet Union, with political interests
in the region and as a patron of several Arab states, should be accorded a role in negotiations that
would help to dissuade it from undermining our efforts.”110 The prospects looked encouraging;
in 1975 Soviet foreign secretary Andrei Gromyko reiterated his government’s policy: “Israel
may get, if she desires, the strictest guarantees with the participation—under an appropriate
agreement—of the Soviet Union.”111 Then, in October 1976, Leonid Brezhnev reaffirmed the
Soviet aim of seeking a settlement based on the principles of UN Resolution 242 and the Rogers
Plan.

As a result, Vance and Gromyko entered into negotiations that culminated in the Joint Soviet-
US Communique of October 1, 1977, which called for convening a new international Geneva
peace conference, co-chaired by the superpowers, to negotiate a comprehensive settlement of the
conflict. The main principles governing the settlement would be these:

The “termination of the state of war and establishment of normal peaceful relations on the basis of mutual recognition of the
principles of sovereignty, territorial integrity, and political independence.”
The withdrawal of Israeli forces from “territories”—that is, not necessarily all the territories—occupied in the 1967 war.
“The establishment of demilitarized zones and the agreed stationing in them of U.N. troops or observers.”
International guarantees of the borders, with the participation of the United States (“subject to its constitutional processes”)
and the Soviet Union.
The resolution of “the Palestinian question” in consultation with “representatives of the Palestinian people,” in a manner that
would “insure the legitimate rights of the Palestinian people.” Importantly, this formulation did not specify the nature of the
“rights” of the Palestinians, did not include any recognition of the PLO as the sole legitimate representative of the
Palestinians, and said nothing about the creation of an independent Palestinian state.112 Even so, under pressure from the



Soviets, Arafat and the PLO accepted the declaration as a basis for negotiations with Israel.113

As a number of observers of the 1977 joint statement pointed out at the time, the Soviets made
most of the compromises, and the principles were essentially a victory for the Carter
administration. Yet even this final effort at a superpower-mediated comprehensive settlement
failed because Jimmy Carter—not the Soviets—backed away from it.

There were several reasons. First, the Israelis were strongly negative; in fact, it was reported
that Defense Minister Moshe Dayan “threatened to mount a campaign within the United States”
if Carter pressured Israel.114 As a result, Carter decided not to use American economic and
military aid to pressure Israel. The consequence, George Ball later wrote, was that “the United
States unilaterally discarded practically all of its leverage with Jerusalem.”115

Second, most Arab states were unenthusiastic about a superpower-imposed, or even-mediated,
political settlement. Most important, Sadat’s November 1977 decision to seek a separate peace
with Israel and rely solely on the United States to reach such a bilateral settlement was the kiss of
death to prospects of a comprehensive settlement. Thereafter, Carter focused his diplomacy on
bringing about a separate Israeli-Egyptian peace.

The third reason for the shift in Carter’s policies was that his administration, particularly
Brzezinski, increasingly soured on Soviet policies, especially after the Soviet invasion of
Afghanistan in late 1979, which not only made pursuing common policies with the Soviets
politically impossible but also led to a radical change in Carter’s attitudes. “The scales have
fallen from my eyes,” he famously said.

Thus, in the last two years of the Carter administration the Cold War intensified, leading the
administration to return to traditional US policies of basing its Middle East policies on the
resistance to “Soviet expansionism.” With the inauguration of the Reagan administration and its
single-minded emphasis on strengthening the anti-Soviet “strategic partnership” between Israel
and the United States, the comprehensive approach came to an end.

Conclusions

During the mid-1970s there were several opportunities to have ended the Arab-Israeli conflict by
a peace settlement mediated or even, if necessary, imposed by the superpowers, acting
collaboratively. Tragically, the opportunities were squandered, largely because of Israeli
intransigence, Henry Kissinger’s cynicism and deceitfulness, and American Cold War
ideological rigidity.

Throughout this period, Soviet behavior in the Middle East belied the premises on which
American policy was based, for there was little evidence that the USSR was following a strategy
of expansionism, aggression, or support of indigenous communist groups. Rather, it was seeking
regional influence, leverage, and allies—just like the United States. Put differently, like the
United States, it was playing the “game of nations” as for centuries it had been played in the
Middle East by self-proclaimed great powers.116

Even so, the Soviets played the game quite cautiously. For over forty years of involvement in
the region, they had provided little support for indigenous communism or revolution, and there
had been no direct Soviet military intervention. Even the threat of intervention was rare, coming
in the context of the 1956, 1967, and 1973 Arab-Israeli wars, when it appeared that Israeli
military successes would endanger the regimes—and perhaps the capitals—of Egypt and Syria,
the Soviet Union’s major allies in the Middle East. Finally, the Soviets consistently refused to
provide the quantity and quality of offensive weapons that might have tempted their allies into



attacking Israel, and they used their political influence—not always successfully—to dissuade
them from initiating even limited wars designed to regain the territories they had lost in the 1967
war.

Nor was it persuasive that the Soviets sought “to keep the pot boiling” in the Arab-Israeli
conflict or to continue a situation of no war, no peace, in order to expand their influence in the
Middle East. On the contrary, because of their fear that the conflict could get out of hand and
precipitate a superpower confrontation, the Soviets consistently sought to insulate the Middle
East from the Cold War and, that failing, to end the conflict by a compromise political
settlement.

To be sure, the Soviets were not willing to withdraw from the region and accede to US
domination of the Middle East. Motivated by defensive concerns about the security of their
southern borders, the drive to achieve recognition as a superpower equal to the United States,
and concern about their “credibility”—like the United States in Vietnam—the Soviets supported
only those settlement plans in which they would retain their influence in the Middle East,
preferably through a co-equal guarantor’s role with the United States. Thus they successfully
defeated American efforts to exclude them by finding allies—at different times Egypt, Syria,
Iraq, Libya, and the PLO—eager to obtain diplomatic, economic, and military assistance.

In sum, even at the height of the Cold War and of Soviet influence in the Middle East, it was
the strategic alliance of the United States with Israel that facilitated rather than contained Soviet
“penetration”—a word never used to describe the far more extensive US activities in the area—
for it gave the Soviets both the motive and the opportunity to acquire allies in the region, in an
essentially defensive and reactive effort to balance US influence.

As a consequence of Israeli intransigence and US Cold War ideology, the best opportunity to
have reached a comprehensive settlement of the Arab-Israeli conflict, and one that would have
ended the danger of escalating into a much wider war, was permanently squandered. Ever since,
the tragic consequences of that failure, especially for the Palestinian people, have continued to
unfold.
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Peace with Egypt and Jordan

Egypt

From 1947 onward, Egypt sought to avoid wars with Israel and presented a number of
compromise peace offers that persuaded many high Zionist and Israeli officials that they should
enter into bilateral peace negotiations.
Before the 1948 war, King Farouk secretly told Israeli diplomats that he would not participate in
the Arab attack if Israel allowed Egypt to maintain its control over parts of Gaza and a small strip
of the Negev Desert. Foreign Minister Moshe Sharett and other high Zionist leaders favored
negotiations on this basis, but they were overruled by David Ben-Gurion.

Had Israel accepted the Egyptian overtures before the war, almost certainly there would have
been no 1948 war, for in the absence of the Arab world’s largest army, the other Arab states were
highly unlikely to have attacked Israel, especially because they were willing to commit only a
small number of their military forces to such a war.

During the war Egypt again sent peace feelers to Israel proposing an end to the fighting,
followed by a negotiated peace settlement in which Egypt would agree to accept the existence of
Israel and refrain from further action against it, if Israel would allow Egypt to retain its small
territorial gains in the Negev.

Once again, Sharett and other Israeli leaders favored negotiations to explore the Egyptian
proposals, but Ben-Gurion dismissed them outright and ordered Israeli forces to break the UN-
mediated ceasefire agreements and seize the Negev and parts of the Sinai that had been allocated
by the partition plan to the Arabs.

King Farouk clearly wished to withdraw from the overall Arab-Israeli conflict, provided his
territorial conditions were accepted. Had Israel agreed, not only would the war have quickly
ended but the subsequent Israeli-Egyptian wars of 1956, 1967, and 1973 would almost certainly
have been avoided.

During the early 1950s, Israel repeatedly sought to provoke Egypt into wars that would
provide the pretext and the opportunity to realize traditional Zionist expansionist goals.
In 1956, Israel collaborated with Britain and France in launching an expansionist war against
Egypt.
In 1965, as the 1967 war approached, Nasser sent out another secret peace feeler, asking for
a high-level meeting to discuss the situation. Israel turned it down.1
At the end of 1965, Nasser tried again, inviting the head of Israel’s Mossad to meet secretly
with the deputy commander of the Egyptian armed forces (and a close friend of the Egyptian
leader) to explore the possibility of de-escalating the Israeli-Egyptian conflict. Prime
Minister Levi Eshkol favored allowing the visit and told the American government about it.
Other high-level Israeli officials, however, opposed it, warning that it was “a trap,” so the
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Egyptian initiative was turned down.2
Israel, not Egypt, initiated the 1967 war. At the time it was widely seen as a justified
“preventive war,” but now well-established historical evidence shows that was not the case:
both US and Israeli intelligence agreed that Nasser, despite his provocations and rhetoric,
had no intention of attacking Israel, and in any case he would be easily defeated if he did.
In 1969, Nasser told Ghadaffi of Libya that Israel’s nuclear weapons, together with the
opposition of both superpowers to wars designed to destroy Israel, had ended any possibility
of such an Arab attack on Israel. Sadat reached the same conclusion, as had leading
Egyptian generals.
In April 1970, Nasser told US officials that he was prepared to recognize Israel if the
Palestinian problem could be solved.3
In 1971, Egypt accepted the main principles embodied in UN peace proposals and, more
important, the US Rogers Plan: Israeli withdrawal from its 1967 conquests in exchange for
peace settlements with the Arabs.
In 1973, Sadat’s decision to engage in a limited attack on Israeli forces along the Suez Canal
and in the western sections of the Sinai peninsula was intended not to attack Israel itself, let
alone destroy it, but only to break the diplomatic deadlock and convince Israel to withdraw
from its conquests of Egyptian territory and reach a peace settlement. Today, there is no
serious challenge, even by most Israelis, to this understanding of Sadat’s intentions and to
the argument that but for Israeli intransigence, the 1973 war would have been averted.

After Israel captured the southern Sinai town of Sharm al-Shaikh in the 1956 war and then
refused to withdraw from it during the 1960s and early 1970s, Moshe Dayan had famously said:
“I prefer Sharm al-Shaikh without peace to peace without Sharm al-Shaikh.” In 1994, Prime
Minister Yitzhak Rabin provided the definitive rebuttal to Dayan and other Israeli hawks: in a
speech to the Knesset he quoted the Dayan statement and then said, “We responded to the
Egyptian president . . . with ridicule and arrogance. . . . It took a bloody war before Jerusalem
reached the correct conclusion that peace is preferable to Sharm al-Shaikh.”4

Jimmy Carter and the Arab-Israeli Conflict

Carter believed that the Arab states were ready for peace if Israel withdrew from the territories it
occupied after 1967. On the Palestinian issue he was ambivalent: while he did not favor
Palestinian statehood, he believed that they had political rights that could be realized in a
Palestinian “homeland,” within which they could have “self-rule.”5

Sadat agreed with Carter’s goals: in principle, he sought to end the overall Arab-Israeli
conflict and believed it was possible if Israel gave back all its 1967 conquests and agreed to a
two-state solution to the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. However, he was not willing to press the
Palestinian cause if it conflicted with his main priority of recovering Egypt’s lost territories.6

The problem was Menachem Begin, whose refusal to even consider withdrawing from the
West Bank, Gaza, and the Golan Heights precluded an overall settlement. While he was willing
to at least enter into negotiations with Egypt over the Sinai peninsula, he initially insisted that the
Israeli settlements that had been established there after the 1973 war would not be removed, a
position that came very close to torpedoing even a bilateral Egyptian-Israeli settlement.

In his various memoirs, Carter makes it clear that Begin’s intransigence infuriated him. For
example, he writes, “It was no secret that he and I had strong private and public disagreements



concerning the interpretation of the Camp David accords, the settlements policy in the West
Bank and Gaza and his recent invasion of Lebanon . . . [which] had resulted in some personal
differences as well.”7 In private, at one point he even described Begin as a “psycho.”8

It is possible that US military, economic, and diplomatic support of Israel could have given the
Carter administration the leverage to induce more flexibility in Begin’s policies; on the other
hand, however, US pressures might not have worked against an intransigent Begin and perhaps
could even have backfired. In any case, Carter was not willing to employ even rhetorical
pressures, let alone suggest that the US government might have to reassess its policies toward
Israel.9

On the contrary, Carter and his vice-president, Walter Mondale, publicly and privately assured
Israel—and its supporters in the United States—that it would not use US aid to pressure Israel.10

American domestic politics, in their view, precluded such pressures; Quandt writes that even
before the conference began, “it was clear that domestic political considerations were beginning
to affect US policy deliberations” and were responsible for the “watering down” of the
administration’s initial strong public statements on the need for a comprehensive settlement that
included the establishment of a Palestinian homeland.11

And just to make sure that American domestic politics would hamstring Carter, Israeli foreign
minister Moshe Dayan employed the usual Israeli tactic, threatening to mobilize a campaign in
the United States if Israel was pressured by the administration. Carter’s national security advisor
Zbigniew Brzezinski later called Dayan’s threats “blackmail.”12 They worked, though, and not
for the first or last time.

The Israeli-Egyptian Peace Treaty

Both Sadat and Carter soon realized that Begin’s intransigence made a comprehensive peace
impossible, so they had to settle for a bilateral Israeli-Egyptian settlement. In his memoirs, Carter
wrote that Israel’s announcement of new settlements to be built in the West Bank, in defiance of
what Carter believed to be an Israeli promise to refrain from doing so, as well as Begin’s refusal
to discuss the rights of the Palestinians were “almost insuperable obstacles to peace.”13

Even to attain a bilateral Israeli-Egyptian settlement, Sadat’s bottom-line demand had to be
met, namely, that Israel had to withdraw all its forces from the Sinai and “every inch” of it
returned to full Egyptian sovereignty. Consequently, Begin’s initial insistence on retaining the
Israeli settlements, military bases, and even the potentially oil-rich portions of the Sinai had to be
overcome.14

Carter’s leverage was quite limited, as he felt bound by the secret commitments that the Nixon
administration had made to Israel to induce it to start withdrawing from the Sinai: to provide it
with increased economic and military assistance, to preserve Israel’s military superiority over its
Arab neighbors, to help Israel replace its Sinai military bases with new ones in the Negev, and to
guarantee Israel’s oil supply after it withdrew from Sinai.15

Consequently, Carter decided that a comprehensive settlement that included recognition of the
rights of the Palestinians could not be reached, and when he accepted Israel’s conditions for a
bilateral Egyptian-Israeli settlement, the Begin government finally agreed to a gradual
withdrawal from the Sinai peninsula. Even that concession from Begin would not have been
possible unless Egypt and the United States had backed away from insisting on a compromise
over the status of Jerusalem. Indeed, Begin even threatened to break up the summit meeting if
Carter so much as “set out” the American position on East Jerusalem. Carter was furious, Cyrus



Vance wrote, demanding “to know if Israel meant to tell the United States it could not even
publicly state its own national position.” The issue was resolved when Carter again backed
down, agreeing not to go public with the American position.16

In March 1979, Egypt and Israel agreed to a formal peace treaty. There is no doubt that the
treaty was in important respects a major success: not only did it end the conflict between Egypt
and Israel, but it also ensured that there would be no more major wars between Israel and the
other leading Arab states. The treaty has been remarkably durable, surviving the assassination of
Sadat in 1981; the Israeli invasions of Lebanon in 1978, 1982, and 2006; the rise and fall of the
Egyptian regime of Hosni Mubarak; the current military dictatorship of Abdel Fattah el-Sisi—
and even the short-lived 2012–13 regime of the Muslim Brotherhood leader, Mohamed Morsi.

On the other hand, the willingness of the Egyptian leadership to reach a separate settlement
with Israel—and even, in recent years, to increasingly collaborate with it in repressing the Hamas
movement in Gaza and on other Middle Eastern issues—has made it much easier for Israel to
continue to refuse legitimate compromise settlements of all the other components of the overall
Arab-Israeli conflict.17

Above all, it is the Palestinians who have paid the price for Egypt’s exit from the Arab-Israeli
conflict and Carter’s reluctant acquiescence to it. There is no doubt that Carter believed that
some kind of just settlement of the Palestinian question was both necessary if the overall Arab-
Israeli conflict was to be ended and morally required. That moral theme runs throughout Carter’s
writings; for example, he wrote: “It was impossible for me to ignore the very serious problems
on the West Bank. The continued deprivation of Palestinian rights . . . was contrary to the basic
moral and ethical principles of both our countries.”18

Nonetheless, several factors led to Carter’s decision not to push the Palestinian issue. First,
Begin threatened to break up the summit over the issue. Second, the US domestic politics of the
issue, including strong congressional resistance to concessions to the Palestinians, continued to
leave Carter little room to maneuver. Third, he was constrained by the Nixon administration’s
commitment to Begin that the US government would not recognize or negotiate with the PLO
until it ended all violence against Israel, accepted UN Resolution 242, and officially recognized
Israel’s existence.

Finally, neither Israel nor the United States were under Egyptian pressure to solve the
Palestinian issue. In principle, both Nasser and Sadat demanded that Israel end its occupation of
the West Bank and Gaza and accept Palestinian political rights—but in practice they were
unwilling to give up their goal of regaining the Sinai peninsula, the likely outcome if they had
insisted on justice for the Palestinians.

In any case, while Nasser had rhetorically supported the creation of an independent Palestinian
state and the “right of return” of the Palestinians to Israel, in practice it was never a high priority
for him. For example, in November 1967, Robert Anderson, Lyndon Johnson’s “special envoy”
to the Middle East, reported to Johnson and Secretary of State Dean Rusk about a conversation
on the Palestinian issue he had held with Nasser: when he told Nasser he doubted that Israel
would ever agree to allow the return of the Palestinian refugees from the 1948 and 1967 wars,
Nasser said: “All right, then let us settle with them by agreeing to pay them compensation.”19

Similarly, Carter reported that while Sadat initially insisted that “sovereignty in the West Bank
and Gaza rests among the people who live there” and that “ultimately” there should be a
Palestinian state,” Sadat had added that “such a state should not be independent nor have military
forces, but should be linked to either Israel or, preferably, Jordan.”20 During the negotiations, the
Palestinian issue was supposedly resolved when Begin agreed—for the moment—not to press



the Israeli claim to sovereignty over the West Bank and allow the Palestinian residents some
form of a vaguely defined “autonomy.” As was widely predicted at the time, however,
Palestinian “autonomy” turned out to be a sham, as Israel continued its occupation and
repression of the Palestinians.21

Michael Bar-Zohar summarized the reality of the matter:

Begin never seriously meant to establish autonomy in the West Bank. . . . [H]e believed that Sadat didn’t care about the
West Bank and needed the Palestinian chapter of the treaty only as proof of his loyalty to the traditional Arab positions.
Once the autonomy agreements had provided him with his fig leaf, Sadat would not lift a finger for the Palestinians.
The future was to prove Begin right.22

Jordan

Between 1947 and early 1967, a series of secret agreements and general understandings was
made between Israeli leaders and King Abdullah and King Hussein of Jordan: essentially, they
said that if Israel refrained from attacking the West Bank and Arab East Jerusalem, both then
under Jordanian rule, Jordan would stay out of the Arab-Israeli conflict. The agreements
generally worked during the 1948 war, though there were some brief clashes when Israeli forces
attacked areas that had been allocated to Arab rule. In April 1950, Abdullah annexed the West
Bank, preventing the establishment of a Palestinian state there. During the next two decades, a de
facto peace between Israel and Jordan generally held; although there were some brief tensions
and skirmishes, the two countries remained “the best of enemies,” as it has been aptly
described.23

King Hussein was prepared to go beyond that and reach a formal peace settlement with Israel
if it abandoned its aspirations to incorporate the West Bank and East Jerusalem into a “Greater
Israel,” but Israel refused to do so. Then, in late 1966, the tensions between Israel and Jordan
increased, primarily because of the increased Fatah guerrilla raids on Israel originating from
bases in Syria and Jordan. Unlike the Syrian government, King Hussein was doing his best to
prevent the raids and the Israeli government knew it, but the king’s forces could not establish
total control over all the West Bank.24

Matters came to a head on November 13, 1966, when Israel, following a Palestinian attack that
killed three Israeli soldiers, retaliated with a major raid on a West Bank town considered by
Israel to be a “guerrilla base.” As the Israeli forces blew up houses, Hussein’s forces sought
unsuccessfully to stop them, and twenty-one of them were killed.25

As the slide toward the 1967 war continued in the next few months, Hussein was brought
under great pressure to ally Jordan with Egypt and Syria. Consequently, on May 30, Hussein
signed a mutual defense pact with Egypt and placed his army under the command of an Egyptian
general, fearing that if he tried to stay out of the approaching conflict his regime and perhaps his
life would be endangered.26

Accordingly, the king secretly notified Israel that he had no choice but to commit some forces
to the war, but that their role would be brief and largely symbolic. However, the Jordanian role
turned out to be more than merely symbolic, because once his army was placed under Egyptian
control Hussein no long had control over its actions; the result was that the army heavily bombed
West Jerusalem.27

Perhaps for this reason, on the thirtieth anniversary of the 1967 war, Hussein in a speech to his
countrymen said that he considered his decision to join the 1967 war to have been a major
blunder that he now regretted, blaming it on Muslim militants and the tide of nationalism that



had swept through the Middle East, including Jordan.28

After the 1967 war, King Hussein made a number of efforts to go beyond the secret and
limited agreements. From the end of the war through the late 1980s, a series of regular meetings
between the Hussein and Israeli political leaders examined the possibility of reaching a formal
peace agreement between Jordan and Israel. Hussein told the Israelis, “I can be the first Arab
leader to make peace with Israel or I can give up some part of Arab territory, but I cannot do
both.”

Consequently, he proposed a compromise settlement that would include strong measures
responding to Israeli security concerns: if Israel agreed to Jordanian sovereignty over most of the
West Bank, Jordan would agree to some reciprocal exchange of territory, would prevent the
creation of a Palestinian state, and would station only small numbers of its own armed forces in
the area. The Jerusalem issue, highly important for symbolic and religious reasons to both Israel
and the entire Muslim world, would be resolved on the basis of shared sovereignty: Israel over
West Jerusalem and Jordan over East Jerusalem.

Israel rejected these proposals, clearly demonstrating that its position was not motivated by
genuine security concerns—its security would have been greatly enhanced if a friendly state,
with its own urgent motivations to suppress Palestinian nationalism, established tight control of a
demilitarized West Bank. The real obstacle to peace with Jordan, then, was Israel’s ideological or
religious insistence that it must have full control and sovereignty over all “Judea and Samaria,”
including Arab East Jerusalem.

In June 1968, George Ball, then the US ambassador to the United Nations, was asked by
Israeli prime minister Levi Eshkol to tell King Hussein that in exchange for peace Israel would
return most of the territory it had seized in the 1967 war—but not Jerusalem. Hussein rejected
this proposal; Ball writes that “he dared not to cede the Islamic holy city of Jerusalem to
Israel.”29

In a September 1968 meeting with the king, Israel reiterated that any peace settlement would
have to leave Israel in control of the Jordan Valley, other parts of the West Bank, and East
Jerusalem. It was a nonstarter: the king continued to insist on Jordanian sovereignty over the
West Bank and Arab East Jerusalem.30 Two years later in a 1970 meeting between King Hussein
and a delegation led by Prime Minister Golda Meir and Defense Minister Moshe Dayan, the
Israelis offered an interim agreement: the Gaza Strip would be transferred to Jordanian rule but
Israel would retain its military bases and settlements in the West Bank. The deadlocked
Jerusalem issue would “remain open” until a final settlement was reached. Hussein responded
that he was ready to reach a full peace agreement if all his territories, including East Jerusalem,
were returned, but that he would accept an interim agreement if Israel withdrew its forces from
the Jordan River Valley. Israel refused.31

In 1972, Hussein made a new offer: if Israel withdrew from the Jordanian territories
conquered in 1967 he and the PLO would establish a Jordanian-Palestinian confederation in East
Jerusalem and the West Bank, which would relieve Israel of “the Palestinian problem.”32 Israel
was still not interested.

Two weeks before the 1973 war, King Hussein secretly visited Israel and warned Golda Meir
that Syria and Egypt were planning a limited attack in the Golan Heights and the Sinai peninsula
and were pressuring Jordan to join them. The Israeli government and military leaders evidently
discounted the warning, for they were caught off guard when Hussein’s warnings proved
accurate; as a result, Israel suffered heavy casualties and early military defeats.

Even after the war began there was considerable cooperation between Jordan and Israel. After



telling Golda Meir that he had no choice but to deploy a small military force to the Golan
Heights if he was to preserve his position in the Arab world, the king asked Israel not to attack
Jordan. Rather than endanger Hussein’s rule, Israel refrained from engaging the Jordanian
brigade in the Golan.33

After the war ended, Hussein again told Israeli leaders he would agree either to an interim
disengagement in the Jordan River Valley—similar to the partial agreements between Israel and
Egypt in the Sinai peninsula and Israel and Syria in the Golan Heights—or a full peace treaty,
provided he got all his lost territory back.34

Remarkably, in 1974 King Hussein went further, suggesting that if Jordanian sovereignty over
the West Bank was restored, he would allow Israel to unofficially retain some military bases in
strategically important areas. Transcripts of a secret January 1974 meeting between Hussein and
Golda Meir show that the king proposed a partial settlement: if Israel agreed to withdraw its
forces and settlements from the Jordan River Valley, Jordan would restore its civil administration
there but would refrain from reoccupying it with its armed forces. As well, the king said: “The
Germans have a military base in Spain. If you agree to the principle to restore our sovereignty
over the West Bank, including Jerusalem, we could discuss your request later. But first you must
agree to the principle.”35

For several reasons, Israel again refused to consider the king’s proposals. Since the 1967 war
ended with Israel in control of the West Bank, Israeli governments—including the Labor
administrations of Levi Eshkol and Golda Meir—had been supporting the building of Jewish
settlements in parts of the West Bank and Gaza. As well, the security establishment believed that
control of the Jordan River Valley was more important to Israeli security than a formal peace
with Jordan, reasoning that it needed the area to serve as a forward defense against the still-
feared “Arab attack from the east.”36 As a result, over the next twenty years, the continuing
secret meetings between King Hussein and Israeli leaders ended in failure: “Israel was still
reluctant to pull back from the Jordan River, and Hussein would accept nothing else.”37

However, there were no serious clashes between the two countries, and the state of de facto
peace continued.

In 1987, King Hussein and Shimon Peres, then the Israeli foreign minister in the government
of Yitzhak Shamir, held secret peace talks in London. Their meeting resulted in what became
known as “the London Accord.” Uri Savir, a leading Israeli diplomat and close aide to Peres,
describes the accord:

Had it been implemented, it would have changed the face of the Middle East. It mentioned three entities: the State of
Israel and Jordan, which were to remain as they are, and a new entity that was supposed to include the West Bank and
the Gaza Strip, in the context of a Jordanian-Palestinian federation. . . . Jerusalem would have remained united, with
each religion taking responsibility for its own holy sites.38

Shamir, one of Israel’s most intransigent political leaders throughout its history, vetoed the
agreement. Years later, Peres bitterly commented: “Not only did [the proposed agreement] create
a path to peace with the Jordanians, it resolved the Palestinian question without requiring Israel
to relinquish any of its territory or to change the status of Jerusalem.”39

Finally, though, by the end of the 1980s the conditions for a formal peace settlement had
emerged. First, after the passing from the scene of Ben-Gurion and other early Israeli hawks,
most Israeli leaders lost interest in further territorial expansion into Jordan beyond the Jordan
River. As well, King Hussein had ended his insistence that Jordan was the legitimate
representative of the Palestinians after the Arab League’s 1974 decision to recognize the PLO as



“the sole legitimate representative of the Palestinian people.”
Most important, Hussein had concluded that Jordanian stability and the continuation of the

Hashemite monarchy required that he end his rule over the increasingly militant nationalism of
the Palestinians in the West Bank. In particular, Israeli analysts have written, the king feared that
the West Bank Palestinian uprising against the Israeli occupation (the “Intifada”) in 1988 might
spread to the Palestinian population of Jordan itself and be directed against him. Alternatively,
Israel might expel the West Bank Palestinians into Jordan, thus overwhelming his monarchical
rule.

The Israeli-Jordanian Peace Treaty

For these reasons, the king decided to renounce the Jordanian claim to sovereignty over the West
Bank, thereby turning over the Palestinian problem to Israel. On October 26, 1994, an Israeli-
Jordanian peace treaty was finally signed.40 The most important provisions of the agreement
focused on security matters, including an end to the state of war and the threat or use of force
against each other, as well as cooperative measures to prevent terrorism against either side.
Beyond that, the treaty included the normalization of diplomatic relations; an exact demarcation
of the borders, including some minor land swaps; the distribution between the two countries of
fresh water from the Jordan River and West Bank underground sources; measures covering trade
and other economic matters; provisions for environmental, energy, medical, and scientific
cooperation; and even measures for developing cultural and tourism exchange.

As for the crucial issue of Jerusalem, Israel maintained its control of the city, although it
agreed that the Jordanians would continue their “special responsibilities” in administering the Al-
Aqsa mosque and other Islamic religious sites in the Old City.

The peace treaty has held up since, although for several reasons it is now under significant
strain, in part because of friction over Israeli “security” measures on the Temple Mount and in
part because of growing Jordanian popular anger at the continuing Israeli occupation and
repression of the Palestinians. Perhaps the most serious danger, however, is the revival of the
past “Jordan is Palestine” strategy of many on the Israeli right.

In its present version, the right-wingers argue that Israel should annex the Jordan River Valley
and other sections of the West Bank, which would lead to the flight of many Palestinians into
Jordan—or perhaps they could be “transferred” there. That, in turn, would revive the conflict
between the radicalized Palestinians and King Hussein’s Hashemite monarchy and army. If the
monarchy was overthrown, it is reasoned, Jordan would become the Palestinian state and Israel
could proceed to annex all of the West Bank, fulfilling the Israeli right’s never-abandoned dream
of a “Greater Israel.”41

In early December 2019, Ephraim Halevy, Israel’s former head of Mossad and a chief
architect of the 1994 peace treaty, said: “I see great danger to the peace treaty. I think that the
danger comes not from the Jordanians, but from us, from Israel.”42

The United States and the Israeli-Jordanian Peace Treaty

The US government did not play a major role in the negotiations that led to the peace treaty.43

After the 1967 war, the main thrust of US policy was to oppose Palestinian nationalist militancy
and support King Hussein, who had become a de facto American ally. Consequently, the US
government had made it clear to the Israeli leadership that it strongly opposed the establishment
of Palestinian self-rule in the West Bank, whether as an independent state or some kind of



“autonomous” entity; instead, it had urged Israel to negotiate a settlement with King Hussein that
would turn over the Palestinian problem to Jordan.44 When the king lost interest in such a
settlement, however, the US government agreed to support the Israeli-Jordanian treaty.

Martin Indyk was a former US ambassador to Israel and had held other top positions in a
number of US administrations; writing of the Israeli-Jordanian peace settlement, he said:

The Israeli-Jordan peace treaty was certainly an important milestone in the annals of the Arab-Israeli conflict. It
removed one more of Israel’s Arab neighbors from the arena of that conflict. . . . The treaty solidified the strategic role
of Israel and Jordan in each other’s defense. Israelis achieved the warm peace they had craved; Jordan received
territory, water, and protection, along with the commitment of the American superpower to the well-being of the
Hashemite dynasty.45

What Indyk failed to emphasize, however, is that similar to what had happened when Egypt
reached its peace settlement with Israel, the Palestinians were essentially abandoned: they had
been given no role in the negotiations, no provisions of the treaty covered the Israeli-Palestinian
conflict, and the Israeli occupation of the West Bank continued.
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The Lebanon Wars

From the outset of the Arab-Israeli conflict, the major Israeli leaders, especially David Ben-
Gurion and Moshe Dayan, looked for opportunities to seize and annex southern Lebanon and
install a friendly Christian government in the rest of the country, one that would reach a peace
treaty with Israel and collaborate with it in its conflict with the Palestinians and other Islamic
organizations.

In a May 1954 meeting with defense and foreign ministry officials, Ben-Gurion laid out his
proposal: “The Israeli army will enter Lebanon, occupy the necessary territory, and create a
Christian regime which will ally itself with Israel. The territory from the Litani River southward
would be totally annexed to Israel.”1 Sharett dismissed the idea as a “crazy adventure,” but Ben-
Gurion, back in office on the eve of the 1956 war, asked the French government to support his
plan.2

Although nothing came of these early proposals, they precisely forecast what Israel sought to
do in 1978 and 1982. In March 1978, following a Palestinian guerrilla attack across Israel’s
northern border, Israeli forces invaded southern Lebanon. At least 1,000 Palestinian and
Lebanese civilians were killed, and at least 100,000 people were displaced from homes and
villages.3

The Israeli attack ended after President Jimmy Carter brought heavy pressure to bear on the
government of Menachem Begin. Carter was angered by the attack, partly for moral reasons and
partly because it violated the agreement that US military equipment employed by Israel could be
used only for defensive purposes. Begin denied that Israel was using US arms in the invasion,
but American intelligence concluded otherwise. Carter then demanded that Israel immediately
withdraw, warning that an Israeli refusal to do so might “develop into a major problem” in US-
Israeli relationships, in which case US military assistance to Israel might be terminated.4 On this
occasion, Begin backed down—but it was hardly the end of Israeli attacks on Lebanon during
and after his term in office.

In the next few years, the PLO moved most of its leadership, organization, and guerrilla forces
into southern Lebanon; the Lebanese government was not happy about this, accurately
foreseeing the likely consequences, but it was too weak to prevent it. In the spring of 1981 Israel
repeatedly bombed the PLO bases, and considered mounting another military operation in order
to “drive the Palestinian terrorists out of South Lebanon once and for all.”5

That would have to wait for another opportunity, because at the end of July 1981 the US
government brokered a ceasefire between the PLO and Israel. It was accepted by Begin, in part
because the IDF was unable to stop Palestinian shelling of northern Israel, and in part because he
was convinced that a new war sooner or later was inevitable—and at that time Israel could
destroy the PLO in Lebanon.6

However, the PLO scrupulously observed the ceasefire in the next year, and it became clear



that Arafat was abandoning his original goal of destroying the state of Israel, which he
increasingly understood was unattainable. The PLO’s real goal, it would soon be explicitly
acknowledged, was to establish a Palestinian state in the West Bank and Gaza—that is, as it
became known, there would be a “two-state solution.” As the changing goals of the PLO became
evident, its international isolation waned and the Israeli government feared it would soon face
international pressures—perhaps including even from the US government—to negotiate a
settlement with the Palestinians.7

On June 3, 1982, a Palestinian group that had split off from the PLO in response to Arafat’s
emerging moderation tried to assassinate the Israeli ambassador to England. Israeli intelligence
quickly confirmed that the PLO leadership had not been responsible, but Begin and other
hardliners in the cabinet ignored this finding because they had found “the casus belli that [they] .
. . had been waiting for.”8

Therefore, on June 6, Israel launched its long-planned massive attack on Lebanon: 60,000
soldiers, backed by over 800 tanks and supported by heavy air and naval bombing and long-
range artillery, advanced well beyond the Palestinian refugee camps and guerrilla strongholds to
the outskirts of Beirut.9 In the two-month course of the war, wrote Mordechai Bar-On, the
former chief education officer of the Israeli army, “tens of thousands were killed or wounded by
Israel’s massive employment of indiscriminate long-range fire power.”10

During the Israeli planning for the attack, the military told the Begin government that it would
be a limited operation, designed to destroy PLO forces in the south of Lebanon and establish an
Israeli “security zone” there. However, the effective commander of the operation was Defense
Minister Ariel Sharon, who had far more ambitious goals. First, he wanted to kill Arafat and
other PLO leaders, principally by bombing and invading their neighborhoods, homes, and offices
in Beirut. Second, he wanted to drive the PLO out of Lebanon—two Israeli journalists wrote that
“one of the original, albeit unpublished, aims [of the attack] was to rid South Lebanon of its
Palestinian population so the PLO would not have a base of operation should it ever attempt to
infiltrate the area again.”11 That done, Sharon planned to install Israel’s Christian allies in power
in Lebanon. At the same time, the remnants of the PLO would be exiled to Jordan, which might
become a Palestinian state, thus lessening the pressures on Israel to withdraw from the West
Bank and Gaza.12

Moreover, in order to achieve these goals, Sharon had to drive Syrian forces who had been
supporting the Lebanese government out of the country. Consequently, even though he had
assured Begin that the Syrians would be engaged only if they attacked first, Sharon deliberately
provoked clashes in order to have the pretext to expel them. In the end, in Sharon’s grandiose
scheme, the situation both in Lebanon and beyond that into the entire Middle East would be
transformed in Israel’s favor.13

The Syrian forces, who were deployed only in defensive positions pursuant to the Syrian
government’s decision to stay out of the war even if the PLO were driven out of Lebanon, were
no match for the Israelis. By mid-June the Israeli forces had defeated the Lebanese, Palestinian,
and Syrian forces. However, Arafat and other PLO leaders escaped and fled the country.

The Reagan Administration and the 1982 Lebanon War

Ronald Reagan was strongly pro-Israel for both moral and strategic reasons. His memoirs and
the writings of his biographers and US officials who served in his administration emphasize that



Reagan had a long record of opposition to anti-Semitism, had many Jewish friends, and believed
that the Jewish people needed and deserved a state of their own.14

According to one of his biographers, in 1948 Reagan “rejoiced at the creation of the state of
Israel” and later told Israeli prime minister Yitzhak Shamir that his concern for Israel could be
traced to World War II when he photographed the Nazi death camps, after which he became
concerned for the Jewish people.15

In his autobiography Reagan writes:

No conviction I’ve ever held has been stronger than my belief that the United States must ensure the survival of Israel.
The Holocaust, I believe, left America with a moral responsibility to ensure that . . . [it] never happens again. . . . My
dedication to the preservation of Israel was as strong when I left the White House as when I arrived there, even though
this tiny ally, with whom we share democracy and many other values, was a source of great concern for me while I was
president.16

In addition, Reagan supported Israel for the usual Cold War strategic reasons. Samuel W. Lewis,
a high State Department official and former US ambassador to Israel, writes that Reagan “looked
at Israel through the prism of East-West global confrontation as a natural ally.”17

In May 1982, while planning the Lebanon invasion, Sharon met with American officials—
including Secretary of State Alexander Haig, a strong believer in Israel’s importance to US
national interests—to inform them of his goals. Some high administration officials, including
Secretary of Defense Casper Weinberger and Vice-President George H. W. Bush, were reported
to be opposed to the attack, particularly as Sharon’s real intentions became clear. Nonetheless the
Haig position prevailed: in the judgment of a prominent Israeli historian who has seen the US
government documents, they “clearly indicate that an American ‘green light’ was given for
Israel’s actions.”18

However, as reports of how Sharon was conducting the war multiplied, Reagan became
increasingly angry at the damage to the civilian population of Lebanon and began strongly
pressuring Israel to withdraw from Beirut, even as he continued to support Israel’s objective of
forcing the PLO to abandon Lebanon.19

In early August, Sharon intensified the shelling of the southern suburbs of Beirut, indicating
he might be preparing a direct invasion of the city. In his memoirs, George P. Shultz, who had
become the secretary of state a few weeks earlier, wrote that Reagan told Foreign Minister
Yitzhak Shamir that “if you invade West Beirut, it would have the most grave, most grievous,
consequences for our relationship,” adding that “should these Israeli practices continue, it will
become increasingly difficult to defend the proposition that Israeli use of US arms is for
defensive purposes.”20

When Sharon categorically denied the shelling—even though US representatives on the
ground were witnessing it—Reagan wrote to Begin:

Your actions in Lebanon have seriously undermined our relationship with those Arab governments whose cooperation
is essential to protect the Middle East from external threats and to counter forces of Soviet-sponsored radicalism and
Islamic fundamentalism now growing in the region. . . . U.S. influence in the Arab world, our ability to achieve our
strategic objectives, has been seriously damaged by Israel’s actions.21

Evidently, Reagan’s warnings were motivated by moral as well as strategic concerns. In his
autobiography, Reagan writes that the attacks on civilian neighborhoods in Beirut “sickened me
and many others in the White House. I told him [Begin] it had to stop or our entire future



relationship was endangered. I used the word ‘Holocaust’ deliberately.”22

Actually, Shultz and other top leaders of the administration had favored stronger action than
Reagan was ready to impose: “Reagan was more hesitant than anyone else about cracking down
on the Israelis,” Shultz wrote. “I wanted strong pressure on Israel; so did George Bush, Jim
Baker, and Ed Meese, but the president would not go along.”23

Though fuming at Reagan’s warnings—a few months earlier Begin told the US ambassador
that Israel was not a “vassal state of the United States” or “just another banana republic”24—
Begin did agree to allow Arafat and the PLO to depart Lebanon.25

In mid-August, the Reagan administration unexpectedly proposed an Israeli-Palestinian peace
plan that called for an immediate end to new Jewish settlements in the West Bank and Gaza and
the eventual end of the occupation of much of the West Bank and Gaza. In his letter to Begin
setting out his proposal, Reagan wrote:

The military losses of the PLO have not diminished the yearning of the Palestinian people for a just solution of their
claims. . . . Palestinians feel strongly that their cause is more than a question of refugees. I agree. The Camp David
agreement recognized that fact when it spoke of “the legitimate rights of the Palestinian people and their just
requirements.” . . . The United States will not support the use of any additional land for the purpose of settlements
during the transitional period.26

However, Begin would not give in on issues that he considered central for both security and
ideological reasons, particularly continued Israeli rule over the West Bank. In any case, after the
Lebanon crisis ended, the perceived importance of Israel to US national interests in the Middle
East again became important to the US government. As a result, Reagan backed away from
pressuring Israel on its continuing expansion of Jewish settlements in the occupied territories; on
the contrary, he increased military and political assistance to Israel, and agreed to a number of
formal agreements establishing US-Israeli military, intelligence, and counterterrorism
undertakings.27

The Consequences of the 1982 Lebanon War

In the most important book on the 1982 war, two Israeli journalists and commentators argue that
the Israeli invasion of Lebanon failed in every important respect: “Of Ariel Sharon’s grand
design nothing remains.” First, the PLO recovered and the Palestinians were not permanently
driven out of southern Lebanon. Second, resistance to the Israeli occupation of Gaza and the
West Bank intensified rather than ended, for “Israel lacked the wisdom to choose a path of
political compromise with the Palestinians.”28

Third, not only did its Christian allies fail to seize political power in Lebanon, but Israel
alienated the Muslim majority, a development that led to the emergence of Hezbollah, the
Lebanese Shiite militant party and armed forces, with whom Israel has been in conflict ever
since.

Finally, Israel “tarnished its image in world public opinion,” created “unprecedented friction
between many Jewish communities in the West and Israel,” earned itself “the reputation of a
country that indulged in overkill to achieve objectives far beyond its legitimate security needs,”
and failed to learn “the limits of what force can achieve.”29

To be sure, a counterargument would be that if one discounts the moral issues raised by Israeli
behavior in Lebanon—one shouldn’t—it is hard to see how, in terms of its conflicts with the
Palestinians and the Arab world as a whole, Israel has come up against any “limits of what force



can achieve.” Indeed, arguably the contrary is the case, at least in terms of hard-nosed realpolitik.

The 1993 War

In May 1983, Israel and Lebanon signed an agreement that formally ended the state of war
between them and provided for the gradual withdrawal of the Israeli troops except for a so-called
security zone, stretching about 40 to 45 kilometers north of the international border, within
which Israeli forces could continue to operate, so as to prevent Hezbollah attacks into northern
Israel.

After the agreement, armed clashes between Hezbollah and Israel continued, as the militants
tried to use guerrilla warfare to force Israel to withdraw from southern Lebanon. Hezbollah
occasionally retaliated against Israeli attacks by firing rockets into northern Israel, but on a much
reduced scale. Over the next ten years the tensions gradually eased “and there was a general
sense of relief that the nightmare was over.”30

The emerging uneasy peace was shattered in early 1992, when Israeli forces attacked a convoy
carrying Hezbollah secretary general Abbas al Musawi, killing him along with his wife and
young child. The new Hezbollah leader, Hassan Nasrallah, then announced that whereas in the
past Hezbollah had refrained from targeting Israeli towns even after Lebanese towns had been
attacked, the “rules of the game” were now changed.31 Over the next five days Hezbollah
retaliated for the killing of their leader, firing dozens of rockets into northern Israel.

As the situation deteriorated, Israel decided to return to its early strategy, launching a major
new attack on Lebanon that went beyond the targeting of Hezbollah forces and installations and
included widespread bombing of nonmilitary targets throughout southern Lebanon. The strategy
was designed to induce the civilian population to abandon their homes and flee northward,
thereby increasing the pressures on the largely helpless Lebanese government to try to curb
Hezbollah, which had become at least as powerful as the official Lebanese army.

The IDF, led by Chief of Staff Ehud Barak, carried out the strategy. On July 28, 1993, three
days after the Israeli attacks began, Prime Minister Yitzhak Rabin addressed the Knesset,
essentially admitting that the Israelis were deliberately attacking Lebanese civilians:

If there is no security and quiet in our northern communities, there will be no security and quiet for residents of
southern Lebanon north of the security zone. We are saddened by the suffering of the Lebanese population which is
now travelling the roads [in flight]. . . . We may be pained by the sight of Lebanese [civilians] fleeing their homes, but
we will tell them: Your government has the option of [empowering] the Lebanese military to prevent Katyusha fire at
communities in Israel. Only if fire at the northern communities ceases will you [be able] to return to your homes in
southern Lebanon.32

On another occasion, Rabin bluntly acknowledged that the Israeli attacks on southern Lebanon
were designed “to make it uninhabitable,” thus forcing the Lebanese government to suppress
Palestinian guerrilla forces there.33 Rabin did not mention what had precipitated the Hezbollah
attacks. However, Daniel Sobelman, an Israeli political scientist, wrote that the Hezbollah attacks
on Israel’s northern towns came “mostly after Lebanese civilians had been killed by Israel, but
occasionally also in retaliation for the killing of Hezbollah commanders.”34

Despite the civilian destruction, the 1993 Israeli attack failed to attain its goals of turning the
Lebanese population against Hezbollah and curbing its political and military power. The attacks
were temporarily ended when the United States brokered a new agreement that included
“unwritten rules” to prevent both sides from deliberately attacking civilian targets. However, the



rules were soon broken by both sides, though each side claimed “the other did it first.”35

“Operation Grapes of Wrath”

Over the next three years the situation continued to deteriorate. In April 1996, Prime Minister
Shimon Peres and Ehud Barak, now foreign minister, decided to launch another massive attack
on southern Lebanon, calling it “Operation Grapes of Wrath.” In the next sixteen days Israel
attacked not only Hezbollah forces and Palestinian refugee camps but also homes, businesses,
roads, bridges, power stations, water pipelines, and the Beirut international airport—in short, the
economic infrastructure of Lebanese society. An estimated one hundred towns and villages were
vacated and some 400,000 Lebanese civilians were driven from their homes and forced to flee
northward.36

The United States and “Operation Grapes of Wrath”

According to Shlaim and Helena Cobban, the Clinton administration had “given Israel the green
light to break Hizbullah” and blocked efforts in the United Nations to issue a resolution of
condemnation,37 but as the Lebanese civilian casualties mounted, the administration began
urging restraint. On April 27, the US government brokered a ceasefire agreement that
incorporated new—but unwritten—rules of the game: each side was prohibited from attacking
civilians, but Hezbollah was not prohibited from attacking Israeli military forces inside Lebanon
so long as these attacks were not launched from populated areas, and Israel was not prohibited
from retaliating against such attacks.38

The 2006 Israeli Attack on Lebanon

In the ten years after the 1996 Israeli attack on Lebanon, an uneasy peace generally prevailed. In
May 2000 Israel withdrew the last of its forces from its “security zone” in southern Lebanon,
following which Hezbollah fired only a few rockets into Israel, although there continued to be
occasional border clashes throughout the period.

On July 12, 2006, Hezbollah attacked an Israeli border patrol, seizing two Israeli soldiers who
later died of their wounds. Eight more Israeli soldiers were killed when they crossed the border
and pursued the attackers. Israel then launched another full-scale air and ground attack on
Lebanon, in part for retaliation, in part to strike Hezbollah military targets, especially its growing
rocket arsenal; but also, as in its 1993 and 1996 attacks, the intent was to inflict such pain on the
Lebanese people that their government would be forced to curb Hezbollah—on the dubious
assumption that the government was capable of doing so, if only given sufficient motivation.
During the attack, Zeev Schiff, the centrist military correspondent of Haaretz, wrote: “If the
mass flight of residents continues, the campaign will be seen as a punishment of the Lebanese,
and that is a recipe for hatred.” It was the Israeli difficulty in preventing Hezbollah from
launching missile attacks, he explained, that “gave rise to the idea of encouraging large numbers
of civilians to flee northward, toward Beirut, to serve as a source of pressure.”39

Remarkably, a number of Israeli leaders publicly confirmed Israel’s intentions. For example,
senior military officers said that “if the kidnapped soldiers were not returned alive and well, the
Lebanese civilian infrastructures will regress 20, or even 50 years.”40 Nor were this and similar



threats limited to military officials: during the war, at least two cabinet officials publicly
threatened to “flatten” Lebanese villages.41

These threats were not empty. Shortly after the war ended, the New York Times published a
major study of the purposes and consequences of the Israeli attack:

United Nations and independent aid agencies are totaling an enormous tally of damage that includes airports, ports,
water and sewage treatment facilities, electrical plants, 80 bridges and 94 roads, more than 25 gas stations, 900 other
businesses and 30,000 homes or shops. . . . International aid agencies have documented enormous damage to wells,
water mains, pumping stations and water treatment plants, and damage to pipes under destroyed roads. The agencies
fear such conditions could lead to diarrhea and cholera. The Red Cross warns that many villages still lack clean
water.42

At least 1,100 Lebanese people were killed, the vast majority of them civilians.43 Subsequent
international investigations, including by Human Rights Watch and Amnesty International,
concluded that, in the attack, Israel had committed a number of war crimes.44

Mutual Deterrence: Israel and Hezbollah since 2006

At the time, the 2006 Israeli attack on Lebanon was widely regarded as a failure, even in Israel:
Hezbollah’s military capabilities were soon restored and since then they have been significantly
upgraded, the pro-Western and moderate Lebanese government was badly undermined, and the
Lebanese people’s outrage at the Israeli attacks resulted, if anything, in increased support of
Hezbollah.45

On the other hand, on a number of occasions Hezbollah leaders have said that they can no
longer take actions that might lead to massive Israel retaliation but would seek to maintain a
“mutual balance of deterrence” between the two countries.46 While admitting that Israel could
bomb any part of Lebanon, Hezbollah leader Hassan Nasrallah argued that “Israel will now think
a thousand times before going to war”:

If you bomb Beirut we will bomb Tel Aviv. . . . If you attack the Rafik al-Hariri International Airport in Beirut, we will
attack Ben-Gurion Airport in Tel Aviv. If you bomb our ports—we will bomb your ports. If you attack our refineries,
we will bomb your refineries. If you bomb our factories, we will bomb your factories. And if you bomb our power
plants—we will bomb your power plants.47

In fact, Nasrallah’s threats are quite credible, for it is now estimated that Hezbollah has as many
as 130,000 rockets and missiles with the range and accuracy to hit most of Israel.48 As a result,
Israeli military leaders have repeatedly acknowledged that Israel is now deterred from major
attacks on Hezbollah, including statements by two recent IDF commanders in chief.49

Because both sides now acknowledge that a new round of conflict would be devastating to
both sides, there have been no major clashes between Israel and Hezbollah since 2006. To be
sure, there have been several minor rocket attacks into Israel, probably fired by rogue groups
defying Hezbollah’s control, but they have done little damage; as a result, Israel’s response has
been measured, and both sides have been careful not to allow the situation to escalate. In
particular, the state of mutual deterrence has survived Israel’s two massive attacks on Gaza in
2010 and 2014, during which Hezbollah refused Hamas’s requests for armed assistance.50

Perhaps more important, the state of no-war, no-peace between Israel and Lebanon has
survived Hezbollah’s participation in the Syrian civil war. Since 2012, Hezbollah units have
been supporting the regime of Basher Assad in his battle with ISIS and other groups in Syria,



often in conjunction with Iranian forces.51

This has created a dilemma for Israel. On the one hand (as will be discussed in Chapter 12),
Assad, like his father, Hafez Assad, has had no interest in another war with Israel, and after the
1974 Syrian-Israeli truce agreement, both Assads prevented radical Syrian or Palestinian groups
from engaging in cross-border attacks on Israel.

On the other hand, today Israel regards Iran as its most dangerous opponent and has carried
out a number of air attacks on Iranian forces in Syria and sometimes against Hezbollah forces
supporting them—attacks that have been met by Hezbollah with only minor and essentially
symbolic retaliations.

As of this writing, the uneasy de facto truce between Israel and Hezbollah has held up, but as
long as each side regards the other as an enemy, the no-war, no-peace tacit understanding will
remain fragile.



12

The Israeli-Syrian Conflict, 1973–2019

Recapitulating the Israeli-Syrian Conflict, 1947–73

Before turning to a detailed discussion of the Israeli-Syrian conflict from the mid-1970s to today,
it may be helpful to summarize Syrian-Israeli relations from the Balfour Declaration through the
1973 war. From the mid-1920s through 1946, Syrian nationalist governments in principle
rejected Zionist aspirations for the creation of a Jewish state in Palestine; in practice, however,
they were moderate and provided only rhetorical support to the Palestinians.

During 1947–48, Syria’s position hardened, and in the 1948 war it joined the Arab state
invasion of Israel, though only in a largely symbolic fashion: the Syrian force consisted of about
3,000 poorly armed troops, and in any case the intervention was primarily designed not to
destroy the nascent Jewish state but to prevent other Arab states from carving up Palestine and
cutting off Syria from the Jordan River and Lake Tiberias, at that time its main sources of fresh
water.

In order to preserve its access to these water sources, during the war the Syrian forces seized
territory bordering on the Jordan River and Lake Tiberias. In July 1949, Israel and Syria reached
an armistice agreement that created demilitarized zones in those areas, within which neither side
would have political sovereignty but both would have access to the water sources. In fact, during
this period Israel could have reached a political settlement with Syria on very favorable terms,
for the moderate and pro-Western governments that were then in power in Damascus offered to
end their conflict with Israel and even resettle in their country most of the Palestinian refugees
who had fled or been driven out of Israel in 1948, on the condition that Syria would retain its
footholds along the river and the lake.

However, Ben-Gurion was not willing to let Syria share those waters and refused even to enter
into negotiations with Damascus. Indeed, at this point he had not given up Zionist expansionist
goals, including the seizure of southern Syria and the Golan Heights.

In the next few years there were a number of Syrian-Israeli military border clashes, especially
in the demilitarized zones: Israeli military leaders, historians, and journalists have established
that most of the clashes were initiated or deliberately provoked by Israel, which sought to
gradually seize control of the contested areas. The Israeli general with responsibility for the
DMZ later wrote: “In the first years of the armistice regime it was Israel that tried unilaterally to
effect changes in the status quo in the DMZ.” As well, it is worth repeating the candid admission
of Moshe Dayan, the head of the Israeli army in the early 1950s, that more than 80 percent of the
clashes with the Syrians had been instigated by Israel, so as to create pretexts for seizing more
territory and diverting the waters of the Jordan River away from Syria.

Because of its military alliance with Egypt, Syria was reluctantly drawn into the 1967 war, the
consequence of which was its defeat and the Israeli seizure of the Golan Heights region of
southern Syria. Shortly after the end of the war the Israeli cabinet secretly decided that Israel



would withdraw from the Golan provided that it was completely demilitarized and the Syrians
would guarantee that they would not interfere with the water resources of the area. However, it
soon reversed this policy, especially after Defense Minister Moshe Dayan, who had initially
opposed the Israeli conquest of the Golan, now took the position that the IDF should remain in
the Golan indefinitely.

In 1973, Syria joined forces with Egypt in seeking to recover the territory they had lost in
1967. In the first few days of the war, the Syrian army defeated the small Israeli forces in the
Golan and were then in a position to advance into northern Israel itself. However, under strict
orders from Syrian president Hafez Assad—who feared Israeli nuclear retaliation if the Syrian
forces continued into Israel—they stopped, well before Israeli reinforcements arrived. The
strengthened Israeli forces then again routed the Syrian forces and even seized additional
territory in the area.

Assad then decided that Syria could not regain the Golan by military force and therefore had
to rely on a negotiated settlement. In particular, in the hopes of persuading the US government to
mediate the dispute, he informed the Nixon administration that he now accepted UN Resolution
242, which called for an Israeli withdrawal from the occupied territories in the context of a
political settlement that accepted “the right of every State in the area to live in peace within
secure and recognized boundaries free from threats or acts of force.”

Initially, Assad sought a nonbelligerency agreement with Israel, as opposed to an overall
peace settlement, although in a number of statements to the American leaders he emphasized that
he was not ruling out a true peace agreement in the future. He put it this way:

First we must end the state of belligerency. That means the implementation of UN Resolution 242. And the end of
belligerency will mean the beginning of a stage of real peace. . . . If the Israelis return to the 1967 frontier and the West
Bank and Gaza becomes a Palestinian state, the last obstacle to a final settlement will have been removed.1

Though Israel had no intention of acceding to Assad’s terms for a full peace treaty, it had no
objection to the more modest goal of a de facto end to armed conflict with Syria. Consequently,
in May 1974, Israel and Syria signed an “Agreement on Disengagement” in which they agreed to
a ceasefire and to “refrain from all military actions against each other.” In addition, Israel agreed
to withdraw from the parts of the Golan Heights it had seized in 1973—though not from its 1967
Golan conquests. It was also understood—crucially—that the Syrian government would prevent
Palestinian or other terrorist attacks on Israel. Since then, it has successfully done so.

Throughout the 1970s, in meetings with US officials, Hafez Assad reiterated his commitment
to ending the military conflict with Israel and to gradually moving toward a full peace settlement.
This would be followed, he said, by a normalization of diplomatic and economic relations after
Israel completely withdrew from the Golan Heights and reached a settlement with the
Palestinians. In that event, Assad promised the Americans, he would agree to demilitarize the
Golan Heights in an effort to reassure Israel about its security.

Assad maintained this position throughout the 1980s, joining in the 1982 Arab state “Fez
Declaration,” which called for a peaceful settlement of the Arab-Israeli conflict based on the
principles of UN Resolution 242. After Mikhail Gorbachev came to power in the Soviet Union in
the mid-1980s and made it clear that there would be no Soviet military support for radical Arab
policies toward Israel, the Syrian military option—even for a limited war to regain the Golan
Heights—effectively came to an end.2

The Israeli-Syrian Negotiations, 1992–2011



In September 1992, the Syrian foreign minister announced that Syria was prepared to sign a
“total peace” with Israel in return for full Israeli withdrawal from Arab lands occupied in 1967.
After considerable hesitation, Israeli prime minister Yitzhak Rabin agreed to enter into
negotiations, telling US officials that in principle he could agree to Syria’s demand for a full
Israeli withdrawal from the Golan Heights and a return to the pre-1967 borders, provided that
Assad accept strict Israeli conditions on other issues in dispute.3 Three major issues had to be
resolved: the precise location of the borders to which Israel would withdraw, the disposition of
the water sources of the Golan and Lake Tiberias, and the implications of a bilateral Israeli-
Syrian agreement for other issues, especially the Palestinian question.

The Border Issue

In some ways, the border issue was the most complicated one, both because of its symbolic
importance to Syria and its connection to Israel’s concern over water sources.4 The dispute over
the border had its genesis in the colonial era. After their victory in World War I, Britain and
France seized large parts of the defeated Ottoman Empire—the British took Iraq and Palestine,
and the French took Syria and Lebanon. The Anglo-French Agreement of 1923 then drew the
Syrian-Palestinian border so that while the Golan Heights would be within the French Mandate
(i.e., Syria), both sides of the Jordan River and all of Lake Tiberias would be in Palestine, which
then became the British Mandate and later, of course, Israel (see Map 12.1).



Map 12.1 The Syrian-Israeli Frontiers, from Daniel Kurtzer et al., Peace Puzzle, Kindle edition, 67. Permission granted from



Cornell University Press.

The 1947 UN partition plan essentially retained those boundaries. However, the 1923
agreement and subsequent British policy during the Mandate distinguished between the issues of
who had sovereignty over the Jordan River and Lake Tiberias and the question of water usage,
for the agreement stated that “any existing rights over the use of the waters of the Jordan by the
inhabitants of Syria shall be maintained unimpaired . . . and the inhabitants of Syria and Lebanon
shall have the same fishing and navigation rights on . . . Lake Kinneret [Tiberias] and the River
Jordan . . . as the inhabitants of Palestine.”5

What made it feasible to distinguish between sovereignty and water usage was the placement
of the borders. At the northeast corner of Lake Tiberias, the border was only 10 meters to the east
of the shoreline; and for several miles north of the lake, the boundary was within 50 to 400
meters of the Jordan River. In accordance with the treaty, Britain and France allowed Syrian
villagers to cross the border and use the river and the lake to obtain drinking water, to fish, and to
water their cattle. In short, the colonial 1923 treaty—on which Israel still relies to defend its
position that Syria has no legal right to a border on Lake Tiberias—gave Syria access to both the
Jordan River and the lake.

During the 1948 war, the Syrian army succeeded in advancing some 10 to 400 meters west of
the 1923 so-called international border and captured a small strip of land on the northeast border
of the lake—thus giving them direct access to the lake instead of having to rely on Israel to
uphold the terms of the 1923 treaty.6 The status of that tiny strip of land continued to be the
central issue in the various Syrian-Israeli peace talks that took place between 1948 and 2018,
although Menachem Begin’s 1981 announcement that the Golan henceforth would be under
Israeli law—de facto annexed—made it even more difficult to resolve.

The Water Issue

At first glance, the border issue, involving a piece of land trivial in size, seemed to be essentially
a water issue: since some 40 percent of Israel’s drinking water came from Lake Tiberias, it didn’t
want Syria to have access to, let alone control any part of it. Thus, if Israel had withdrawn from
the Golan Heights and returned to the pre-1967 lines, Syria’s borders would have extended to
both the Jordan River and Lake Tiberias itself.

However, during the period of the most promising negotiations, Hafez Assad and other Syrian
officials repeatedly assured Israel that if it allowed Syria to return to the eastern bank of the
Jordan River and the northeast corner of Lake Tiberias, Syria would agree not to pollute or pump
water from them or attempt to interfere with Israel’s access to them.

For several reasons, the Syrian assurances were credible. During Syria’s 1948–67 presence on
the river and the lake it had not interfered with Israel’s access to them. In any case, the Banias
River, one of the Jordan River’s main tributaries, was located entirely within Syrian territory, so
that if Syria had wanted to interfere with Israel’s water sources, it could easily have done so from
there.

The real issue for the Syrians was essentially a symbolic one: throughout the negotiations
during the 1990s for an Israeli-Syrian peace treaty, Assad insisted that the issue was neither the
trivial amount of territory at stake nor water, but “justice” and “rights,” which required the return
of “every inch” of Syrian land lost in the 1967 war. He would not reach peace with Israel, he
said, until he could once again “dip his feet” into the lake.

Likewise, for the Israelis, the dispute over where the boundary lines should be drawn was



equally symbolic. The “original” or “international” borders that placed Lake Tiberias inside
Palestine/Israel—that is, those specified in the 1923 treaty and then included in the 1947 UN
partition plan—became irrelevant as a result of the Syrian territorial gains in the 1948 war.
Consequently, the Israeli position on the lake holds that as a matter of legal and moral principles,
nations must not be allowed to benefit by military aggression. However, when it comes to its
own military conquests over lands given to the Palestinians in the UN partition, Israel does not
mention these “principles.”

The Palestinian Issue

From the mid-1970s onward, Assad gradually withdrew, in effect, from the overall Arab-Israeli
conflict. Initially his position was that a Syrian-Israeli peace settlement depended on an Israeli
withdrawal from all of its conquests in the 1967 war and the creation of a Palestinian state in the
West Bank and Gaza. Then, after Egypt negotiated its own settlement with Israel, Assad told
Henry Kissinger and later Jimmy Carter that he would be satisfied with an agreement that
“restored the rights” of the Palestinians, but that this would not necessarily require the creation of
a Palestinian state in the West Bank, as opposed to some form of Jordanian control over that
area.

That became moot, however, when Jordan decided to withdraw from the Israeli-Palestinian
conflict and reach its own separate peace with Israel. Consequently, Assad’s new position was
that any solution acceptable to the PLO would be acceptable to him, but he also told the PLO
that he would not allow it to undermine the Syrian-Israeli negotiations. In August 1993, Assad
told the US government—and therefore, in effect, Israel—that an Israeli-Syrian peace agreement,
then seemingly at hand, would not depend on a settlement of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict.7

The Rabin-Assad Negotiations

In late 1992, the Assad and Rabin governments entered into intense secret negotiations, which
over the course of the next two years resulted in a draft agreement that resolved most of the
differences on these issues and greatly narrowed those that remained.8

Both sides had made significant concessions. Rabin agreed—in principle—that in the context
of full peace, over a three- to five-year period, Israel would withdraw to the pre-June 1967 line
rather than insist on a return to the 1923 boundaries. Thus, Assad would attain his most
important nationalist or symbolic goals: a repudiation of the colonial boundaries set by Britain
and France, the regaining of all the territory lost in the 1967 war, and a Syrian presence on Lake
Tiberias.

In exchange, Assad agreed to demilitarize the Golan and share the water sources there with
Israel, pledged not to interfere with Israeli access to the Jordan River and Lake Tiberias, and
accepted the principle of full normalization of relations in the context of an Israeli withdrawal
from the Golan.

What did “full normalization of relations” entail? In January 1994, Assad and President Bill
Clinton met in Geneva to discuss the final terms of a settlement. At the close of the conference
Assad joined with Clinton in a joint written statement, saying that he had made a “strategic
choice” for normal peaceful relations with Israel, including full diplomatic relations, trade, and
even tourism.9 In a post-conference news briefing, Assad added: “We want the peace of the
brave, a real peace. . . . If the leaders of Israel have enough courage . . . a new era of security and
stability and normal peaceful relations . . . will emerge in the region. . . . We are ready to sign



peace now.”10

Thus, though some details remained to be negotiated, by 1993 an Israeli-Syrian peace
agreement was at hand. It failed to materialize, however, because Rabin suspended the talks on
the grounds that Israeli public opinion would not simultaneously accept an agreement with the
Palestinians (i.e., the Oslo accords of 1993) and one with the Syrians.

In 1994 the peace talks resumed, but Rabin added a new Israeli precondition: any agreement
would have to be ratified by a national referendum.11 This was a major problem for Assad,
because if the Israeli public rejected the proposed settlement, Syria would end up with no
agreement at all, despite having made painful public concessions. Even so, Assad was willing to
continue the negotiations. In the summer of 1995, however, Rabin again broke them off,
primarily because domestic Israeli opposition to a withdrawal from the Golan Heights was
growing and Rabin was considering calling for early elections.

Shimon Peres and the Negotiations

In his memoirs, Bill Clinton writes that “Rabin had given me a commitment to withdraw from
the Golan to the June 4, 1967, borders as long as Israel’s concerns were satisfied.”12 After Rabin
was assassinated on November 4, 1995, and Foreign Minister Shimon Peres became the acting
prime minister of Israel, according to Clinton, Peres reaffirmed that commitment as long as a
peace treaty with Syria included measures to ensure Israeli security.

In fact, Assad was ready to accept the demilitarization of the Golan Heights that would be
monitored by an international peacekeeping force—either a UN force (as Syria preferred), or a
US or US-led force (as Israel preferred).13 Peres also wanted direct security guarantees from the
United States, and Clinton agreed to provide them: “Peres wanted me to sign a security treaty
with Israel if it gave up the Golan, an idea that was suggested to me later by Netanyahu and
would be advanced again by Barak. I had told them I was willing to do it.”14

In October 1998, the two sides met in the United States to negotiate the terms of a peace
settlement. During the Wye Plantation Talks, as they were called, both Syria and Israel wanted
full participation by the Clinton administration. Assad was prepared for a bilateral settlement
with Israel, even without any progress toward an Israeli-Palestinian settlement. In exchange for a
full Israeli withdrawal to the pre–1967 war line over a two- to three-year period, Syria reiterated
that it would agree to a number of joint security measures and normal political and economic
relations.15

However, Peres began to pull back from the negotiations, which ended in failure when Israel
formally “suspended” the talks in March 1996. There were several reasons another opportunity
for peace was lost. In the previous few months there had been a series of Palestinian attacks
against Israeli civilian targets, resulting in a further hardening of Israeli public opinion; by
January 1996, with the national elections looming, more than 75 percent of the public opposed a
full Israeli withdrawal from the Golan.16 As well, Foreign Minister Ehud Barak at this point
opposed an Israeli withdrawal from the Golan Heights and began to publicly undercut the
negotiations.17

Moreover, Peres had decided to attack Hezbollah in Lebanon—1996’s “Operation Grapes of
Wrath”—and believed it would not be a propitious moment for him to make concessions to
Syria. Finally, though Clinton was impressed with Assad’s concessions and was enthusiastic
about the prospects of Israeli-Syrian peace, he was unwilling to pressure the Israeli government
to agree to it.



Peres was widely considered to be Israel’s leading advocate for peace. However, the reality
was much more complicated. For example, in 2006 the government of Ehud Olmert learned of
Assad’s statements describing his interest in reopening negotiations for a peace agreement.
Peres, then the vice–prime minister, “furiously rejected” the Assad opening and argued against
withdrawal from the Golan, asserting that Israel’s security required the continuing construction
of new settlements in the area. A Haaretz columnist commented: “Not peace-shmeace, not Syria-
Shmyria. Construction. The Ariel Sharon of the 1980s and the 1990s could not have said it
better.”18

Netanyahu and Syria, Part I

In May 1996, Benjamin Netanyahu was elected prime minister. He initially signaled that he was
willing to resume talks with Syria, but when he refused to reaffirm Rabin’s and Peres’s
conditional commitment to withdraw from the Golan, Assad ruled out the resumption of official
Israeli-Syrian talks. Still, there continued to be secret and indirect talks through intermediaries,
including the European Union representative Miguel Moritanos and later Netanyahu’s personal
friend Ron Lauder, a former US ambassador to Israel.

According to Quandt and others, the talks between Lauder and Assad were kept secret from
the US government, and while Syrians who were involved in the talks claim that some progress
was made, negotiations broke down when Netanyahu refused to provide a map that would
“indicate exactly the line to which Israel would withdraw on the Golan in return for peace.”19

While some analysts believe that Netanyahu was seriously considering returning to the Rabin
commitment for a complete Israeli withdrawal to the pre-1967 borders, strong public opposition
convinced him to back away.

Ehud Barak and the Syrian Negotiations

In the May 1999 Israeli elections, Ehud Barak defeated Netanyahu and became prime minister.
Shortly afterward the Israeli-Syrian negotiations were resumed, and in February 2000, Barak told
his cabinet that he was bound by Rabin’s conditional commitment to withdraw from the Golan.20

In early 2000, the Clinton administration, which was again mediating the talks, drafted a peace
treaty that narrowed the differences between Israel and Syria to essentially symbolic ones.21 The
principles of the draft treaty were basically those that Hafez Assad and Rabin had agreed to eight
years earlier: a full Israeli withdrawal from the Golan in return for the Syrian agreement to
demilitarize the area and the full normalization of diplomatic and economic relations.

On the water issue, there continued to be some differences. Israel insisted that a final
agreement would have to “ensure the continuation of Israel’s current use in quantity and quality
of all the surface and underground waters in the areas from which Israeli forces will be
relocated”—meaning that Israel must continue to have full use of the Jordan River, its tributaries
in the Golan, and Lake Tiberias.

Syria responded, probably too vaguely, that the water issue should be “based on the relevant
international principles,” which apparently implied that Syria must have sovereignty over the
Jordan River tributaries in the Golan. Away from the negotiating table, however, Syrian officials
stressed that they had no intention of diverting the headwaters of the Jordan River or
withdrawing freshwater from Lake Tiberias—a commitment lent credibility by the fact that
during the previous nineteen years when the Syrian forces were on the lake, they had refrained
from pumping water from it. For Syria, they insisted, the issue was not so much water usage as



the national/symbolic one of restoring Syrian sovereignty over “every inch” of land lost in 1967:
“Giving up a grain of our soil is treason,” Assad said.22 In his memoirs, American negotiator
Martin Indyk explained:

Insisting on Israel’s withdrawal to the June 4 line rather than the international line—a difference of only a few hundred
meters—was especially important to Assad because it signaled to the Arab world that he was regaining land taken by
conquest; in his mind that represented the difference between dignity and humiliation, patriotism and treason.23

There were still some differences on the boundary issue. The draft treaty simply noted Syria’s
insistence that it must be based on the pre–1967 war lines. Significantly, the Israelis did not flatly
reject this, but argued that the boundary must “take into account security and other vital interests
of the Parties as well as legal considerations of both sides.”

The boundary issue remained unresolved, however, despite Barak’s initial admission that the
Rabin government had agreed in principle to the Syrian position. There matters stood until Barak
repeated the process of Israeli retreats from its previous positions. Facing continued public
opposition, Barak backed down. To be sure, that opposition was considerable: “A whole
generation of Israelis had grown up believing that the Golan . . . was essential for Israel’s
security and thus should remain in her hands. . . . Other polls showed that only 13 percent of
Israelis were in favor of a full withdrawal from the Golan Heights.”24

Hafiz Assad died in June 2000 and was succeeded by his son, Bashar Assad. In his first months
in office the new Syrian leader on several occasions signaled that he was prepared to restart the
negotiations and sign a peace treaty, provided the remaining issues were satisfactorily resolved.
Barak insisted, however, that before negotiations could resume, Syria would have to agree to
abandon its claim to any part of Lake Tiberias. This position reportedly angered some members
of Barak’s government, who argued that he “was not responsive enough to the signals that
emanated from Damascus following the death of Hafiz Assad,” instead giving Syria “the same
ultimatum that he gave Arafat: First, announce your willingness to compromise and then . . . we
renew the dialogue.”25

When Barak’s demand was rejected by the new Syrian government, he abruptly ended the pre-
negotiations process. According to subsequent Israeli reports, Barak had acted unilaterally,
without consulting his cabinet. Then, in spring 2001, the Israeli prime minister again rejected
signals that Bashar Assad would be willing to pick up the negotiations where they had been
broken off a year earlier. And when Bill Clinton told Assad that Barak could not take the
political risk of agreeing to a return to the line of June 4, 1967, “a deal that seemed ripe for the
making” collapsed.26

There is an overwhelming consensus among US and Israeli officials that Hafez Assad (and in
all probability Bashar Assad) was prepared for a full peace treaty that would protect Israel’s
legitimate security and water interests. Consequently, Israel bears the major responsibility for the
lost opportunity for peace.

In his memoirs, Bill Clinton wrote:

The Syrians came to [the negotiations] . . . in a positive and flexible frame of mind, eager to make an agreement. By
contrast, Barak, who had pushed hard for the talks, decided, apparently on the basis of polling data . . . to slow-walk the
process. . . . I was, to put it mildly, disappointed. . . . It quickly became apparent that Barak still had not authorized
anyone on his team to accept June 4, no matter what the Syrians offered.27

Strikingly, during the 1990s negotiations, top Israeli military, defense, and intelligence officials



strongly supported giving back the Golan Heights in return for a full peace with Syria:

According to Haaretz, “General Staff officers . . . [believed] that a peace deal could be struck after a very short summit
meeting.” After Barak refused Assad’s terms, the story continued, IDF officers now feel at liberty to state explicitly that
. . . responsibility for the failure of negotiations with Syria last year is borne by Barak, not Hafez Assad. General Staff
officers were willing to assent to Assad’s demand that Israel withdraw from the northeast shoreline of Lake Tiberias,
and they believed that Barak’s intransigent refusal to comply with the Syrian demand reflected a triumph of passing
domestic political considerations over permanent security needs.28

Barak’s senior advisor Gada Baltiansky, told reporters: “I heard senior members of the Israeli
delegation saying that an agreement was possible within two or three months. On all the issues—
normalization, security, and water—we got more than we’d gotten before. . . . In the negotiations
with Syria, there was no creativity, no openness, no readiness to shatter myths—just like in the
negotiations with the Palestinians.”29

In a 2003 Israeli documentary three senior officials who participated in the failed 1999 Israeli-
Syrian negotiations said that it was Barak who missed the opportunity, getting cold feet because
of domestic opposition. General Uri Sagie, who headed the Israeli negotiating team, said, “It was
clear to me and I still hold the view that it was possible to reach an agreement.” The
documentary also quoted US officials making the same point. For example, Martin Indyk said,
“We applied heavy pressure on the Syrians and they made a series of concessions. They expected
to hear the magic words, withdrawal to the ’67 borders.”

Galia Golan summed up the evidence: “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.”30

Bill Clinton and the Breakdown of the Negotiations

Clinton shares the blame for the lost opportunity for peace. Though he sought to persuade Barak
to accept Assad’s overtures—and in his memoirs is critical of Barak’s stonewalling—he was
unwilling to put any real pressure on the Israeli prime minister and in his public statements he
largely blamed Syria for the breakdown of the negotiations.

Even Dennis Ross, Clinton’s primary advisor on Israeli matters and almost always inclined to
support the Israeli positions, is critical of Barak and Clinton, writing that Barak ruled out making
any concessions even as the Syrians moved on every issue, writing, “Why did President Clinton
tolerate Barak’s posture? Why would he not say to him, If you want my help, and if you want me
to continue my efforts, I need you either to directly reaffirm [Rabin’s conditional withdrawal
offer] . . . or allow me to do it—otherwise you are on your own. That was simply not Bill
Clinton. He had great sympathy for Barak’s political predicament.”31

Another key Clinton administration official, Martin Indyk, also makes it clear that he thought
the president should have done much more to pressure Barak, pointing out that “there were no
suggestions or even hints at a reduction of U.S. aid to Israel or a reduction of other types of
support.”32 On the contrary, a recently declassified December 15, 1999, transcript of a telephone
conversation between Clinton and Barak reveals the extent to which, in Ahron Bregman words,
Clinton was “speaking from Barak’s script” when he told him: “I think that the most important
thing for you is the Sea of Galilee. If I were in your place I would be concerned that someone [a
reference to Syria] could try to poison the water of the Sea of Galilee.”33

Finally, Quandt argued that Clinton, “rather than simply parrot[ing]” Barak’s position, should



have presented an American proposal that, in return for Assad’s concessions, Israel would
withdraw to the June 4, 1967, line “without any gimmicks or ambiguity.” Clinton could then
“offer to provide American troops for a peacekeeping force on the Golan if both sides requested
it . . . consider a bilateral U.S.-Israeli security treaty . . . and offer a generous military support
package to help Israel redeploy its forces from Golan.”34

The Israeli scholar Ahron Bregman concludes:

The failure of Israel and Syria to reach peace during this period on the basis of a full Israeli withdrawal from the
occupied Golan was a missed opportunity and, clearly, the fault lay with Barak. . . . His offer to Assad [was] . . . less
than what the late prime minister, Yitzhak Rabin, had proposed before, namely, a full Israeli withdrawal from the
Golan Heights and a restoration of the pre-1967 situation, whereby Syria could access the Sea of Galilee.35

Ariel Sharon and the Syrian Negotiations

In March 2001, Ariel Sharon was elected prime minister of Israel. In the next few years, Bashar
Assad told the Sharon administration and US officials that he wanted to resume talks with Israel
without preconditions—meaning that his government would no longer insist that Israel must
agree in advance that it would return to the lines of June 4, 1967. As well, Syria would not insist
that Israel must also agree to reach an agreement with the Palestinians.36

Bashar Assad’s overtures were rebuffed by Sharon, who on a number of occasions told
interviewers that Israeli security prohibited any withdrawal from Golan, even if the Syrians
dropped their demand to return to the shoreline of Lake Tiberias, and even in return for full
peace. Israeli forces must remain close to Damascus, he said, in order to deter Syrian
aggression.37

Once again, leading Israeli generals rejected Sharon’s security arguments. Chief of Staff
Moshe Ya’alon told a Haaretz interviewer that he favored negotiations with Assad and that he
was ready to cede the Golan Heights to Syria in return for a true peace agreement. However, he
said, “Sharon rejected my suggestion outright.”38

Ehud Olmert and the Syrian Negotiations

After Sharon suffered a major stroke on January 4, 2006, Ehud Olmert became the acting prime
minister and was elected to a full term in March 2006. As noted earlier, Olmert initially
dismissed the December 2006 Israeli intelligence report that Bashar Assad had “a real desire to
reach an agreement with Israel.” However, the earlier secret talks had narrowed the gap between
the Israeli and Syrian positions on the key issues, and in July 2006, the Israeli and Syrian
negotiators reached agreement on the principles that should govern a peace treaty between their
countries.39 The main points are summarized below.

Sovereignty and Borders: Israel would gradually withdraw from the Golan Heights (over a
five- to fifteen-year period) to the lines of June 4, 1967, and Syria would hold sovereignty over
that territory. However, further negotiations were necessary to establish exactly where those lines
were; Syria contended that they extended to the shoreline of the northeast corner of Lake
Tiberias—a factual claim that is supported by the judgment of independent experts, including
Israelis.

Water. Israel would control the use and disposition of the water in the upper Jordan River and
Lake Tiberias. Syria would not interrupt or obstruct the natural flow of water in either quality or
quantity in the Jordan River, its tributaries in the Golan Heights, and Lake Tiberias. However,
Syrian use of those waters for residential drinking and fishing purposes was guaranteed.



Subsequently, Assad reiterated to former president Jimmy Carter that Syria would not
withdraw the drinking water from these sources but that it expected financial assistance for
desalination plants and a commitment from Turkey that it would supply Syria with water.40

Security. The areas the Israeli forces would vacate would be demilitarized and only a limited
Syrian police presence would be deployed. As well, the armed forces of both sides would be
limited in the nearby regions, though the Syrians would be required to withdraw to a much
greater distance than Israel. An early warning station, manned by the United States, would be
established to monitor the agreement.

Another key issue during the negotiations was Syria’s ties to Hezbollah, Hamas, and Iran.
Israel insisted that Syria commit to breaking those ties; while Syria rejected that as a
precondition, senior officials told Israeli journalists that in the context of a peace agreement,
Syria would seek to curb militant groups in the region as well as distance itself from Iran.41 The
Haaretz diplomatic correspondent wrote: “The Assad family . . . considers itself to be an integral
part of the Sunni world, objects to the Shi’a theocratic regime, and is particularly opposed to
Iran’s policy in Iraq.”42

Later, in July 2008, the lead Israeli negotiator during the talks said that Syria was willing to
cut its close relations with Iran in return for financial and military support from the United States
and that Bashar Assad was “increasingly open to a peace deal with Israel which could greatly
weaken Iran’s influence in the Middle East.”43

Israeli military and intelligence officials—now including Barak, who became the defense
minister in the Olmert government—overwhelmingly and often publicly supported a peace
agreement with Syria along the lines of the draft treaty; among those high-level officials were
IDF chief of staff Gabi Ashkenazi, and his predecessors as heads of the IDF, Shaul Mofaz,
Moshe Ya’alon, and Dan Halutz.44 Mossad chief Meir Dagan disagreed, but Ilan Mizrahi, former
deputy chief of Mossad and the national security advisor to Olmert, argued that Israel should
make a deal with Syria because it would “change the security situation in the Middle East.”
When asked if an Israeli withdrawal from the Golan would be a security threat, he responded:
“Our chief of staff doesn’t think so. Our head of military intelligence doesn’t think so. . . . The
best Israeli generals are saying we can negotiate it, so I believe them.”45

Nonetheless, once again the Israeli government turned down the opportunity to reach a peace
agreement; when the Syrians demanded that the talks become official and be conducted at a
senior level with the participation of the US government, Olmert refused, and the “unofficial”
negotiations ended.46 There were several reasons. First, surveys continued to show that large
majorities of the Israeli public objected to withdrawing from the Golan Heights, even for peace
with Syria.47 Second, Olmert was in the midst of promising negotiations with Palestinian
Authority (PA) president Mahmoud Abbas that would require an Israeli withdrawal from the
West Bank; he didn’t believe that the public could swallow two such reversals of past Israeli
policies, especially since the level of national trust in him was declining.48

Finally, the Bush administration, furious at what it believed was Assad’s “stirring of unrest” in
Iraq and his undermining of US policies there, was adamantly opposed to an Israeli-Syrian deal
that “would be considered a prize in Damascus.” According to a Haaretz news story, “When
Israeli officials asked Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice about the possibility of exploring the
seriousness of Syrian calls for peace talks, she responded: Don’t even think about it.” And
“Jerusalem obeyed,” stated the Haaretz headline.49



Netanyahu and Syria, Part II

In March 2009, Benjamin Netanyahu was elected to his second term as prime minister. In late
2009, John Kerry, then chair of the Senate Committee on Foreign Relations, met with Bashar
Assad who told him that he was ready to reopen negotiations with Israel. When Kerry pressed
Assad on his support for the Hezbollah in Lebanon, Assad replied that “everything is to be
negotiated,” which Kerry understood to mean that this policy could change if a peace deal was
reached with Israel. When Assad asked Kerry what it would take to convince Israel to reopen
negotiations, Kerry advised him to make a secret proposal in the form of a letter to President
Obama, which could then be passed on to Netanyahu.50

In 2010, Assad sent such a letter to Obama, stating “Syria’s willingness to take a number of
steps in exchange for the return of the Golan from Israel.” The Assad offer was passed to the
Israeli government, and as a result, Netanyahu, again at the urging of Barak and other high
military and defense officials, authorized secret talks.51 In January 2011, Netanyahu sent a
message to Assad, saying that he would be ready to discuss Syria’s demand for a full Israeli
withdrawal from the Golan Heights to the June 4, 1967, lines, on the condition that Syria agree to
abandon its alliance with Iran and Hezbollah.52 “The idea,” an Israeli participant in the talks told
the New York Times, “was to see if we could drive a wedge in the radical axis of Iran-Syria-
Hezbollah.”53

The talks, brokered by Obama’s chief Middle East advisor Dennis Ross and other US
government officials, continued until March 2011. However, neither side was prepared to
unambiguously state their bottom lines, for Assad would not go further than a cautious
willingness to discuss “Syria’s strategic positioning and regional security issues” and Netanyahu
refused to commit to a full Israeli withdrawal from the Golan. According to an Israeli official
involved in the talks, “Netanyahu did not commit to returning the entire area, but he did not shut
the door to the territorial claims of the Syrians. . . .[T]he proposal he suggested was—if I get
what I want, the broad context of which was Iran and Hezbollah, I am prepared to discuss their
territorial demands.”54

Israeli-Syrian Relations since the Outbreak of the Syrian Civil War

It is not clear whether this you-go-first dance could have ended successfully if the outbreak of
the Syrian civil war in early 2011 had not led Netanyahu to end the talks. Since then, Israel has
followed a dual-track policy toward the Bashar Assad regime. On the one hand, it has repeatedly
attacked the forces and weapons sites in Syria of Hezbollah and Iran, two of Assad’s major allies
in his fight against rebel forces, including ISIS (Islamic State in Iraq and Syria). Yet, in other
ways, Israel has operated as “a silent ally of Assad”55 because it has had no practical alternative
to him, especially after the most radical groups became the dominant force in the original rebel
coalition and tens of thousands of Jihadists established bases in southern Syria, near the Golan
Heights. As well, Assad continued to prevent any attacks on Israel from Syrian territory; in July
2018 Netanyahu said: “We haven’t had a problem with the Assad regime. . . . For 40 years, not a
single bullet was fired on the Golan Heights.”56

In March 2019, at Netanyahu’s urging, the Trump administration formally recognized Israeli
sovereignty over the Golan, almost certainly closing the door to any chance of it being returned
to Syria in the context of an overall peace agreement. Thus, once again Israel—this time with the
enthusiastic support of the American government—forfeited an opportunity for real peace. In the



absence of a peace treaty, it is not difficult to imagine circumstances in which the current no-war,
no-peace situation could deteriorate into armed conflict, particularly if Assad continues to accept
Iranian military assistance in what remains of the Syrian civil war.

Today Israel considers Iran to be its most dangerous enemy. Yet, but for its fixation on pure
symbolism—preventing Syria from having a foothold on a corner of Lake Tiberias—in all
likelihood an attainable Israeli-Syrian peace treaty would have included a commitment by the
Assads, father and son, not only to refrain from interfering with Israeli access to the Jordan River
and the lake but also to curb the Iranian role in Syria.

Perhaps even more than the many other opportunities for peace settlements that have been lost
primarily because of Israeli intransigence, the unwillingness of one Israeli government after
another to make an almost purely symbolic concession to Syria, one that has been supported by
the great majority of its generals and other security analysts, has been an almost unfathomable
blow to Israel’s own declared national interests.



PART THREE
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The Israeli-Palestinian Conflict, 1917–88

Recapitulating the Zionist-Palestinian Conflict, 1917–48

In the 2,000 years prior to the 1917 Balfour Declaration, except for tiny minorities of Jews and
Christians, Palestine was peopled by Arab Muslims, though they were usually ruled by foreign
empires: the Romans, the Crusaders, and the Ottoman Turks. Despite that history, the Zionist
argument is that even though the Jews were largely expelled from Palestine by the Romans, they
never ceased to be the true and only legitimate indigenous people of the land of Palestine.
Indeed, throughout those twenty centuries, it is claimed, Palestine continued to be the national
home for the Jewish people throughout the world.

At the end of the nineteenth century, however, there were only about 50,000 Jews in Palestine,
about 3 percent of the total population and a tiny fraction of the some 10 million global Jewish
population, scattered in numerous “homelands” throughout the world. After the development of
Zionism, Jewish migration to Palestine increased somewhat, but soon generated resistance by the
indigenous peoples.1 As Palestinian nationalism grew in opposition to both British rule after the
Balfour Declaration and the Zionist settlements, major riots occurred in 1920–21, 1929, and the
“Arab revolt” of 1936–39.

It is often argued that the Zionists simply didn’t recognize that the Arabs constituted the
overwhelming majority in the land of Palestine—allegedly regarding it as “a land without a
people for a people without a land”—but that was far from being the case. The leading Zionist
leaders during the 1930s—Vladimir Jabotinsky, David Ben-Gurion, and even Moshe Sharett, the
most dovish of the major leaders—clearly recognized that the overwhelming majority of the
indigenous inhabitants of Palestine were unwilling to make way for the establishment of a Jewish
state in their land and understandably chose to resist.

The conclusion the Zionists drew was that Palestinian resistance had to be militarily defeated.
Of course, they could have made a different choice, namely, to accept the international
consensus, from the 1930s until today, that almost all outside observers, leaders, and
investigating bodies have reached: that the only fair and legitimate solution to the conflict must
be that of partition, the division of the land of Palestine between the Jews and the Palestinians, or
in contemporary parlance, “the two-state solution.”

To be sure, the Palestinians and the Arab states also initially rejected a two-state compromise,
for example, as it was embodied in the 1947 UN partition plan, while for tactical reasons Ben-
Gurion and the other Zionist leaders officially “accepted” it—but their fingers were crossed
behind their backs, for they planned to expand from the partition borders once they had the
power to do so. Which they did.

The Israeli-Palestinian Conflict, 1948–82



For a number of years after the 1948 war there was little organized Palestinian resistance to
Israel, as Egypt controlled the Gaza Strip and King Abdullah continued to rule over the West
Bank, officially annexing it to Jordan in April 1950.

In 1964, the Palestine Liberation Organization (PLO) was formed to represent the Palestinian
nationalist movement; the leading Arab governments had encouraged and played an important
early role in the creation of the PLO, partly in order to gain control over it so as to avoid being
drawn into war with Israel.2

In its early years, however, the PLO was committed to “liberating” all of Palestine, which its
1964 National Charter defined to mean all the territory between the Jordan River and the
Mediterranean—meaning, of course, all of the territory that became the state of Israel. In January
1965, the main Palestinian guerrilla organization, Fatah, began launching attacks into Israel from
bases in Jordan, Lebanon, and, in particular, Syria. In the next two years, the attacks precipitated
increasingly severe Israeli retaliations, culminating in the 1967 war.

Following the war, the Arab defeat intensified the determination of the PLO to free itself from
the control of the Arab governments that might reach political settlements with Israel that
ignored the plight of the Palestinians.3 In 1969, Yasser Arafat became the primary leader of the
PLO, which in 1974 was designated by an Arab state summit meeting as “the sole legitimate
representative of the Palestinian people.”

Though himself a practicing Muslim, Arafat was not a zealot and intended the PLO to be a
secular national movement rather than a religious one. Even before Arafat came to power, the
PLO was primarily secular, had sought to separate religion from politics, and had called for the
creation in Palestine of a democratic and secular state. Indeed, many PLO leaders specifically
denounced anti-Semitism and emphasized their intention to accept Jews as equal citizens in a
new Palestine.

Lost Opportunities for an Israeli-Palestinian Peace Settlement after the 1967 War

The Palestinian issue arose again after the 1967 war, during which Israel captured the West
Bank, Gaza, and all of Jerusalem. In the weeks following the war, the Israeli cabinet met a
number of times to consider what to do. Three possibilities were considered, the first of which
was Israeli annexation, formal or de facto, of the conquered territories. This was quickly rejected,
for few Israeli leaders wanted the responsibilities and headaches of establishing permanent rule
over the Palestinians, especially since an eventual “demographic problem,” meaning the
emergence of a Palestinian majority in an expanded or “Greater” Israel, could be foreseen.

The second briefly considered possibility was “the Palestinian option”—allowing the creation
of some kind of limited or semi-autonomous Palestinian state in the occupied territories. A large
majority of the cabinet ministers, including Defense Minister Moshe Dayan and Prime Minister
Levi Eshkol, initially favored some kind of Palestinian option, though there was no agreement on
just how much independence the Palestinians would be allowed.4

According to Amos Elon, one of Israel’s leading journalists during this period, there was a
“distinct possibility” that shortly after the 1967 war Israel could have reached a peace settlement
with the Palestinians at a time when the PLO was still a “fairly marginal group.” During the
summer of 1967, Alon wrote, a number of senior Israeli intelligence officers spoke with
prominent Palestinian civil and political leaders throughout the West Bank and reported to
Dayan that most of them were ready to agree to the establishment of a demilitarized Palestinian
state in the West Bank and to sign a separate peace with Israel. However, Dayan buried their



report, which was never submitted to the cabinet.5
In any case, for several reasons the Israeli government quickly abandoned the Palestinian

option. The opposition of the American government was a major factor.6 On July 30, 1967,
Foreign Minister Abba Eban told the Israeli cabinet that the Johnson administration firmly
rejected the idea of a Palestinian state and would not provide political or economic support to
such a solution for the Israel-Palestinian conflict. Instead, the US government proposed that the
Palestinian issue should be decided in negotiations between Israel and Jordan. On hearing Eban’s
report, Eshkol commented that “Hussein is the darling of the Americans,” and therefore Israel
could not bypass him in any settlement of the conflict.7

In any event, the Israeli government itself became increasingly concerned over growing
militant Palestinian nationalism, led by the PLO—which at that point was committed to the
destruction of the state of Israel and its replacement by a Palestinian state throughout all of
Mandatory Palestine.

The “Jordanian solution,” then, was the third opportunity for Israel to have ended its conflict
with the Palestinians. Israeli scholarship has conclusively demonstrated that Israel could have
reached peace agreements with Jordan at any point from 1948 through the late 1980s, and by so
doing could have transferred the Palestinian “problem,” in effect, to the Jordanians: until 1988,
the Hashemite monarchies of Abdullah and Hussein were no less opposed than Israel to the
establishment of an independent Palestinian state in the West Bank and Gaza, over which they
claimed their own sovereignty.

Had Israel agreed to accept the Jordanian sovereignty claims, almost all Israeli and other
historians of that period agree, Jordan would have stayed out of the 1948 and 1967 wars,
suppressed the Palestinian nationalist movement in the West Bank and Gaza, and agreed to a
number of measures to meet legitimate Israeli security concerns.

Indeed, no less an authority than Yasser Arafat told his biographer what would have happened
if Israel had agreed to withdraw from the West Bank after the 1967 war: King Hussein, he said,
would have immediately agreed to a peace treaty with Israel and restored Jordanian sovereignty
and military rule in the West Bank. In that case, Arafat continued, “The PLO would have been
finished. Absolutely finished.”8

Nonetheless, after the 1948 war and again after the 1967 war, Israel rejected the Jordanian
option. The most important reason, of course, was that the Israelis did not wish to renounce their
ambition to create a “Greater Israel,” encompassing the West Bank, Jerusalem, and Gaza as well
as its expanded territories following the 1948 war. Beyond that, there was growing opposition
among Israeli leaders to returning the conquered territories to Jordan—for some, because they
distrusted King Hussein; for others, conversely, because they feared that he would lose power to
a militant Islamic or Palestinian movement. In any case, by the 1970s the growth of militant
Jewish settlements in the West Bank resulted in the progressive abandonment of government
support for returning the conquered territories to Jordan—either because Israeli political leaders
supported the ever-expanding settler movement or feared the political consequences of opposing
it.

The Israeli historian Avi Raz summed up the policy choices facing the Israeli leaders at the
end of the 1967 war: either the Palestinian or the Jordanian options would have provided “a
historic opportunity to defuse the Palestinian problem which lies at the heart of the decades-long
Arab-Zionist conflict.” However, he continued, “it chose neither option.”9

The PLO Evolves



After the 1967 war, UN Resolution 242 ignored the question of Palestinian political rights,
particularly the creation of a Palestinian state in the occupied territories, instead calling only for
“a just settlement of the refugee problem.” For this reason and because at that time the PLO still
regarded a Palestinian state in the occupied territories as only the first step toward the full
“liberation” of all Palestine, the organization rejected the UN resolution.

In the early 1970s the PLO turned to terrorism, whose main purpose was to call international
attention to the Palestinian political cause and ultimately to force Israel to withdraw from the
occupied territories. For several years during this period there were numerous PLO bombings
and other attacks on Israeli civilian targets both inside and outside Israel, the most notorious of
the latter being the killing of eleven Israeli athletes during the 1972 Munich Olympics. While
Palestinian terrorism did indeed focus global attention on the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, its
methods were not only morally reprehensible but ended by undermining the Palestinian cause
and even led to severe criticism from its own supporters.

For example, Rashid Khalidi, a leading Palestinian American historian and activist and
informal advisor to the PLO, wrote that the organization’s “equivocations and hesitations” with
regard to a two-state settlement as well as its “self-defeating” terrorist attacks had resulted only
in its exclusion from US and Soviet efforts to bring about a peace settlement.10

Similarly, Yezid Sayigh, another prominent Palestinian academician and activist and member
of several PLO delegations to international conferences, argued that while Arafat came to
genuinely support a two-state compromise with Israel, he undercut the chances for such a
settlement by mistakenly believing that diplomacy would have a better chance of success if
accompanied by the use of force.11

In any case, beginning no later than 1973, the PLO’s political position began to give way—
albeit ambiguously, tentatively, and inconsistently—to a willingness to seek a compromise
political solution with Israel.12 The first step was the decision by Arafat and the PLO, taken in
the wake of international outrage at the attack on the Israeli athletes during the 1972 Olympics,
to end attacks on Israel within its pre-1967 boundaries or Jewish targets outside of Israel, though
not against attacks within the occupied territories.

The emerging indications of Palestinian pragmatism and hints that a compromise settlement
might be acceptable were ignored by the Israeli government. To be sure, Israel could point to the
continued terrorism and rejectionism of many in the Palestinian movement, but this argument is
best regarded as more the pretext than the reason for its refusal to explore the possibility of a
compromise settlement. If Israel had been truly interested in a settlement with the Palestinians it
could have specified that it was willing to negotiate with a PLO that accepted the existence of
Israel, ended terrorism, and sought only a separate Palestinian state. And in light of growing
sentiment within the PLO for a two-state settlement, had it done so almost certainly it would
have accelerated the Palestinian movement toward moderation and pragmatism.

The US reaction was somewhat more ambiguous. Declassified White House documents reveal
that as early as 1970, State Department officials argued that the Palestinians could not be ignored
if a peace settlement was to be reached and urged the Nixon administration to bring them into the
peace process;13 in the next few years the leading government Middle East experts, including
National Security Council (NSC) official William Quandt, Assistant Secretary of State Joseph
Sisco, and Deputy Assistant Secretary of State Alfred Atherton, continued to argue, as Quandt
put it in an internal US government assessment, that “Arafat clearly wishes to move toward a
political settlement recognizing, at least implicitly, Israel’s right to peaceful existence.”14

Officially, however, like the Israeli government, the Nixon administration—or more precisely



Henry Kissinger—was not interested in opening a dialogue with the PLO, and in September
1975 the administration reached a secret agreement with Israel in which it pledged that the US
government would not recognize or negotiate with the PLO until it recognized the right of Israel
to exist.15 In his memoirs, Kissinger acknowledges the emerging indications of changes in PLO
policies toward Israel, but says:

A Palestinian state run by the PLO was certain to be irredentist. Even should it change its professed aims, it would not
likely remain moderate for long; the PLO’s many extremist factions would see to that. Its Soviet ties, too, would lead it
in the direction of becoming a radical state like Libya or South Yemen. . . . To them [the Palestinians], a West Bank
ministate could be only an interim step toward their final aims.16

In fact, though, Kissinger may not have been quite as inflexible as he implies in his memoirs, for
it has now been revealed that with his knowledge and apparent approval, by mid-1973 the PLO
had established a secret “back-channel” dialogue with high CIA officials, including director
Richard Helms, who along with other CIA experts regarded a quiet dialogue with the PLO as
valuable.17 And indeed, Kissinger authorized the CIA’s back-channel officials to convey to
Arafat that “if the Palestinians are prepared to participate in a settlement by negotiation, the U.S.
would be pleased to hear their ideas.”18

As a result of these signs of flexibility in the US government, several Israeli and American
historians have concluded, Arafat and his close associates in the PLO believed that there was a
chance that the door might be opening for US support for a two-state solution but that it would
rapidly be closed if terrorism continued.

The disastrous defeat of the Arab states in the 1973 war also played a major role in convincing
Arafat of the need for a compromise peace settlement.19 Arafat’s decision to start peace
negotiations with Israel led to the June 1974 PLO agreement to adopt a new strategy that called
for a struggle for “every part of Palestine that is liberated” (emphasis added). Anziska writes that
this constituted “an acceptance of a political solution on a limited piece of territory,”20 the first
step, however vague, that opened the door for a Palestinian acceptance of a two-state solution.

Once again, though, Israel dismissed the emerging signs of Palestinian moderation as “nothing
new.” In the next three years, despite some remaining ambiguities or vagueness in the PLO
position as well as the continued violence of radical factions within the movement, it became
clearer that the moderate Arafat position was becoming the majority one,21 as was known to the
Israeli government; if the Israelis had been genuinely interested in a peaceful compromise
settlement with the Palestinians, they would have seized the opportunity to open negotiations
with them.22

Despite the Israeli rejectionism, the evidence continued to grow that Arafat and the PLO were
serious about a compromise political settlement. For example, in January 1976 the PLO declared
its support for a UN Security Council resolution—vetoed by the United States—which called for
a two-state settlement based on the pre-June 1967 boundaries; in March 1977 the annual meeting
of the Palestinian National Council (affiliated with the PLO) formally declared its desire to
participate in negotiations for a political settlement; in October 1977 the PLO welcomed a joint
statement of the United States and the Soviet Union that called for an international conference to
settle the conflict; and in April 1981 the PLO National Council unanimously passed a resolution
endorsing a proposal of Soviet president Brezhnev for peace in the Middle East which called for
the establishment of a Palestinian state in the context of “ensuring the security and sovereignty of
all states of the region including those of Israel.”23

The Israeli governments of Menachem Begin and his 1983 successor Yitzhak Shamir ignored



the changes in the PLO’s policies and opposed even the limited concessions to the cause of
Palestinian justice, such as those cautiously advanced by the Reagan administration, as described
in the next chapter. Nonetheless, over the next few years the PLO’s position continued to evolve:
“The notion that a state of Palestine could exist side by side with a state of Israel, near heresy in
the 1970s,” Anziska writes, “had emerged as the preferred Palestinian position at the close of the
1980s.”24

Finally, in November 1988, the PLO officially recognized Israel and accepted its right to exist,
and therefore would seek only the creation of a Palestinian state in the West Bank and Gaza, with
Arab East Jerusalem as its capital. Further, it agreed that the new state would be largely
demilitarized, would welcome the stationing of international peacekeeping forces along its
borders to ensure demilitarization and peace, and would end terrorism and all forms of attack on
Israel from its territory.25

In 1989, Herbert Kelman, a renowned Harvard social psychologist and leading scholar on
international conflict, arranged a secret meeting between leading PLO and moderate-dovish
Israeli politicians and academics.26 Kelman had a number of conversations with Arafat, and in a
widely discussed article concluded that despite his internal hard line, the PLO leader was
pragmatic, open, and flexible; was interested in peaceful coexistence with Israel; but was
unwilling to state this directly until he was assured that Israel would allow the creation of a
Palestinian state. Without such assurances, Arafat emphasized, not only would his political
power but even his life would be at risk. Kelman accepted these judgments and argued that
mutual concessions could lead to an Israeli-Palestinian peace settlement.27

Israel’s policies remained unchanged.
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The Rise and Fall of the Peace Process, 1975–99

Starting in the mid-1970s a number of Arab states began seeking a two-state solution to the
Israeli-Palestinian conflict. After the 1973 war it became clear that Egypt under Anwar Sadat and
Hosni Mubarak favored such a settlement.

Even Saudi Arabia began moving from the rejectionist camp toward a reluctant but
nonetheless increasingly firm recognition that a negotiated settlement was necessary. In May
1975, King Khaled publicly stated that his country was prepared to recognize Israel’s right to
exist within the 1967 borders, on condition that a Palestinian state was established between Israel
and Jordan.1

In an August 1981 Arab summit meeting, Saudi crown prince Fahd, who became king a year
later, expanded on King Khaled’s proposal: Israel should be accepted and recognized by the
Arab world if it withdrew from the territories conquered in 1967, dismantled its settlements
there, allowed the creation of an independent Palestinian state in the West Bank and Gaza with
its capital in East Jerusalem, and gave the refugees from the 1948 and 1967 wars the right to
either return to their homes or receive compensation.

Israel ignored the Fahd plan; Shimon Peres was quoted as saying that the plan “threatened
Israel’s very existence.”2 In reality, as a number of scholars have observed, the Fahd plan was
part of the accumulating evidence that the Arab states were ready to accept Israel, provided it
withdrew from the West Bank and Gaza.3

The Reagan administration also ignored the Fahd plan. Instead, in September 1982, Reagan
proposed his own “Reagan Plan” for a peace settlement, saying, “It is clear to me that peace
cannot be achieved by the formation of an independent Palestinian state in those territories, nor is
it achievable on the basis of Israeli sovereignty or permanent control over the West Bank and
Gaza.”4

Thus, though rejecting the creation of an independent Palestinian state and emphasizing the
“ironclad commitment” of the United States to Israeli security, Reagan said that Israeli
annexation or permanent control over the occupied territories was “in no way necessary” for the
defense of Israel. “The question now,” the president continued, “is how to reconcile Israel’s
legitimate security concerns with the legitimate rights of the Palestinians.”5

To reconcile this clash of rights, the Reagan Plan proposed a five-year transition period during
which the Palestinians would have full autonomy over their internal affairs, followed by a
“peaceful and orderly transfer of authority from Israel to the Palestinian inhabitants of the West
Bank and Gaza.” During this period, Israeli settlement expansion had to end: “The United States
will not support the use of any additional land for the purpose of settlements during the
transitional period,” Reagan said. However, the Palestinians would not be given an independent
state but only some kind of unspecified “association” with Jordan.6

Unsurprisingly, the Israeli government flatly rejected the Reagan Plan, even as a starting point



for negotiations; on the contrary, it announced that it would expand the settlements in the West
Bank and Gaza, with a view toward putting more than 1 million Jewish settlers in those areas
over the next thirty years.7

Because the Reagan Plan opposed the creation of an independent Palestinian state, the PLO
was also unhappy; it was even excluded from negotiations looking toward a settlement.
Nonetheless, Arafat convinced the PLO not to reject the plan outright, both because it was an
improvement over past US policies that had ignored the plight of the Palestinians, and because
he was unwilling to offend the US government. Accordingly, as one senior PLO official put it,
the PLO’s response to the Reagan Plan amounted to “saying yes and no at the same time.”8

In early September 1982, a week after the Reagan Plan was announced, an Arab state summit
met in Fez, Morocco, and adopted the Fahd plan, which had been modified to include Arab
recognition of the PLO as “the sole legitimate representative” of the Palestinians. Accordingly, in
February 1983, the PLO endorsed the Fez Plan, as it was then called—in fact, Arafat had helped
write it—which then became the overall policy, known today as the Arab Peace Initiative (API),
which has several times been approved by all the leading Arab states.

Reagan’s hope that the PLO could be bypassed in favor of King Hussein—a return, in effect,
to the “Jordanian Option”—went nowhere. According to Tessler’s analysis, the king rejected the
idea for several reasons. First, the Soviet Union was pressuring him to do so. Second, early
indications that the PLO might cooperate with the Jordanian monarch were soon dashed by the
adamant opposition of the more radical groups within the Palestinian organization. Third,
Hussein believed that the Reagan Plan would go nowhere in the absence of American pressure
on Israel.9

Hussein’s misgivings proved correct; the administration even reassured Begin that it would
not cut off aid or employ other pressures against it. Indeed, US aid to Israel was increased.
Consequently, the Reagan Plan came to an end when in early 1983 both the PLO and Jordan
formally declared their opposition to it. As a result, the Reagan administration decided to turn its
attention elsewhere, and there were no further US initiatives on the Israeli-Palestinian conflict
during Reagan’s time in office.10

The First Palestinian Intifada

Shortly after the end of the 1967 war, Israel began the process of expanding into and occupying
the newly conquered territories in the West Bank, East Jerusalem, and Gaza. In the West Bank,
the initial Israeli focus was on the Jordan River Valley, the eastern border area between the West
Bank and Jordan. The problem, as the Israelis saw it, was that there were some 250,000
Palestinians living in the region, many of them refugees from the 1948 war and the Nakba. Over
the next few years, many of them were either driven from or fled the area because of numerous
harsh Israeli actions, such as the seizure of Palestinian lands to build Jewish settlements, the
demolition of Palestinian homes, the physical harassment of the local inhabitants, and a number
of measures reducing Palestinian access to water, even including the destruction of wells and
pipelines.

It is true that in the Jordan River Valley the Israelis had a plausible national security claim, for
any invading Arab armies from Jordan, Syria, or Iraq would likely have to pass through the area
on their way into the rest of the West Bank and Israel itself. Thus, Israeli military control of the
region could provide a forward defense against such attacks. Even so, some Israeli and other
military experts questioned the need for Israel to occupy and largely depopulate the low-lying



areas of the valley, arguing that it could be defended by purely conventional (non-nuclear)
military methods, especially because Israeli forces held the high ground and mountain passes.

Further, whatever the earlier force of the security argument, it became less persuasive as the
likelihood of a post-1967 massive attack designed to destroy Israel faded, if only because its
adversaries knew or assumed that by the late 1960s Israel had nuclear weapons. Nonetheless, the
Israeli occupation of the Jordan River Valley deepened in the ensuing decades.

In any event, there was no legitimate security argument at all for the Israeli seizure of Arab
East Jerusalem immediately after the 1967 war and for subsequently settling religious fanatics in
the West Bank. The real motivating forces for most of the postwar Israeli expansionism into the
West Bank and East Jerusalem were clearly “Greater Israel” nationalism and religious
messianism. If anything, as many Israeli security experts pointed out at the time, the “need” to
defend the settlers was a security liability.

In December 1987, the first full-scale Palestinian revolt against the Israeli occupation broke out,
originating in the Gaza refugee camps and spreading into the West Bank and East Jerusalem.
Most analyses of the intifada, as it came to be known, consider it to have been a revolution from
below rather than one instituted by the PLO; for example, Tessler writes that it was “a
spontaneous and widespread” reaction to the expanding Israeli settlements in the occupied
territories and to the increasingly harsh measures employed by Israel to prevent Palestinian
resistance.11

The intifada, Morris wrote, “was not an armed rebellion but a massive, persistent campaign of
civil resistance, with strikes and commercial shutdowns, accompanied by violent (though
unarmed) demonstrations against the occupying forces.”12 To be sure, Morris adds, sometimes
Molotov cocktails and knives were used against the occupying forces. Once the PLO gained
control of the intifada, however, it prohibited terrorist attacks against civilians; although there
were a few such attacks, they were “almost invariably carried out by Hamas or Islamic Jihad.”13

Shortly after the outbreak of the intifada, Defense Minister Yitzhak Rabin warned that “the
first priority of the security forces is to prevent violent demonstrations with force, power and
blows. . . . We will make it clear who is running the territories.”14 In addition to the outright
shootings, Israel employed the following measures: “mass arrests without trial, torture during
interrogation, the assembling of all the men in reoccupied villages . . . in some cases subjecting
them to merciless beatings, and the cordoning off of villages as ‘secure military areas’ . . . and
preventing entry and exit for days on end.”15

According to B’Tselem, the leading Israeli human rights organization, from the start of the
intifada until it ended in December 1993, Israel killed more than 1,100 Palestinians; during the
same period, about eighty Israeli civilians were killed in the occupied territories or inside Israel
itself.16 In addition to the killings, the IDF’s own estimates were that 15,000 to 20,000
Palestinians had been wounded in incidents related to the uprising, and arrests and
imprisonments associated with the intifada totaled about 50,000 by the end of its second year.17

The Bush Administration and the Madrid Conference

The attitudes and policies toward Israel of George H. W. Bush, Reagan’s successor, were similar
to those of Eisenhower: ambivalent, alternately seeing Israel as a strategic asset or, in light of US
interests in maintaining ties with the Arab world, as a strategic problem.18

Soon after Bush took office, Secretary of State James Baker outlined the administration’s



position on the Israeli-Palestinian conflict: the United States was committed to Israel’s security
but sought a compromise peace settlement. Israel, he said, must “lay aside the unrealistic vision
of a Greater Israel,” end the occupation, and grant political rights to the Palestinians. However,
these rights did not include the establishment of an independent Palestinian state. Instead, a
settlement should be based on “a reasonable middle ground,” meaning “self-government for the
Palestinians in the West Bank and Gaza in a manner acceptable to the Palestinians, Israel, and
Jordan.”19

The administration emphasized the need for Israel to stop the expansion of its settlements in
the occupied territories as the necessary first step toward a peace agreement with the
Palestinians. Unsurprisingly, the Israeli government, now led by Yitzhak Shamir, refused to do
so; on the contrary it soon announced a new settlement expansion program.

As a result, the Bush administration grew increasingly angry at Israeli intransigence. In a May
1989 speech to—no less—the annual AIPAC conference, Baker said that Israel must “lay aside,
once and for all, the unrealistic vision of a greater Israel” and treat the Palestinians “as neighbors
who deserve political rights.”20 Then, testifying in June 1990 before a congressional committee,
Baker, frustrated by continuing Israeli intransigence, bluntly stated: “The White House number is
202-456-1414. . . . When you are serious about peace, call us.”21

Despite these strong words, in the ensuing months, US economic and military support
continued unchanged. However, the administration’s refusal to tie US aid to Israeli policy
changes came under internal review, especially after Baker’s angry congressional testimony on
May 22, 1991:

Every time I have gone to Israel in connection with the peace process, on each of my trips I have been met with the
announcement of new settlement activity. This does violate United States policy. It is the first thing that [the
Palestinians and Arab governments] . . . raise when we talk to them. I don’t think there is any greater obstacle to peace
than settlement activity that continues not only unabated but at an advanced pace.22

Emboldened by the defeat of Iraq in the 1990–91 Gulf War and what it saw as the heightened US
influence in the Middle East, in 1991 the Bush administration decided it was the right moment to
join with the Soviet Union in convening an international conference in an effort to settle the
Arab-Israeli conflict. Unsurprisingly, the Shamir government was adamantly opposed to an
international effort that would assuredly be critical of its policies. However, the Bush
administration was now willing to employ some real leverage after Shamir asked for $10 billion
in US loan guarantees. When the administration decided to condition its support on Israeli
participation in the negotiating process, Shamir reluctantly agreed to send a delegation to the
conference that convened in Madrid in late 1991. Ten years later, Israeli foreign minister Shlomo
Ben-Ami candidly explained Shamir’s strategy: “Shamir went to Madrid because of U.S.
pressure, not out of a desire to make peace with the Palestinians and the Arabs.”23

Since the Bush administration would not agree to PLO participation in the Madrid conference,
Arafat and his organization were also initially opposed to the projected negotiations. However,
they reluctantly changed their mind, in part because King Hussein agreed to include Palestinian
leaders known to be close to the PLO as part of the Jordanian delegation, and in part because
before the conference the American government sent a letter to the Palestinians, saying that “the
United States has opposed and will continue to oppose settlement activity in the territories
occupied in 1967, which remains an obstacle to peace.”24 Moreover, Baker told the Palestinians
that the conference would be held whether or not they participated and warned them that Shamir
would use Palestinian rejection as an excuse for his own intransigence. Kurtzer commented:



“The Palestinians took seriously Baker’s admonition not to ‘let the cat die at your doorstep.’ ”25

The Madrid Conference, co-chaired by President Bush and Soviet president Mikhail
Gorbachev, convened on October 30, 1991; except for Saudi Arabia, it included representatives
of all the major parties to the Arab-Israeli state conflict: Israel, Egypt, Syria, Jordan, and
Lebanon.

During the conference, Shamir’s attitude remained “defiant” and “truculent,”26 whereas the
Palestinian members of the Jordanian delegation (half of whom were doctors and university
professors) were moderate and conciliatory and “agreed to nearly all the American requests on
both procedure and substance.”27

The conference ended in deadlock just two days later. One year later, Shamir famously
admitted—or perhaps, better said, boasted—that he had agreed to go to Madrid simply as a
stalling tactic: “I would have conducted negotiations on autonomy for 10 years and in the
meantime we would have reached half a million people in Judea and Samaria.”28

US Policies after Madrid

Although some unsuccessful lower-level Israeli-Palestinian talks continued in Washington in
1992, the Bush administration played only a minor role and the talks went nowhere. Though the
administration was angry at Israeli intransigence, the backlash in the United States against any
serious pressures on Israel, or even any continued verbal condemnations of the ongoing
expansion of the Israel settlements, led it to back away, despite its earlier assurances to the
Palestinians.29 Most importantly, the administration continued to reject direct negotiations with
the PLO or the creation of a Palestinian state.

In short order, the administration reassured a Jewish Republican group that the United States
would not use its aid “to impose our preferences on Israel.”30 On the contrary, the administration
continued to support the regular $3 billion aid package to Israel, joined with it on a number of
cooperative measures, and after the Gulf War furnished an additional $650 million to help Israel
repair the damages caused by the Iraqi missile attack.

Finally, shortly before leaving office in January 1993, the Bush administration agreed to
deliver the first $2 billion in loan guarantees on terms so vague and easy that Israel in effect
could freely decide how to spend the money.31

That there would be no change in US support of Israel became clear shortly after Bill Clinton
became president, when he reassured the Rabin government that he would oppose any attempt to
reduce US assistance to that country.32

The Oslo Accords

Changes in Israeli public opinion and the increasingly firm decision by Arafat and the PLO
majority to seek a two-state settlement gradually paved the way for the secret peace negotiations
that culminated in the Oslo Accords of September 1993. By the end of 1989, opinion surveys
showed that the Israeli public increasingly believed that the government’s methods were
excessive and that more force would not work. In a way, a stalemate had been reached: the
Palestinians could not force Israel to end the occupation, and the Israelis could not force the
Palestinians to end their resistance. Consequently, many Israelis were concluding that the
occupation had to be brought to an end.33

Nonetheless, the intifada and the Israeli repression continued until Yitzhak Rabin succeeded



Yitzhak Shamir as prime minister in July 1992. Despite his initial hard-line policies toward the
intifada, Rabin gradually became more open to negotiating with the PLO. Daniel Levy, an Israeli
diplomat who was a member of the delegations at Oslo and later Camp David, explained why:

The prime driver of change was the fact that the status quo had ceased to be cost-free for the more powerful party—
Israel. The Israeli government was therefore ready to seriously contemplate compromise. And the key factor behind
that change was the first Palestinian intifada.34

Consequently, in the summer of 1993, Rabin and his foreign minister, Shimon Peres, authorized
secret Israeli-PLO negotiations to begin in Oslo. The US government played no role in the
negotiations until they culminated in a “Declaration of Principles,” signed by Arafat and Rabin
on September 13, as a beaming Bill Clinton presided. Neither side had wanted US participation
in the negotiations: Israel because it feared American pressures, and the Palestinians,
paradoxically, because past experience had convinced them that the American government’s
policies were not much different from those of Israel.35

The Declaration of Principles—also known as Oslo 1—starts with the dramatic statement that
“the Government of the State of Israel and the PLO team representing the Palestinian people
agree that it is time to put an end to decades of confrontation and conflict, recognize their mutual
legitimate and political rights, and strive to live in peaceful coexistence and mutual dignity and
security and achieve a just, lasting and comprehensive peace settlement.”

The first steps toward that end were to be the establishment of an elected Palestinian “Interim
Self-Government Authority,” which for the next five years would have authority in the West
Bank and Gaza, described as constituting “a single territorial unit, whose integrity will be
preserved in the interim period.” The Palestinian Authority (PA) would have authority over
education, culture, heath, social welfare, taxation, and, especially, internal security, for which it
would create “a strong police force.” Israel, however, would “continue to carry the responsibility
for defending against external threats”—meaning, of course, that Israel would continue to be
militarily in control.

At the end of the five-year transitional period, a permanent settlement would be reached, based
on Security Council Resolution 242, which called for the withdrawal of Israeli forces from
territories conquered in 1967—but which did not specifically call for the creation of an
independent Palestinian state. In an unintentionally revealing manner, Rabin argued that turning
over “internal security” matters to the PLO was actually good for Israel. Speaking to a Labor
Party meeting immediately after Oslo 1, he said that the Palestinian security forces would be able
to “deal with Gaza without problems caused by appeals to the High Court of Justice, without
problems made by B’Tselem, and without problems from all sorts of bleeding hearts and mothers
and fathers.”36

Within a few months after the establishment of the limited self-rule granted to the Palestinians,
Israel agreed to withdraw its armed forces from the Gaza Strip and Jericho, following which
there would be further gradual Israeli withdrawals from other areas of the West Bank. However,
the Rabin government refused to allow the Declaration of Principles to address the major issues:
whether there would be an independent Palestinian state, what would be the borders between
such a state and Israel, what would be the status of Jerusalem, how would water resources be
shared, what would become of the Jewish settlements in the occupied areas, and to what extent
the Palestinian refugees would have “the right of return” to their former homes and villages in
Israel. These and all other significant issues, the Oslo 1 accord held, would be negotiated in a
final settlement that would be reached during the next five years.



At the conclusion of the Oslo 1 negotiations, Arafat and Rabin exchanged official letters of
mutual recognition, but hardly symmetrical ones. Arafat said that (1) “The PLO recognizes the
right of the State of Israel to exist in peace and security . . .”; (2) “commits itself to a peaceful
resolution of the conflict between the two sides and declares that all outstanding issues relating
to permanent status will be resolved through negotiations”; (3) “renounces the use of terrorism
and other acts of violence”; and (4) “affirms that those articles of the Palestinian Covenant which
deny Israel’s right to exist, and which are inconsistent with the commitments of this letter are
now inoperative and no longer valid.”

Rabin’s letter to Arafat, however, committed Israel only “to recognize the PLO as the
representative of the Palestinian people and commence negotiations with the PLO within the
Middle East peace process.”37

Why did Arafat and the PLO accept “principles” that effectively conceded some 75 to 80
percent of Palestine to Israel;38 said nothing about the creation of a Palestinian state in what
remained; did not mention the word “occupation”; did not provide for an end even to the
construction of new settlements, let alone the withdrawal of the existing ones; committed the
Palestinians to end armed resistance to the occupation; made no concessions of the refugee issue;
and included no agreement to share water rights on an equitable basis?

A number of prominent Palestinian intellectuals were critical of Arafat’s concessions at Oslo
on those grounds. For example, Edward Said, a leading Palestinian American intellectual and
political activist, argued that Arafat had effectively acquiesced in the consolidation of the Israeli
occupation, with Israel having either full control or de facto veto power over everything of
consequence.39 Similarly, Yezid Sayigh, a British Palestinian professor who was a member of
several PLO negotiating groups, later wrote that the Oslo agreements obscured the extent of
Israeli control over every facet of Palestinian life, including security, trade, travel, land use,
water, and more.40

Several possible explanations of Arafat’s concessions have been suggested. PLO leader Nabil
Shaath defended his organization’s agreement to the Declaration of Principles on the ground that
its language made clear that both sides were considered equal with mutual rights. If things go
well, he said, “the sky is the limit. . . . [W]e really have for the first time a chance to implement
the Palestinian dream. . . . By creating, now, our own facts on the ground, we can reverse the
fact-creating the Israelis have been engaged in so long.”41

Though those hopes were soon dashed, at the time they were widespread, and not just among
the Palestinians. As David Landau, a former high Israeli official, put it, “The natural assumption
throughout the region and around the world was that the Oslo process would culminate in the
creation of an independent Palestinian state.”42 Thus, Arafat may have been convinced—or
gambled—that Rabin or a successor government would eventually agree to such a political
settlement.

In any case, as a number of analysts have argued, given the relative weakness of the
Palestinians vis-à-vis the Israelis, Arafat had reason to believe that this would be his best and
possibly his last chance to create a Palestinian state.43 Joel Singer, one of the lead Israeli drafters
of the Accords, later said that “I think they [the Palestinians] gave in on the assumption that they
couldn’t convince Israel to freeze [the settlements], preferring to get what they could when,
within a few years, they would begin negotiations on a final status agreement.”44 Abu Ala, the
lead PLO delegate at Oslo, confirmed Singer’s assessment, saying he had been torn between
accepting Israel’s limited proposals or continuing the struggle, before concluding that the former



would be the best route for the Palestinian people.45

In the final analysis, it is not clear what other options were available to Arafat. Israel held all
the cards and Rabin refused to go any further, telling the US government that his “red lines”
were that any agreement “could not touch Jerusalem or the settlements and left responsibility for
security in Israel’s hands.”46 That left the PLO leader only the hope that the Israeli position
would continue to evolve over time, so long as he kept the peace within Palestinian-controlled
areas.

Perhaps if Rabin had not been assassinated in 1995, that hope would not have been forlorn.
According to David Landau, while Rabin would not publicly commit to the eventual creation of
a Palestinian state, in private he recognized that it was inevitable, provided the five-year
transitional period demonstrated that the two sides could live together: “Israel officials explained
that in Rabin’s view, the Israeli public needed to be conditioned gradually to the idea of a
Palestinian state.”47

Oslo 2

On September 28, 1995, two years after the Oslo process began, Israel and the PLO agreed on a
300-page “Interim Agreement” that was designed to implement Oslo 1’s Declaration of
Principles. Under the terms of the agreement, known as Oslo 2, negotiations for a final
settlement were supposed to begin no later than May 1996; however, since no such settlement
was ever reached, the Interim Agreement—or, rather, what is left of it—is still in effect.

Oslo 2 specified that Israeli forces were to be withdrawn from Gaza and the leading
Palestinian population centers in the West Bank, excluding East Jerusalem. In Gaza, physically
separated from the West Bank and with land access to it only through Israeli territory, Israel
would retain control over the land containing the Jewish settlements and their environs as well as
the roads leading to them—in some estimates actually constituting about 35 percent of the entire
Gaza Strip.

The West Bank was divided into three areas, supposedly only temporary until a final
agreement was reached.48 Area A, initially defined to include just 3 percent of the West Bank
territory, contained no Israeli settlements but included the eight largest Palestinian cities and
their surroundings, and was to be under the governance of the newly created Palestinian
Authority (PA). Area B, about 25 percent of the West Bank, containing many small Palestinian
villages but no Jewish settlements, was to be administered by the PA but remain under Israeli
“security control.” Area C comprised the rest of the West Bank—that is, most of it—and was to
remain under Israeli rule, though supposedly only until a final settlement was reached. Area C
had very few Palestinians but contained all the Jewish settlements, none of which would be
removed during the “interim” period (see Map 14.1).



Map 14.1 Oslo 2 (Areas A–C).



In addition, the entire region was criss-crossed with so-called bypass roads controlled by
Israel. They were designed to ensure that Israelis traveling in the area could avoid the Palestinian
areas, but they also had the effect of cutting off Palestinian towns and villages from each other.
In effect, then, the Palestinians would have only a number of disconnected enclaves or, as many
termed them, Bantustans.

There was no agreement on Jerusalem, so it was left undecided until the final settlement was
negotiated.49 However, in reality, all of it, including the formerly Arab East Jerusalem and its
environs, remained under continuously expanding Israeli settlement and control, leaving little to
negotiate.

As well, the Oslo Accords did not eliminate Israeli control of the Palestinian economy, for
Israel continued to exercise a variety of trade, custom duties, and currency controls, leaving the
PA “dependent on Israeli goodwill for about two-thirds of its revenues.”50

The agreement on the West Bank water resources also reflected the Israeli dominance of the
Oslo process: about 57 percent was allocated to Israel inside the Green Line and 24 percent to
the Jewish settlements in the occupied territories, leaving less than 20 percent for the estimated
1.2 million Palestinians in the West Bank and Gaza.51

In yet other ways, the Oslo Accords did more to preserve the Israeli occupation than to end it.
Prior to 1995, Israel was responsible under international law for the functions assigned to
occupying powers by international law: security, the judicial system, the economy, health,
education, transportation, and others. After Oslo, Israel was able to transfer those functions to the
PA without surrendering what really mattered to it: continuing de facto economic, political, and
military control, which was more indirect in some ways but nonetheless quite effective. Thus, as
a number of Israeli and Palestinian analysts put it, Oslo “outsourced” the occupation, or
“consolidated and improved” it, or “effectively transformed the Palestinian Authority into
Israel’s security subcontractor.”52

Within a few days of the signing of Oslo 2, Rabin made it clear that Arafat’s and the PLO’s
hopes that it would lead to a genuinely independent and viable Palestinian state after the next
round of negotiations would be dashed. On October 5, Rabin addressed the Israeli Knesset.53 He
was blunt:

We view the permanent solution in the framework of the State of Israel which will include most of the area of the Land
of Israel as it was under the rule of the British Mandate, and alongside it a Palestinian entity which will be a home to
most of the Palestinian residents in the Gaza Strip and the West Bank.54 We would like this to be an entity which is less
than a state [emphasis added], and which will independently run the lives of the Palestinians under its authority. The
borders of the State of Israel, during the permanent solution, will be beyond the lines which existed before the Six-Day
War. We will not return to the June 4, 1967 lines.55

He then addressed the key issues:
Jerusalem. Jerusalem—now defined to include a major Jewish settlement in the nearby West

Bank—would remained the “united” capital of Israel, under sole Israeli sovereignty and control,
though Christians and Muslims would have freedom of access to their holy places,
predominantly in the Old City of Jerusalem and on the Al-Aqsa mosque.

“Security.” The “security border” of Israel, “in the broadest meaning of that term,” would be
located in the Jordan Valley—meaning that Israel would maintain its military control of the area
and, it soon became clear, continue its various means of reducing the numbers of Palestinians
living there. Elsewhere in the West Bank, except for the urban Palestinian centers in Area A,
Israel would retain “complete freedom of action in order to implement its security and political



objectives.”
In Area C, Israeli control was total—but even in Area B, where the PA would rule, sort of,

“the IDF forces and the security services will be able to enter any place at any time.” In short,
Oslo 2 ensured that “Israel will have overall responsibility for the security of Israelis and the war
against the terrorist threat” in 97 to 98 percent of the region. Left unmentioned by Rabin was that
even in the Palestinian Area A cities, secret Israeli military and intelligence operations—
including assassinations—would soon begin.

The Jewish Settlements. As long as the “interim” agreement remained in effect, Rabin said,
“not a single settlement will be uprooted.” Indeed, the settlements could continue to expand, by
“building for natural growth.”

Despite Rabin’s detailed descriptions of the various Israeli measures and restrictions that
would ensure that the Palestinians would end up with, at best, “an entity that is less than a state,”
the Knesset was bitterly divided, finally approving the Oslo Accords by only a 61-59 vote. That
bare majority for even such limited concessions to the Palestinians made it clear that if the
accords had been truly designed to pave the way for a two-state peace settlement, they would
have been easily defeated.

From Oslo 2 to Camp David, 1995–2000

Though some 65 percent of the Israeli and Palestinian publics initially supported the Oslo
agreements, the opposition to them was fierce, and extremists from both sides set out to destroy
them. Palestinian terror attacks started almost immediately after Oslo 1’s 1993 Declaration of
Principles—in the ensuing year, about seventy-five Israeli civilians were killed in bombings and
suicide attacks, and in the months following Oslo 2, an estimated one hundred more died in bus,
car, and restaurant attacks in Tel Aviv and Jerusalem.56

While the Israeli public was understandably outraged at these attacks, Israeli intelligence
concluded that Arafat and the PLO were not responsible and had sought to end them but were
unable to do so. Summing up the consensus position of the experts, Tessler wrote that the Israelis
realized that most of the attacks were being carried out by extremist groups such as Hamas and
Islamic Jihad that were seeking to destroy the peace process. Uri Savir, the lead Israeli negotiator
throughout the Oslo process, later said that no one in the Israeli delegation doubted that Arafat
and the PLO delegations strongly opposed the terrorism, which was directed not only at Israel
but at them as well. In reality, he added, the conflict was not between Israel and the Palestinians
but between the peace camps of both against the Israeli right wing and Hamas.57

Indeed, it would have been entirely self-defeating for Arafat to have encouraged terrorism: in
the opinion of many Palestinians who were critical of the one-sided nature of the Oslo Accords,
the primary reason Arafat went along with them is that Israel had finally decided it needed to
negotiate with the PLO under his leadership, to the exclusion of any other Palestinian
organization. For Arafat to have then destroyed the accords could only have resulted not only in
Israeli fury and the end of any efforts to negotiate with him, but his delegitimization in the eyes
of the international community.

In any case, throughout the Rabin period the PA complied with its obligation to do its best to
end terrorism, perhaps excepting a brief period following the Hebron massacre by Baruch
Goldstein. And it did so with eventual great (though not total) success, as the Palestinian security
forces under Arafat worked hand in hand with Israeli security forces, often in joint patrols, to
identify and jail extremists and suspected terrorists, some of them from lists drawn up by the
Israelis.



The terrorism of the Islamic extremists was soon matched—and often exceeded—by terrorist
attacks by Jewish settlers and religious extremists against Palestinian civilians in the occupied
territories. The worst of these attacks occurred on February 25, 1994, when Baruch Goldstein, an
American-born settler and religious fanatic, entered a mosque in the city of Hebron in the
Palestinian Area A of the West Bank, and opened fire with a machine gun. Before he was beaten
to death by the Palestinian worshippers, he had killed twenty-nine of them and wounded another
150.

In the widespread shock that followed the Goldstein massacre, a number of Israelis—
including some officials in the Rabin government—urged the prime minister to take advantage
of the moment to begin removing the most fanatic settlers, particularly the 400 who had moved
into the heart of Hebron. But Rabin refused to do so, even though he had publicly strongly
criticized the settlers, saying that they had undermined Israel’s security.

Instead, apparently fearing the growing political influence and perhaps even the violence of
the settlers, Rabin sent in the army to impose a prolonged curfew and draconian movement
restrictions on the Palestinian residents of the city. In several columns the Israeli journalist
Amira Hass later summed up Rabin’s actions:

Not only were the violent Hebron settlers not punished or evacuated from the city, they were also given a reward. . . .
The convenience and welfare of the few Jews were given preference at the expense of the Palestinian majority. . . . [The
restrictions] only became worse over time . . . [as] the Palestinian residents were emptied from the city center.58

Yossi Beilin, a member of the Rabin and Peres governments who had played a key role in both
Oslo 1 and 2, later commented that it was “inconceivable” to him that the settlers were not
removed.59 In fact, under Rabin the growth of the Jewish settlements was greater than it had
been under the previous hard-line Likud government of Yitzhak Shamir.

Khalid Elgindy, an advisor to the PA and a member of its negotiation teams during the 2004–9
period, wrote that the Goldstein massacre “set off a chain reaction of extremism violence, and
terror that permanently altered the course of the peace process. . . . Hamas shifted its focus from
mainly targeting Israeli soldiers and police to deliberate attacks on Israeli civilians.”60 Then, as
the cycle of violence escalated, the Rabin government delayed or disregarded a number of the
specific provisions of the Oslo Accords. These included the timetables for partial Israeli troop
withdrawals; the transfer of tax and custom revenues to the PA; the release of Palestinian
prisoners; the building of a Palestinian airfield in Gaza; the detailed provisions for free
Palestinian passage between Gaza and the West Bank; the free movement of people, vehicles,
and goods within the territories; and the unrestricted access of Palestinians living outside
Jerusalem to religious services at the Old City mosques.

The Beilin–Abu Mazen Accord

In the fall of 1995, as the Oslo agreements were falling apart, the most prominent Israeli and
Palestinian doves, Yossi Beilin and Mahmoud Abbas (then known as Abu-Mazen), engaged in a
series of secret discussions to see if the peace process could be salvaged, reaching an agreement
they called “Framework for the Conclusion of a Final-State Agreement between Israel and the
Palestine Liberation Organization,” better known as the Beilin-Abu Mazen Accord.61

The accord was designed to serve as the model for a future two-state settlement. A
“demilitarized” Palestinian state would comprise Gaza and about 94 percent of the West Bank;
the remaining 6 percent, just across the old Green Line and containing about 75 percent of the



Jewish settlers, would be incorporated into Israel. The Palestinians would be compensated for the
loss of this relatively small territory with Israeli territory along the borders of Gaza. Israel would
withdraw its forces from the territory allocated to Palestine over a three-year period, although it
would be allowed to maintain some early-warning facilities and air defense units for an
additional five years.

The most difficult issues continued to be Jerusalem and the refugees, though a general
framework to resolve them by mutual compromise was reached. West Jerusalem would continue
to be part of Israel, which would have its capital there; East Jerusalem would become the capital
of the Palestinian state. The especially difficult issue of the Temple Mount / Haram plateau was
resolved by giving the Palestinian state “extra-territorial sovereignty” over the Al-Aqsa mosques
while ensuring freedom of worship on the plateau for Christians, Jews, and Muslims.

As for the refugee issue, the Israeli delegation refused to accept any responsibility for the
creation of the refugee problem, but “acknowledged” that “the war of 1947–49” had caused
“moral and material suffering to the Palestinian people,” affording them “the right of return to
the Palestinian state” (emphasis added)—that is, not to Israel. The Israelis agreed to the principle
that the refugees were entitled to compensation, though the accord did not say what
compensation would be adequate, nor where it would come from.

The Palestinians still maintained that the refugees had a right to return to their homes, but—
crucially—accepted that “the prerequisites of the new era of peace and coexistence, as well as
the realities that have been created on the ground since 1948 have rendered the implementation
of this right impracticable.”

Beilin was to present the agreement to Prime Minister Rabin, but before he could do so, on
November 4, Rabin was assassinated and was succeeded by Shimon Peres. Beilin, who had been
Peres’s closest aide for many years, urged the new prime minister to accept and implement the
accord. However, Peres refused to do so, as he had still not accepted the idea of an independent
Palestinian state: “In off-the-record briefings, Peres clung to an upgraded version of the
‘functional autonomy’ proposal that he had concocted with Moshe Dayan, which entailed a semi-
independent autonomy on the West Bank, linked to Jordan.”62

Almost in tears as he relates the story in an HBO documentary, Beilin castigates himself for
not fighting harder for the comprehensive settlement he had negotiated with Mahmoud Abbas:
he should have told Peres, he says, that his refusal to accept the agreements “was the worst
mistake of his life.”

Far from living up to his reputation as a peacemaker, then, after Rabin’s assassination Peres
continued the process of undermining the chances that the Oslo Accords would lead to peace. At
the very end of his life, Rabin’s position on the peace process had been softening, as indicated in
some of his public statements that showed empathy with the plight of the Palestinians; there were
even indications that he had dropped his opposition to the creation of some kind of Palestinian
state. Peres, though, stepped up the process of settlement expansion and road building and
continued to oppose Palestinian statehood.63

While the accords had not addressed the settlements issue, they did include a commitment that
“neither side shall initiate or take any step that will change the status of the West Bank and the
Gaza Strip, pending the outcome of the permanent status negotiations.” However, the Peres
government violated the clear intention of that provision, for it continued to seize Palestinian
land and expand the settlements both in the West Bank and East Jerusalem; the number of
settlers grew from about 100,000 in 1993 to 150,000 at the end of 1995.64



In other ways, Israel under Peres continued to violate the Oslo Accords. For example, the
accords specified that the West Bank and Gaza were to be considered as one territorial entity
with free Palestinian passage between them—as had been the case earlier. However, Israel used
its control of the territory separating Gaza from the West Bank to severely restrict Palestinian
movement.

Other Israeli violations of Oslo, especially under Netanyahu, included a range of economic
pressures and punishments, a refusal to adhere to the agreements to release prisoners, a decision
not to implement the agreed-upon schedule for the Israeli forces to withdraw from several West
Bank areas, and various pressures on the Palestinian residents of East Jerusalem designed to
convince them to make way for Jewish settlers.65

Years later Joel Singer, the co-leader of the Israeli team at Oslo, said that it was a mistake to
have refused the Palestinian demand to halt settlement construction: “We fought with the
Palestinians, on Rabin’s and Peres’s orders, against a freeze. If I could do it over, I would say
that it is an Israeli interest to freeze the settlements, making it possible to establish an
independent [Palestinian] state there.” When asked why Rabin and Peres didn’t see that, Singer
replied, “They needed to garner a majority. After all, the second Oslo Accord barely passed.”66

It is true that Rabin and Peres had a problem with Israeli public opinion, but as a later study
concluded, their actions made the situation much worse and they failed to undertake an education
process to convince the public that a peace agreement with the Palestinians could be reached
only by means of a two-state settlement.67

It is also true, of course, that Palestinian terrorism was a serious violation of the Oslo Accords;
however, the Palestinian Authority was not responsible for it. On the contrary, in August 1996
the PLO honored its commitment to revoke its original charter, which had denied the legitimacy
of Israel and called for the armed liberation of all of Palestine. As well, by 1996 the PA and its
police forces had become increasingly successful in their efforts to end the terrorism of Hamas
and other Islamic extremists, even cooperating with the Israeli forces. As a result, there were
now far fewer terrorist attacks than in the preceding few years, and from November 1977 to
October 2000, no Israelis were killed inside the Green Line.68

Because of Arafat’s crackdown, the military arm of Hamas was greatly weakened and many of
its activists and other extremists were imprisoned.69 In a June 1999 press conference, Martin
Indyk, US assistant secretary of state, stated, “We have always said that the Palestinians have
done a good job on some of the issues, particularly on the security cooperation issue and
combatting terrorism.”70

The First Netanyahu Administration and the Peace Process

During the early 1990s Benjamin Netanyahu was one of the main leaders of the Israeli right-
wing forces opposing a two-state settlement; in particular, his attacks on Yitzhak Rabin are
widely considered in Israel to have played a major role in creating the climate of hate that led to
Rabin’s assassination.71

After defeating Shimon Peres in the May 1996 national elections, Netanyahu moved to destroy
the Oslo Accords, especially by rapidly expanding the Jewish settlements in the occupied
territories and in East Jerusalem, in the process displacing thousands of Palestinians by seizing
land as well as blowing up homes or evicting their occupants.72 In addition, he reneged on
Israel’s commitment to continuing the process of troop withdrawal from the West Bank,



tightened the Israeli grip on East Jerusalem, expanded the Israeli-controlled roads in the occupied
territories, imposed frequent economic closures on Palestinian businesses, and refused to comply
with Oslo’s provision for continued negotiations for a permanent settlement.

Ron Pundak, an Israeli participant in the Oslo negotiations, later wrote that “Netanyahu
sabotaged the peace process relentlessly, and made every effort to delegitimize his Palestinian
partners.”73 Indeed, in 2001 Netanyahu himself inadvertently confirmed that he had deliberately
sabotaged the accords. The Israeli analyst Akiva Eldar wrote that Netanyahu was secretly
recorded as bragging about “the manipulative tactics he had used to undermine the Oslo
Accords. By defining the entire Jordan Valley as a military location, he ‘actually stopped the
Oslo Accord.’ He was right. Without this large area, the Palestinians wouldn’t have a viable
state.”74

Similarly, two other analysts wrote, in 2001 Netanyahu told a group of settlers that “he was
gaming the Oslo process, only pretending to go along with the idea of a two-state solution for the
Palestinians. . . . I de facto put an end to the Oslo accords.”75

The Peace Process and the United States, 1993–99

Bill Clinton took office in January 1993, and over the next eight years he sought to bring about a
fair settlement of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. He failed, however, in part because he refused
to confront Israel over the major issues:

The Occupation. The administration did not challenge Israel’s contention that the status of the
Arab territories conquered in 1967 was “disputed,” rather than “occupied,” and it refused to
condemn Israel for its reported human rights violations in them.76

The Settlements. The Bush administration had considered the settlements to be “an obstacle to
peace,” but that was changed by the Clinton administration to “a complicating factor.” As well, it
essentially dropped Bush’s efforts to ensure that US aid would not be used to finance the
building of settlements, looking the other way when Israel routinely evaded the restrictions.77 At
the outset of the Clinton presidency, there were 3,000 Israeli settlers in Gaza and 117,000 in the
West Bank; when he left office at the end of 2000 there were 6,700 settlers in Gaza and 200,000
in the West Bank.78

Jerusalem. The Bush administration had refused to recognize Israel’s unilateral 1967
annexation of East Jerusalem and told the Palestinians that its policies would be based on UN
Resolution 242, which it interpreted as requiring Israeli withdrawal from all the conquered
territories. The Clinton administration backed away from this commitment when Israel said that
its rule over East Jerusalem was non-negotiable.79

The Role of the United Nations. The Clinton administration joined with Israel in refusing to
allow the United Nations a role in settling the conflict. In particular, during the 1990s, the United
States voted against several General Assembly resolutions on the rights of the refugees, asserting
that “such resolutions prejudged the outcome of the ongoing peace process. . . . [The refugee
issue] should be solved by direct negotiations.” Of course, Israel considered the Palestinian
demand for the right of refugee return to be non-negotiable, as the US government knew full
well.

The Israeli attacks on Lebanon. Unlike Reagan’s angry 1982 warnings to Begin that the
United States would reevaluate its policies if Israel continued attacking civilians in Beirut, the
Clinton administration brought no pressure to bear on Israel to refrain from killing civilians



during its 1993 and 1996 attacks on southern Lebanon.
This is not to deny that the Clinton administration was unhappy with some of Israel’s policies,

particularly under Netanyahu after he took office in June 1996. For example, in an April 1998
conference with American Jewish organizations, Secretary of State Madeleine Albright said:
“Don’t believe there is a peace process. That is not the situation.” Clearly referring primarily to
Israeli policies, she added: “There is a real problem and the United States is losing its
credibility.”80 A month later, Albright warned Netanyahu that if Israel did not undertake further
withdrawals from the West Bank and Gaza, the United States would “reexamine its approach to
the peace process.”81

The Wye Conference

When it became clear that the peace process was once again failing, Clinton decided to hold a
summit meeting with Arafat and Netanyahu, which convened at the Wye River Plantation in
Maryland in October 1998 and resulted in an agreement that Palestinians would take further
steps on security and the Israelis would undertake a series of gradual withdrawals from parts of
the occupied territories.

The Palestinians complied with the agreement but Netanyahu did not; after making a few
small withdrawals he balked at continuing, charging that the Palestinians were violating the
security agreements. He announced that there would be no further implementation of the
agreements unless the Palestinians fulfilled additional conditions.82

The US government rejected the new Israeli demands, considering the Palestinians to be in
compliance with the security agreements. Even Clinton’s main Middle East advisor, Dennis
Ross, who almost always supported Israeli policies, later wrote that “the Palestinians were
working diligently to carry out most of their commitments under Wye, particularly in the area of
making arrests and fighting terror.”83

As well, in April 1999, Clinton wrote to Arafat praising his compliance with the Wye
agreements: “The first phase was implemented [by Israel]. Unfortunately, the second and third
phases have not been. The Palestinians have implemented many of their commitments for the
second phase, and I appreciate your efforts, particularly in the security area where Palestinians
are engaged in a serious attempt to fight terror.”84

Nonetheless, Clinton did not apply any significant pressures on Israel, “making do with
noncommittal statements and mild wrist-slapping as new settlements were established by Israel,”
as the centrist commentator Zeev Schiff wrote.85 And in January 1999, Israeli Foreign Ministry
officials happily noted that there had been no serious reprisals from the US government,
reporting that “Clinton has done nothing that remotely parallels Eisenhower’s ultimatum to Ben-
Gurion to withdraw from the Sinai in 1956, Ford’s ‘reassessment’ during the first Rabin
premiership in the mid-70s, Reagan’s withholding of F-15s after Israel under Begin bombed the
Iraqi nuclear reactor in 1981, or Bush’s wrestling over loan guarantees with the Shamir
government in 1992.”86

Why Clinton Failed

A number of factors account for Clinton’s failure to press Israel to accept a two-state peace
settlement during the post-Oslo period. Part of the reason was that he admired Israel. Like Carter
before him, Clinton felt a moral, emotional, and perhaps even religious commitment to Israel. As



well, like those of Presidents Kennedy, Johnson, and Carter, many of his personal friends,
advisors, and national security appointments were Jewish and strong supporters of Israeli
policies. For example, Dennis Ross and Martin Indyk, his leading advisors on the conflict, were
closely connected to AIPAC, and one of Vice-President Albert Gore’s leading advisors was
Martin Peretz, the editor of the New Republic and a notoriously uncritical supporter of the Israeli
right wing.87

Second, Clinton did not challenge the consensus view of the American foreign policy
establishment that Israel was an important national security “asset” to US interests in the Middle
East—which in the post–Cold War era were defined primarily as the containment of Islamic
fundamentalism in general, and Iran in particular—and therefore should not be pushed too hard.

Third, most congress persons were adamantly “pro-Israel,” whether out of conviction or
political calculation. Consequently, by overwhelming bipartisan majorities, Congress resisted
placing pressure on Israel and refused to condition US economic and military aid on more
flexible Israeli policies.

Fourth, and perhaps most important, electoral politics in the United States were a major
constraint on the enactment of policies that diverged from those of Israel. The outcome of close
elections could turn on the Jewish and, increasingly, the Christian evangelist vote; Clinton was
known to be particularly concerned about Al Gore’s chances in the 2000 presidential race.88

Further, it has generally been estimated that during the 1990s, Jewish financial contributions
accounted for at least 50 percent of Democratic presidential campaign funds.

Finally, Quandt argues, in essence, that Clinton’s character contributed to his unwillingness to
take on Israel:

He was intelligent, but not focused . . . flexible, but without a solid core of conviction . . . was inclined toward
compromise rather than principled stands . . . [and] was unable to take firm stands with either party, especially the
political potent Israelis. Deadlines would come and go, agreements would be broken, and Clinton would find it hard to
draw a firm line or to threaten sanctions. Nor would he risk controversy by taking positions that might offend the
Israelis in particular.89

Quandt writes that in previous Arab-Israeli negotiations, such as those with Egypt in the 1970s,
positive outcomes had been facilitated by active US involvement: “Had Clinton looked to those
models . . . he might have been more ambitious, less hesitant, less prone to equivocate. . . .
[R]esolving the issues in the Israeli-Palestinian conflict required more than friendly persuasion.
A real restructuring of incentives through active mediation and the use of carrots and sticks was
needed.”90

Aaron David Miller’s assessment was similar. Miller, a high State Department official and a
leading advisor to Clinton on the Middle East, writes:

When it came to Arab-Israeli peacemaking, Bill Clinton was not the son-of-a-bitch he needed to be. . . . Without
toughness, the capacity to walk away and impose costs for saying no—it [an Israeli-Palestinian deal] was not going to
happen. . . . We needed the president to dish out “tough love” [to the Israelis]. Instead the tough part got dropped.91

Remarkably enough, Miller added, Barak’s own foreign minister (Shlomo Ben-Ami) regretted
that Clinton’s failure “to crack heads” had demonstrated to “both sides” that US anger was short-
lived.92

Even Dennis Ross, widely considered the most “pro-Israel” member of Clinton’s team,
claimed to be disappointed: “Every time we wanted to be tough on Barak, he’d just call the
president and go around us.”93



Still, the role of Clinton’s “character” should not be exaggerated. If not for the continuing
broad political support of Israel in US public opinion, Clinton might have been more willing to
press Israel when he considered it to be intransigent. As David Hendrickson has commented, “He
was politically adept and knew where the path of least resistance lay.”94

At the US-Israeli-Palestinian summit meeting at Camp David in July 2000, Clinton had another
chance to help end the conflict. The Camp David summit, and the follow-up negotiations in the
Sinai town of Taba over the next six months, were the most important lost opportunities—and
quite possibly the last opportunities—to have settled the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. Because of
its importance, an analysis of the Camp David/Taba negotiations warrants a full chapter of its
own (Chapter 15).
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Camp David, Taba, and the Clinton Parameters, 2000–2001

Throughout the long history of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, the most promising Israeli-
Palestinian negotiations to reach a comprehensive peace settlement occurred in the Camp David
and Taba conferences from the summer of 2000 through early 2001. However, in the end, no
settlement was reached—in another and perhaps the most painful lost opportunity for peace.

Camp David

According to the standard mythology, at the Camp David conference in the summer of 2000,
Israeli prime minister Ehud Barak offered the Palestinians an independent state in at least 95
percent of the occupied territories but was turned down by Arafat and the PLO, who were happy
to “pocket” the Israeli concessions but refused to make compromises of their own, made no
counteroffers to the Israeli proposals, and then launched a new, violent, and often terrorist
intifada, demonstrating that they had no interest in peace with Israel but rather still sought to
destroy Israel and take over all of historic Palestine.

As with the many other mythologies in the Arab-Israeli conflict, this bears little resemblance
to reality, as is made clear in the contemporary news accounts in the New York Times and
Haaretz, in later analyses of journalists and historians, and, especially, in the memoirs and
writings of many Israeli, Palestinian, and US officials, diplomats, and participants in the 2000–
2001 events.1
In May 1999, Ehud Barak, head of Israel’s Labor Party, defeated Benjamin Netanyahu in the
Israeli national elections. Barak had been one of Israel’s most decorated war heroes, had served
as chief of staff of the Israeli Defense Forces in 1991–95, and then became the Israeli foreign
minister in the 1995–96 government of Shimon Peres. During the spring of 2000, Barak asked
President Bill Clinton to organize and preside over an Israeli-Palestinian-American peace process
that would culminate in a formal peace agreement, to be negotiated in a Camp David summit
conference that summer. Clinton agreed to do so, persuaded by Barak’s apparent willingness to
reach a fair compromise settlement with the Palestinians.

Arafat, however, was not persuaded that Barak was prepared to make significant concessions,
so he was reluctant to participate in negotiations that he feared would present him with an
unacceptable take-it-or-leave-it ultimatum which he would have to reject, and which would then
saddle him with the blame for the failure.

Robert Malley, one of the State Department experts on the Arab-Israeli conflict, later wrote:

The Palestinians believed the summit was premature, a US-Israeli ploy to pressure them into hastily accepting a flawed
deal. Their delegation was deeply divided, popular opposition at home was intense, and Arab countries—kept away
from Camp David—were not there either to encourage or to pressure Arafat. There was, too, Arafat’s animosity toward
Barak, who from the start, he was convinced, had sought to skirt commitments, impose his own timetable and tactics,



and generally humiliate, manipulate, and trap the Palestinians.2

As well, Dennis Ross later wrote, “I knew that Arafat was coming with a profound sense of
gloom and suspicions . . . [believing] that this was a trap Barak was setting to corner him.”3

Despite the State Department’s misgivings, Clinton decided to adhere to Barak’s request and
pressed Arafat to agree to a summit conference—but he also gave him an apparently iron-clad
commitment that he would not blame him if the negotiations failed. Transcripts of the two
leaders’ discussions reveal that on June 15, 2000, Arafat told Clinton in the White House, “I
think Barak has decided to put us in the position of the guilty party, and I need your promise that,
wherever we go with the negotiations, you won’t shift the blame for failure onto us and won’t
back us into a corner.” Clinton agreed, saying: “I appreciate what you’ve just told me. . . . I
promise you that under no circumstances will I place the blame for failure on you.”4

With these reassurances and considering it unwise to offend the US president, Arafat
reluctantly agreed to go to Camp David, even as he told other PLO leaders: “We’re going to face
a disaster. We are being set up. They want to take us for a summit. Barak has convinced Clinton.
. . . Clinton went along with Barak all the way. . . . [T]hey want to take us to Camp David so they
can blame us [for the failure of the peace process].”5

In fact, Arafat’s fears were well grounded, for after the conference Clinton broke his promise
and publicly blamed him for its failure.6 Moreover, Arafat would have had even more reason to
be concerned had he known about a secret letter that Secretary of State Madeleine Albright sent
to Netanyahu in November 1998, stating:

Recognizing the desirability of avoiding putting forward proposals that Israel would consider unsatisfactory, the US
will conduct a thorough consultation process with Israel in advance with respect to any ideas the US may wish to offer
to the parties for their consideration. This would be particularly true with respect to security issues or territorial aspects
related to security.7

In effect, Albright had given Israel a veto not only over Palestinian proposals but even those of
the US government itself.

US policies aside, Arafat had good reasons to be concerned about negotiating with Barak. To
begin, Barak had a long history of adherence to right-wing Zionist ideology—for example, in his
insistence on exclusive Jewish sovereignty over Jerusalem, in his oft-repeated references to the
West Bank as “Judea and Samaria” and his support for the expansion of the Jewish settlements
there, and in his adamant denial of any Israeli moral, legal, or other responsibility for the
Palestinian refugees.

Moreover, Barak had a long record of hostility to Arabs in general and the Palestinians in
particular. “We live in a bad neighborhood,” he often said: “This is not Benelux”; Israel is “a
villa in the jungle”; a “vanguard of culture against barbarism”; a “protective wall” for the West.8
Because of the Arab nature, Barak believed, the Arab-Israeli conflict could not be satisfactorily
resolved: “It is because of the character of the Arab discourse that their culture does not contain
the concept of compromise. Compromise is apparently a Western concept of settling disputes.”9

Evidently it had slipped Barak’s mind that it was Arab leaders like Anwar Sadat and Hosni
Mubarak of Egypt, King Abdullah and King Hussein of Jordan, and even Hafez Assad of Syria
who had reached and maintained compromise agreements with Israel.10

On the issue of statehood for the Palestinians, Barak had long been a hardliner who repeatedly
denigrated or ridiculed the Israeli “left” or “the peace camp,” and who by his own admission felt
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far more at home in the Israeli right wing and even with the religious settlers; at one point he sent
his “warm personal greetings” to the fanatical and violent Jewish settlers in Hebron.11

Prior to taking office, Barak had opposed the Oslo Accords and worked against any reference
to Palestinian statehood in the political platform of the Labor Party. Even though Palestinian
terrorism had dramatically declined—a total of three Israeli civilians were killed in terrorist
attacks inside Israel during Barak’s first year in office—his policies were no different from those
of Netanyahu.12 Indeed, in some ways his actions were even harsher than his predecessor’s. The
list is instructive:

He refused to carry out the phased withdrawals of Israeli troops that were required by the
Oslo and Wye agreements.
He did not comply with the agreement that a Palestinian safe-passage would be allowed
between Gaza and the West Bank.
He refused to release Palestinian prisoners in accordance with previous agreements.
In a number of ways, he expanded Israeli control over “Greater Jerusalem” and refused to
implement his promise to withdraw from three Arab villages neighboring Jerusalem and turn
them over to the Palestinians.
He imposed severe economic hardships and worsened Palestinian poverty by repeated
business closures, by refusing to implement the Israeli promise to turn over to the
Palestinian Authority tax monies that had been collected by Israel in the occupied territories,
and by ignoring the agreement that the Palestinians could build a deep-water port in Gaza.
He authorized the destruction of Palestinian homes in the West Bank to make way for new
settler housing.
He went even beyond Netanyahu’s actions (during the latter’s first term as prime minister in
1996–99) and expanded the process of settlement expansion and the building of roads the
Palestinians were not allowed to use, roads that not only linked the settlements but also cut
off the Palestinian population centers from each other, in effect creating a series of
enclaves.13

Indeed, even as he was meeting with Arafat at Camp David, Barak was preparing a new Israeli
government budget for 2001 that included increased subsidies of various kinds to entice Israelis
to move into East Jerusalem and the West Bank settlements.14

He used Israeli control over much of the water sources in the occupied territories to ensure
that the Jewish settlements had plenty of water, even as the Palestinians suffered severe
shortages.
Not least, he presided over various humiliations that the occupation visited on the
Palestinians.15

In light of his record, why did Barak agree to seek a settlement of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict,
albeit one that heavily favored Israel? The apparent contradiction is explained by the fact that
Barak considered himself to be pragmatic, a hardheaded realist who feared that the continuing
conflict could eventually undermine Israel’s security, if not its very existence. In several
interviews Barak explained his decision: “Emotionally, I feel like a right winger, but in my head
I’m realistic, pragmatic,”16 above all fearing where continued wars with the Palestinians and the
Arab world could lead:



Israel is galloping toward disaster. . . . [If] we do not reach a solution and the window of opportunity closes, we will
find ourselves in a very sharp deterioration. It is impossible to set a timetable. It is impossible to know exactly what the
trigger will be. Large-scale terrorist attacks . . . or a fundamentalist wave of operations against us—which the
Americans and the rest of the world will be wary of dealing with for fear of their own interests—and with simple
nuclear instruments and means of launching in Arab states in the background. . . . Therefore, I understand that we have
an interest of a very high order in trying to reach agreements now.17

The Negotiations

The Camp David summit negotiations began on July 11, 2000, and continued over the next two
weeks. Prior to Camp David, Barak had told the Israeli negotiating team that their goal must not
be the creation of a Palestinian state, but only an “entity.”18 Astonishingly, there is no official
record of what transpired at Camp David because Barak refused to commit himself in writing to
his proposals on the issues under discussion, unless and until he was satisfied with an overall
settlement.19

Barak’s initial diplomatic strategy was to try to convince the Palestinians to agree to the
principle of a peace settlement, while postponing for later negotiations the most difficult issues,
especially on the final boundaries and Jerusalem. However, the Palestinian delegation rejected
this approach, fearing that Barak, like nearly all of his predecessors, was following the strategy
of “creating facts on the ground” in order to preempt the future.

As a result, even the participants at Camp David have differing accounts of precisely what
Barak offered, especially since there were variations over the course of the negotiations.20 Here
is the range of estimates on the most important issues.

Territory and Borders

Barak refused to turn over all the occupied territories (the West Bank, Gaza, and East Jerusalem,
comprising some 22 to 23 percent of the original land of Palestine) to the Palestinian state. There
are differences among the participants at Camp David, as well as in later analyses of the
negotiations, over the territory that Barak sought either to annex or to retain full military control
over; in keeping with his nothing-in-writing strategy, he refused to provide detailed maps that
would allow the Palestinians—and, for that matter, the Israeli delegates themselves—to see what,
exactly, he was proposing.

For example, Ron Pundak, an Israeli historian, journalist, and diplomat who had played a
leading role in the Oslo and later negotiations, wrote that “Barak tried to impose an unbalanced
agreement,” initially demanding the Israeli annexation of about 12 percent of the West Bank,
with no territorial compensation to the Palestinians. In the course of the negotiations, he
somewhat improved the terms, but unsurprisingly, in light of the absence of written records and
maps, the accounts of other Israeli and Palestinian participants or historians differ somewhat on
the exact percentages of the West Bank that Barak demanded at different stages of the
negotiations, with numbers ranging from a low of 9 percent to a high of 14 percent.21

In a later detailed analysis of the consequences to the Palestinians of Barak’s proposals,
American political scientist Alexander B. Downes concluded that when the areas that would
either be annexed or totally controlled by Israel were totaled up, the Palestinian state would not
comprise 95 percent of the West Bank, as repeatedly asserted by Barak. Rather, Downes wrote,
“the area of Palestinian sovereignty would comprise no more than 65–75 percent of the West
Bank, constricted by access roads and separated by Israeli-held areas into several noncontiguous



chunks.”22

Pundak concluded: “The version presented in retrospect by Israeli spokespersons, claiming
that Barak at Camp David offered 95 percent and an additional 5 percent in compensation, or
alternatively 97 percent and 3 percent compensation, is an attempt at rewriting history.”23

Whatever the precise numbers, the more crucial point was that even if a Palestinian “state”
should emerge from the negotiations, it would be divided into four disconnected areas: Gaza and
the three cantons or enclaves (“Areas A–C”) in the West Bank.24

The Israeli Settlements

Whatever their precise size, the areas Barak proposed to annex to Israel in order to ensure that
some 80 percent of the settlers would continue under Israeli sovereignty contained most of the
region’s scarce water aquifers—one of the reasons that the settlements had been established there
in the first place—while the Israeli borderlands that would be given (“swapped”) to the
Palestinians largely consisted of waterless and infertile desert.

Moreover, the Israeli settlement “blocs” or “clusters,” as they were variously called, contained
as many as forty small Palestinian villages containing an estimated 80,000 people, who
consequently would come under the full control of Israel.25 What would happen to those people?
Since it was most unlikely that Israel would want to incorporate large numbers of additional
Arabs into the Jewish state, the Palestinians had good reason to fear that they would be relocated
—that is, “transferred”—by one means or another.

Another unanswered question was what would happen to the isolated Jewish settlements
outside the settlement blocs in the heavily Palestinian-populated Gaza Strip and West Bank
heartland, which presumably would fall under the sovereignty and control of the new Palestinian
state. That the Jewish settlers, many if not most of them religious or nationalist right-wingers,
would accept such a solution would have been hard to imagine.26

Jerusalem

Theodore Herzl, Chaim Weizmann, David Ben-Gurion, and other early nonreligious Zionist
leaders had mixed feelings about incorporating Jerusalem into a Jewish state. On the one hand,
they hoped to “regain” all of ancient Palestine, including its historic capital; as a result, early
statements of Zionist goals and aspirations included the acquisition of Jerusalem.

On the other hand, they had no interest in trying to rule the city’s Arab population, mainly
located in East Jerusalem, and foresaw the likely consequences of trying to do so. As quoted
earlier, Tom Segev wrote: “The Zionist movement has always expressed doubts about Jerusalem.
Theodore Herzl agreed to give it up, and the November 1947 partition decision was joyously
accepted, even though Jerusalem was not slated to be part of the State of Israel.”27

That decision had been foreshadowed in 1937, when Ben-Gurion wrote: “To this very day, I
still believe nothing but disaster can come from a refusal to partition Jerusalem into two separate
municipalities—one Arab, the other Jewish.” The Israeli historian Motti Golani explained why
Ben-Gurion was not interested in Israeli sovereignty over East Jerusalem, especially the Old
City: “He did not want to be burdened with its historical, religious, and political weight.”28

The Temple Mount, or the Haram al-Sharif as it is known by Muslims, is considered by both
religious Jews and Muslims to contain some of the most “holy” sites of their religions—which
explains why throughout history, down to today, it has been a flashpoint for violent conflict. To



avoid such a conflict not only with the Palestinians but with the entire Muslim world, after Israel
conquered the Old City of East Jerusalem in the 1967 war, Moshe Dayan and the Israeli
government decided to prevent Jews from ascending to the Temple Mount plateau and
establishing a synagogue on what were believed to be the ruins of the ancient Jewish temples:
Jewish prayer was banned from the site, except at the Western Wall at the base of the Mount.
While the Mount was not formally annexed to Israel, in practice it was considered by Israel to be
now under its sovereignty;29 however, the Al-Aqsa mosque and the Muslim Dome of the Rock
were placed under the administrative control of Muslim religious authorities.

In the rest of East Jerusalem, however, Israeli policies were quite different. First, it created or
expanded Jewish “neighborhoods,” or settlements in what had previously been known as Arab
East Jerusalem. Further, it expanded the boundaries of the Jerusalem “metropolitan area,” or
“Greater Jerusalem,” so as to incorporate into the city almost one-fifth of the entire West Bank,
which together with new settlements east of the city reached almost to the Palestinian city of
Jericho, a short distance from the Jordan River border with Jordan (see Map 15.1).





Map 15.1 Clinton’s Peace Plan, 2000, from Shlomo Ben-Ami, Scars of War, 271. Permission granted from Ben-Ami.

As well, Israel established a tight system of political and economic control over all Jerusalem,
but while the largely impoverished Arab neighborhoods were denied economic assistance and
even most city services, Jewish settlers, highly subsidized by the Israeli government, seized Arab
property and even existing homes throughout East Jerusalem. While this led to widespread
suspicions—and not only among the Palestinians—that the ultimate Israeli goal was to induce as
many Arabs as possible to leave East Jerusalem, Israeli governments denied any such intentions
and insisted that it was treating both Jews and Arabs alike.

By the end of the 1990s, however, the pretenses had evaporated; even some former Jerusalem
city officials and city planners, including the 1971–78 deputy mayor Meron Benvenisti, whose
job was to administer East Jerusalem, openly began to admit the true purpose of Israeli policies.
As well, in March 1997, a number of current and former Israeli officials told the New York Times
that “political planning” and “lopsided development strategies” had been employed to ensure
Jewish dominance over Jerusalem and to encourage the Palestinians to move out of the city into
neighboring West Bank towns.

Even Teddy Kollek, the famous mayor of Jerusalem from 1965 to 1993, who in the past had
claimed he did everything he could to help Jerusalem’s Arab population, spoke quite differently
in a 1990 interview with the Israeli newspaper Ma’ariv. The Arabs of East Jerusalem, he bluntly
admitted, had become “second and third class citizens,” for whom “the mayor [that is, Kollek
himself] nurtured nothing and built nothing. For Jewish Jerusalem I did something. . . . For East
Jerusalem? Nothing!”

When Barak ran for prime minister during the electoral campaign in spring 1999, he
repeatedly asserted that he would never “divide Jerusalem,” a standard pledge for Israeli
politicians but which did much to tie his hands on the issue and make a compromise highly
unlikely.30 He initially insisted that the Palestinians had to accept the existing “facts on the
ground,” namely, the enlarged “Greater Jerusalem.” In addition, for the first time he demanded
that Israel must be formally recognized as holding sovereignty over the Temple Mount as well as
what he termed the “sacred basin,” or the “Holy of Holies,” referring to nearby areas of Jewish
religious significance, such as the Jewish Cemetery on the Mount of Olives. Moreover, in
defiance of previous Israeli policy, he demanded that Jews be allowed to pray on the Temple
Mount (as opposed only to the Western Wall below it), on which a synagogue would be built.

These demands not only outraged Arafat but shocked and angered members of his own
administration and the Israeli delegation to Camp David. For example, Matti Steinberg, the
advisor on Palestinian affairs to the head of Shin Bet, said: “I never imagined that Barak would
demand sovereignty over the whole Temple Mount,”31 and Ron Pundak wrote that his demand to
build a synagogue within the boundaries of the Haram al-Sharif was “an act not contemplated for
2000 years.”32

As well, Moshe Amirav, Barak’s leading Jerusalem expert, wrote that both Arafat and Barak
had “committed grave errors” in insisting that their side had to have complete sovereignty on the
Temple Mount, but that he found Arafat’s position “easier to understand” than Barak’s:

Barak wanted to go down in history as having achieved . . . sovereignty over part of the Temple Mount . . . [but] what
Barak didn’t understand is that Ben-Gurion actually did everything he could to be rid of the Temple Mount. . . . From
Herzl on down, including Weizmann, Dana, and Menachem Begin, all of the leaders of Zionism realized that the
Temple Mount was actually a thorn in the side of the Zionist movement.33



Sooner or later, Amirav concluded, “Israel will be forced to get rid of the Temple Mount” and
recommended that it be turned over to the leading Muslim countries, thus facilitating an Arab-
Israeli peace settlement.

Apparently in response to the widespread criticism of his rhetoric and policies on Jerusalem,
including from his own delegation, Barak for some time modified his initial position, telling
Clinton, “after swearing the president to secrecy,”34 that he was ready to offer the Palestinians
and other Muslim groups “shared custodianship” on the Temple Mount/Haram, “but—crucially
—Israel would maintain its sovereignty over the site and the Temple Mount which is buried
under it.”35

In the Old City, Barak now proposed that while the Jewish quarter would remain under Israeli
rule, the Palestinians could have sovereignty over the Muslim and Christian Quarters. In the rest
of East Jerusalem, the Palestinians would have sovereignty over most—but not all—of the Arab
neighborhoods, though they would continue to be largely separated not only from the rest of the
Palestinian population centers in the West Bank but even from each other. Moreover, he
continued to refuse to allow East Jerusalem to become the capital of the Palestinian state,
proposing instead that it be located in the outlying Palestinian village of Abu Dis.

The Palestinian Position. Arafat would not accept any settlement that did not include
Palestinian sovereignty on the Temple Mount/Haram plateau, although he was willing to allow
Israeli sovereignty over the Western Wall below it. Most analysts believe that Arafat’s position
reflected his own genuine religious attachment to the Haram, but even if he had been prepared to
compromise on the sovereignty issue, it would have been far too dangerous, including to his
personal safety. According to a number of accounts, during the discussions on Jerusalem both
Arafat and Clinton talked with other Arab leaders to see if they would support a settlement that
did not include Palestinian/Muslim sovereignty on the Haram plateau.36 None of them would do
so and warned that if Arafat agreed to any change in the status quo he would be risking his life.

In particular, Egyptian president Hosni Mubarak said that “Arafat did not have the authority to
divide Jerusalem and the Old City. This was an all-Arab and all-Muslim matter. . . . Whoever
agrees to the partition would be considered a traitor to Arab and Muslim history.”37 And when
Arafat told Saudi foreign minister Prince Saud al-Faisal of the pressures he was under from both
Israel and the United States, he was warned: “Be careful, you can do everything, but nothing
concerning Jerusalem. May God help you.”38

Later, Arafat reiterated his refusal to agree to any dilution of Palestinian sovereignty on the
Haram al-Sharif plateau, adding that “his hands were tied” since not only the leading Arab
governments but also “all the muftis in the Arab world have published fatwas forbidding any
concession on this Islamic holy place.”39 When Clinton continued to press him on the issue,
Arafat was said to have responded: “Do you want to come to my funeral? I will not give up
Jerusalem and the holy places.”40 In the opinion of Edward Walker, the US ambassador to Israel
from 1997 to 1999, Arafat was not exaggerating:

There was no way in hell that Arafat could ever have reached an agreement on Jerusalem. He doesn’t represent the
Islamic world. He had to have the support of other Arab countries or Islamic countries in order to do so. . . . It was an
absolute fact—he would have been assassinated.41

The Refugee Issue and the “Right of Return”

The Palestinian Position. Since 1948 the official or public position of Arafat, the PLO, Arafat’s
successor Mahmoud Abbas, and the Palestinian Authority has been—and, rhetorically at least,



still is—that the Palestinian refugees as well as their descendants have the right to return to their
lands, homes, and villages. Arafat reiterated that “demand” at Camp David, though he and other
Palestinian leaders repeatedly assured the Americans and the Israelis that their real goal was
Israeli acceptance only of the “principle” of refugee return, as distinct from implementing that
“right” in practice.

For several reasons, it is crucial to distinguish between the principle and the practice. To
begin, very few Israelis, including its most adamant internal critics of the treatment of the
Palestinians, have ever accepted a literal return, and there is no prospect that they ever will. In
any case, the 1948 homes and villages of the Palestinian victims of the Nakba no longer exist.
Theoretically, of course, the Palestinians could “return” elsewhere in Israel, but if large numbers
were allowed to do so, within a short time there would no longer be a Jewish majority in Israel,
thus destroying the very raison d’être of the creation of a Jewish state.

Further, given over a century of mutual violence and hatred, an influx of millions of
Palestinians would be a formula for civil and religious warfare.42 There are no contemporary
precedents or models of two peoples long at war with each other suddenly becoming capable of
living together in peace and harmony within the confines of one small state—since 1945 alone,
Cyprus, Lebanon, Bosnia, Kosovo, Northern Ireland (for decades), and others provide the
warning examples.

At least since the 1980s, almost all Palestinian leaders—even, in practice though not in
principle, Hamas today—recognize the impossibility of the “right of return” demand, and there is
strong evidence that if all other pieces of a peaceful settlement fell into place, the Palestinians
would insist only that Israel acknowledge its history in creating the refugee problem and agree to
a small, essentially symbolic level of Palestinian “return.”

For example, in 1990 Abu Iyad, then one of the most important PLO officials, wrote a widely
acclaimed article for an American foreign policy journal, emphasizing that the Palestinians
understand that the literal implementation of the right of return is not possible. Negotiations
could resolve the matter if Israel accepted “the principle of the right of return or compensation,”
in which case “we shall for our part remain flexible regarding its implementation.”43

Then, during the Camp David discussions, Ahmed Qurei, a leading Palestinian delegate and
later the PA prime minister, told an Israeli magazine:

We have always said let’s approve the principle of the right of return first, and then we can be flexible on the
mechanisms. I know the Israelis cannot accept the right of return. But the principle should be approved, and then we
can talk in details on how to implement it in a way that will be good for both sides.44

As well, Arafat himself repeatedly reassured both Clinton and the Israeli delegations of his
willingness to separate the principle from practice. For example, quoting from transcripts to
which he had access, Enderlin reports that Arafat told Clinton that “we have to find a happy
medium between Israel’s demographic worries and our own concerns.”45 Enderlin elaborated on
the Palestinian position:

According to several Israeli delegates, the question of the refugees’ right of return to Israel was the Palestinians’ final
card in the negotiation. They were not going to give in on this point until agreements were concluded on all the other
pending issues. . . . Arafat repeated that should there be an agreement, he would make sure Israel would not have to
confront a demographic problem.46

The Israeli Position. The Sher Report characterized the Israeli position as follows:



On refugees, Israel refused to accept sole responsibility for the creation of the refugee problem and to any right of
return, theoretical or actual. Israel did agree to recognize the suffering of the 1948 refugees; to take part in an
international effort to bring in a small number of refugees, 20,000 to 40,000, at its discretion based on humanitarian
considerations only; and to contribute funds to refugee rehabilitation. Israel’s condition was that the “implementation of
the final status agreement would bring an end to demands and a solution to the problem.”47

Other accounts, however, characterize Barak’s position in harsher terms, saying that he did not
merely reject “sole” Israeli responsibility for the refugee problem but any responsibility for it,
even ignoring Palestinian position papers that quoted extensively from Israeli memoirs, military
documents, and the “New History” scholarship, all definitively demonstrating the extent of
Israeli responsibility for the Nakba.

According to Malley and Agha, Barak contemptuously characterized the Palestinian refugees
as “salmons”—presumably returning home to die. Malley and Agha comment: “[The]
Palestinian refugees . . . yearning to return to their land somehow is supposed to fade away in
roughly eighty years in a manner that the Jewish people never did, even after two thousand
years.”48

Had Barak been willing to acknowledge the historical facts, the way would have been paved
for the necessary and obvious compromise on the matter, essentially separating the principle of
return from its implementation—just as Arafat and other leading Palestinian officials had been
advocating for a number of years.

Camp David Reassessed

After Camp David, a new mythology emerged perpetrated by Barak and his foreign minister
Shlomo Ben-Ami, with the support of Dennis Ross, Clinton’s secretary of state Madeleine
Albright, and to a considerable extent Clinton himself. The mythology holds that at Camp David,
Barak made a generous and unprecedented offer to the Palestinians, only to be met by a shocking
if not perverse rejection by Arafat who then ordered a violent uprising at just the moment when
the chances for peace had never been greater.

For example, shortly after the conclusion of Camp David, Ben-Ami gave a long interview with
Haaretz, claiming that Arafat did not go to Camp David to reach a compromise settlement but
rather treated the negotiations as “a huge camouflage net behind which he sought to undermine
the very idea of two states for two nations. . . . Camp David collapsed over the fact that [the
Palestinians] refused to get in the game. They refused to make a counterproposal . . . and didn’t
succeed in conveying . . . that at some point the demands would have an end.”49

The implied premise of Barak and Ben-Ami was that Arafat thought the Palestinians held all
the cards, so that if he held out long enough, he would eventually reach his goal: the destruction
of Israel in stages and the takeover of all of historic Palestine. This view became widely accepted
in US and Israeli public opinion. My hometown newspaper, the Buffalo News, repeated it: “Not
only did Arafat turn down the Israeli offer of a Pal period state in 95 percent of the current Pal.
territories, he never made a counteroffer, and then launched a second violent intifada.”50

This and other Camp David mythologies have been rejected, both at the time and in retrospect,
by nearly all scholars and knowledgeable journalists and by most Israeli and US officials who
participated in the negotiations. In particular, they were challenged in interviews and memoirs by
the leading Israeli negotiators, among them Ron Pundak, Yossi Beilin, Oden Era, Shaul Arieli,
Yossi Ginosser, Moshe Amirav, and General Amnon Lipkin-Shahak, chief of staff of the IDF in
1995–1998. As well, the mythologies were strongly—and subsequently, publicly—rejected by



Israel’s leading military intelligence officials, including Ami Ayalon, the 2000 head of Shin Bet,
and Matti Steinberg, his chief advisor—and by Amos Malka, head of the IDF’s military
intelligence bureau, and his second in command, Ephraim Lavie.

Malka summed up the conclusions of his agency, saying that the intelligence assessment was
that “it is possible to reach an agreement with Arafat under the following conditions: a
Palestinian state with Jerusalem as its capital and sovereignty on the Temple Mount; 97 percent
of the West Bank plus exchanges of territory in the ratio of 1:1 with respect to the remaining
territory; some kind of formula that includes the acknowledgment of Israel’s responsibility for
the refugee problem and a willingness to accept 20,000–30,000 refugees.”51 The subsequent
negotiations between Olmert and Abbas established tentative agreements that the number of
refugees or their descendants that Israel would be willing to admit was somewhere between
10,000 and 50,000, over a three- to five-year period.

Lavie elaborated: “I can unequivocally state that . . . the research division [of the IDF]
provided no intelligence foundation for the prevailing concept [that] says Arafat is not interested
in anything other than bringing about the destruction of Israel through the right of return.”52

Similarly, the Shin Bet’s Ami Ayalon and the Israeli delegates Lipkin-Shahak, Ginnosat, and
Era corroborated the Palestinian contention that the negotiations did not break down over the
right of return because Israel knew that Arafat “was holding it as a bargaining chip in exchange
for Palestinian sovereignty over the Al-Aqusa mosque.” Era is quoted as saying that the
Palestinians “continually tried to allay our concerns, saying that fulfillment of the right doesn’t
entail the return of all the refugees.” The problem, Era said, was that the Israeli delegation could
not even explore the possibility of a Jerusalem-refugee deal because Barak wouldn’t allow them
to do so.53

Leading State Department experts during this period, including Robert Malley, Aaron David
Miller, Daniel Kurtzer, and William Quandt, also rejected the Barak/Ben-Ami argument, which
ignored the long history of Palestinian compromises, going back to the 1970s and formalized in
1988 when Arafat and the PLO officially agreed to accept a two-state settlement, in which they
would get only 22 to 23 percent of the historic land of Palestine.

The Palestinian negotiators repeatedly pointed this out. For example, in an interview with an
Israeli newspaper, Ahmed Qurei (Abu Ala) said:

We have agreed to settle for the borders of 1967. . . . [W]e get to keep only 22 percent of the historic land of Palestine
and you get to hold on to all the rest. We have recognized Israel and agreed to its demands for secure borders, security
arrangements. . . . You did not consider this to be a concession on our part. As far as you are concerned, it is all yours,
as though we never existed. You pocketed this incredible historical concession and made more demands.54

As well, the Palestinians made additional concessions and accepted other compromises. As
summarized by Kurtzer: They accepted that the settlement blocs in the West Bank and the Jewish
neighborhoods of East Jerusalem and the Jewish Quarter of the Old City would be Israeli; they
agreed to allow Israel to continue its early-warning sites in the West Bank; they accepted the
principle of territorial swaps that would allow Israel to retain the Palestinian territory it wanted to
annex; and they agreed that only a limited number of refugees would be allowed to return to
Israel.55

Furthermore, while Arafat had made a serious error by initially dismissing the Jewish religious
connection to Jerusalem as of little importance and even lacking historical grounds, he soon
realized his error. “In practice,” Pundak wrote, “the real Palestinian position on this issue during
the negotiations was far more moderate and pragmatic,”56 for by the end of the negotiations



Arafat had accepted that Israel would have sovereignty over the Western Wall, the Jewish
Quarter of the Old City, and even the previously established Jewish neighborhoods or
settlements in or near East Jerusalem.

It is true that while Barak did somewhat modify some of his initial positions at Camp David, a
number of Israeli and American officials and historians have written that his proposals fell well
short of a genuinely fair settlement that would result in a viable Palestinian state.

For example, in his analysis of the Camp David outcome, Zeev Schiff, the dean of Israel’s
military/security analysts and a centrist in the Israeli political spectrum, wrote:

The relentless expansion of the existing settlements and the establishment of new settlements, with a concomitant
expropriation of Palestinian land in and around Jerusalem, and elsewhere as well [had resulted in the Palestinians
being] shut in from all sides . . . [with] the prospect of being able to establish a viable state fading right before their
eyes. They were confronted with an intolerable set of options: to agree to the spreading occupation . . . or set up
wretched Bantustans, or launch an uprising.57

Pundak agreed with this analysis: “The conclusion is simple. If the full implementation of SC
Res. 242 is the fair basis for a permanent-status agreement, Israel’s territorial proposal at Camp
David was not generous at all. . . . Only an Israeli offer of 100 percent [of the West Bank and
Gaza] could have been seen as truly generous.”58 Malley concurred: “The measure of Israel’s
concession cannot be how far it has moved from its own starting point; it must be how far it has
moved toward a fair solution.”59 Similarly, Kurtzer wrote:

In effect, the Israelis treated the West Bank and Gaza as if they were at best disputed territories and, in the case of east
Jerusalem and the annexed suburbs that were incorporated into the Jerusalem municipality, as Israeli territories. . . .
Thus when Israel agreed to offer the Palestinians withdrawal from 90 percent or more of the West Bank, it was seen by
Israelis as a generous offer, whereas the Palestinians saw it as a demand by Israel to keep 10 percent of what was
rightfully theirs.60

In sum, if the Palestinians had accepted Barak’s proposals the result would have been not only
that the West Bank would have been separated from the Gaza Strip by Israeli territory, but that
each segment of the “state” would be further subdivided into enclaves (“Bantustans,” as they
have been widely called) by the Israeli settlements, highways, and military positions. As a result,
the links between the Palestinian areas could be broken by Israel any time it wished.

Further, the Palestinian state would not be allowed to have its capital in East Jerusalem but
only in a small village on its outskirts, would not be allowed to have substantial armed forces,
would have little or no control over its water resources, would be denied formal sovereignty over
its most important religious sites, and would have no independently controlled border access to
neighboring countries. Moreover, with even its internal freedom of movement and commerce
subject to continued Israeli closures, the already impoverished Palestinian state would be
economically at the mercy of Israel.

The net effect would have been to consolidate and make even more irreversible the Israeli
occupation of much of the West Bank and Gaza. Astonishingly, even Barak’s foreign minister,
Shlomo Ben-Ami, who in his memoirs mostly blamed Arafat for the failure at Camp David,
elsewhere admitted that “Camp David might not have been the deal the Palestinians could
accept,”61 and even more forthrightly in a 2006 interview said: “Camp David was not a missed
opportunity for the Palestinians, and if I were a Palestinian I would have rejected Camp David,
as well.”62



Ehud Barak and Camp David: What Were His Goals?

At Camp David, Barak refused even to talk with Arafat, let alone negotiate with him, angering
Barak’s own delegation, many of whom have written or said that the Palestinian leader might
have been more flexible had Barak accorded him some respect. Beyond that, Barak’s history,
ideology, and general contempt for Arabs in general and Arafat in particular caused some of his
cabinet ministers to wonder whether he had been seriously seeking a settlement with the
Palestinians or rather had been looking for a pretext to “prove” that it was Arafat who had
blocked a peace settlement.

In light of his inconsistencies and puzzling behavior at Camp David, it is hard to know
whether Barak was cynical and Machiavellian, seeking (as a number of Israeli columnists
suggested) to preserve the essence of the Israeli occupation of the West Bank under the guise of
negotiating a settlement.63 Or, perhaps at some level Barak might have genuinely wanted a
settlement—given his fears of the eventual consequences to Israel’s security in the absence of a
settlement—but was so ambivalent and conflicted that he was simply the wrong man for the job.

Had he chosen to do so, Barak could have legitimately described Camp David to the Israeli
public as a partial success, the necessary first step toward a settlement of the Israeli-Palestinian
conflict.64 Instead, after the end of the conference Barak all but ensured the Israeli public’s
rejection of legitimate compromise with the Palestinians—and the subsequent landslide electoral
victory of Ariel Sharon—by presenting Camp David not as a step in the right direction, the
necessary foundation for a secure peace, but as proof that “the Palestinians are still clinging to
the ‘phased theory’ as a practical plan”—that is, the strategy of destroying Israel in stages.65

In the weeks following Camp David, Barak repeatedly and publicly threatened the Palestinians
that his “offer” would be Israel’s final one, which if not accepted would result in Israel imposing
“a unilateral separation,” a euphemism for an imposed settlement. Barak told the Israeli public
that because Arafat had been offered “everything he asked for,” his refusal to agree proved that
“we have no Palestinian partner for peace.”66 Malley and Agha commented: “Through his words
and actions, Barak helped set in motion the process of delegitimizing the Palestinians and the
peace process, thereby enabling Ariel Sharon to deal with them as he saw fit.”67

In sum, the prevalence of the Camp David mythology perpetrated by Ehud Barak and “pro-
Israeli” Clinton administration officials, led by Dennis Ross, was to have dire consequences,
undercutting later attempts by the Israeli and US governments and political leaders to reach a fair
two-state settlement of the conflict.

The Clinton “Parameters”

Despite his rhetoric, in the months after Camp David, under pressure from members of his own
administration and many of the Israeli delegates, Barak reluctantly authorized continued secret
negotiations with the Palestinians.68 However, since both sides continued to maintain their basic
positions, no progress was made, especially after the second intifada broke out in September
2000.

As a result, Bill Clinton decided to try further mediation, though by the time he did so, both he
and Barak had only a few weeks left in office. On December 23, 2000, the president met with the
Israeli and Palestinian negotiators and verbally proposed to them a set of ideas—“the Clinton
Parameters,” as they came to be known—for a settlement of the conflict.69

In his discussions with the delegates of both sides, Clinton made several proposals.



Palestinian Statehood and Territory

Israel would withdraw from the Gaza Strip and the Palestinians would be given sovereignty over
“somewhere between 90 and 100 percent of West Bank territory,” along with “swaps and other
territorial arrangements to compensate for land [close to the Green Line] that Israel annexes for
its settlement blocs.” A fair solution, in Clinton’s view, would provide “between 94 and 96
percent of West Bank territory to the Palestinian state,” assuming a land swap of 1 to 3 percent.
If these criteria were adopted, the resulting settlement would provide for “80 percent of the
settlers in blocs, contiguity of territory for each side, and minimal Israeli annexation, [thus
reducing] the number of Palestinians affected” (see Map 15.1).

Security

While the Palestinian state would include—sort of—the Jordan River Valley, in order to
accommodate Israeli security concerns about “an Arab attack from the East,” Israel would be
allowed to maintain a gradually reduced military presence in the region over the next three years.
During this period an international peacekeeping force would be gradually introduced to take its
place and could not be withdrawn unless both sides consented.

However, even after that three-year period, Israel would be allowed to maintain early-warning
radar stations in the West Bank over an additional three years. As well, even though the
Palestinian state supposedly would have “sovereignty” in the air spaces over its territory, there
would be “special arrangements” that would allow Israel to use them for military purposes.

Palestinian security issues were treated differently. Israel insisted that the Palestinian state
must be “demilitarized,” but Arafat would agree only to “a state of limited arms.” The suggested
Clinton compromise was that the state would be “non-militarized” but at the same time would be
allowed “a strong security force [and] an international force for border security and deterrence
purposes.” What that would entail, precisely, Clinton left to the two sides to “work out.”

Jerusalem

The “general principle” should be that “what is Arab should be Palestinian and what is Jewish
should be Israeli,” including the Old City, except that some way had to be found to either divide
or share “sovereignty” over the Haram/Temple Mount. For example, Clinton proposed that the
Palestinians would have sovereignty over the Haram plateau, while the Israelis would maintain
sovereignty below the plateau, along with adjoining “sacred” Jewish spaces near it; one
alternative, he suggested, would be Jewish sovereignty over “the Western Wall and the holy of
holies of which it is a part.”

Not only the Palestinians but also Israeli critics considered that the largely secular Barak
government was pandering to the Israeli religious political parties and were not happy that even
Clinton had adopted the language of Jewish religious extremism. The Palestinians reminded
Clinton that Dayan had forbidden Jews from going to the Haram al-Sharif plateau and warned
against creating “a religious time bomb and . . . toying with explosives that could ignite the
Middle East and Islamic world.”70

The Refugees and the Right of Return

A formula needed to be found, Clinton said, “that will make clear there is no specific right of
return to Israel itself, but that does not negate the aspirations of Palestinian refugees to return to



the area.”
He then proposed five possible solutions that would be consistent with a two-state solution: a

return to the new State of Palestine; a return to areas in Israel that would be transferred to
Palestine in the land swap; rehabilitation in Arab countries presently inhabited by the refugees,
with priority given to the large Palestinian population in Lebanon; resettlement in third countries;
or, finally, admission to Israel—but only at Israel’s discretion. To facilitate whichever of these
solutions were adopted, Clinton said that the United States would take the lead in the creation of
a large international fund for refugee compensation.71

Clinton closed with these words:

I believe this is the outline of a fair and lasting agreement. It gives the Palestinian people the ability to determine their
future on their own land, a sovereign and viable state recognized by the international community, al-Quds [the Arabic
name for Jerusalem, literally meaning “The Holy One”] as its capital, sovereignty over the Haram, and new lives for
the refugees.

It gives the people of Israel a genuine end to the conflict, real security, the preservation of sacred religious ties, the
incorporation of 80 percent of the settlers into Israel, and the largest Jewish Jerusalem in history recognized by all as
your capital.

Ominously, however, he added that “this is the best I can do,” that these were his ideas alone,
and that if they were not accepted, “they are not just off the table, they go with me when I leave
office.”

Nothing was put in writing, it must be emphasized. Dennis Ross explained why:

Fearing the Arafat style of pocketing any advance and treating it as a point of departure . . . we would not present a
formal piece of paper that would exist after the Clinton presidency ended, but would instead have President Clinton
present the ideas informally and orally. And lastly, and very much related to the concern about pocketing, we would
withdraw the ideas if they were not acceptable to either side.72

As a result of their nonwritten status and the inherent lack of specificity in what were only brief
statements of general principles, there were many ambiguities that would have to be addressed in
any intensive negotiating process that could lead to a highly detailed and comprehensive treaty.

One such ambiguity was that the US government never showed the Palestinians a map of the
territorial proposals in the Clinton Parameters, nor specified what areas would be annexed by
Israel or what the Palestinians would receive as compensation. Moreover, Dennis Ross later
admitted that “we did not know the terrain [or] how each percentage of land might affect
particular settlements.”73

Yet Clinton went along with Ross’s insistence that his proposals, “parameters” or not, had to
be regarded in effect as a take-it-or-leave-it proposition. In his paraphrase of what Clinton told
the Israeli and Arab delegations, Ross writes:

Negotiations could take place within the parameters, but not on the parameters themselves. If either side could not
accept the parameters we would withdraw the ideas, and in any case they would no longer exist once he left office. . . .
They would have five days to respond with either a yes or a no. A nonanswer would be taken as a no. A maybe would
be taken as a no.74

Given the ambiguity and lack of detail in the “parameters,” it was inevitable that both sides
would respond with counterproposals or at least requests for clarification. What, then, would be
considered as “within” or “outside” of the parameters would be determined by the Clinton
administration, which given Clinton’s dependence on him, effectively meant that Ross himself,
at least initially, would be the keeper of the parameters. Thus, when Ahmed Qurei told Ross that
Arafat wanted to meet with him before responding to the Clinton proposals, Ross told him,



preposterously, that “I will not talk about ideas. The President won’t let me. We must have an
acceptance first before I can talk about them.”75

The Palestinian Response

On December 28, five days after Clinton presented his parameters to Israeli and Palestinian
negotiators, Arafat wrote to the president with his response. One quite short version of the
English-language text of his letter can be found in Clayton Swisher’s book The Truth about
Camp David; however, the Palestinian newspaper Al-Ayyam published the original Arabic
version, which is considerably more detailed.76

Arafat’s response to Clinton is extremely important, but it has been widely ignored or
misrepresented. For example, as Avi Shlaim has pointed out, the PLO leader’s letter is ignored in
the memoirs of Clinton and Ross, and in her memoirs, Madeleine Albright claimed that it proved
that “the Palestinians had not moved a centimeter.”77 Shlaim commented: “Albright’s summary
is a travesty.”78

After praising Clinton for “the historical importance of what you are trying to do,” and
assuring him “of my will to continue to work with you to reach a peace agreement,” Arafat asked
the president for his help “in clarifying and explaining the basis of your proposals,” and “seeks to
explain why [they] do not meet the required conditions for a lasting peace.”

There is no question that Arafat’s letter was blunt. He began by pointedly noting that “since a
map clarifying all the vague issues is not appended to the American proposal,” the Palestinians
cannot analyze its territorial implications:

The proposal was phrased in general terms that in some cases lack clarity and specificity. We believe that the Final
Settlement Accord should not be merely a document of general political principles . . . [but] a comprehensive
agreement that clarifies details, mechanisms, and timetables for ending the Israeli Palestinian conflict. Clarity and detail
are necessary, because of our past experiences with vague agreements and from Israel’s history of non-compliance with
signed agreements. . . . The proposals do not include practical security arrangements between Palestine and Israel nor
do they deal with some other issues of great importance to the Palestinian people. The American proposals seem to
respond to Israeli demands while ignoring the basic Palestinian requirement: a viable Palestinian state that can survive.

Arafat then addressed the major issues.
Territory. Clinton’s territorial proposal, he wrote, “minimizes both the scope of lands to be

annexed and the number of Palestinians to be damaged by this annexation,” and “gives Israel
control over extensive parts of the land.” By dividing the West Bank into three separate cantons,
disconnected from its international borders and even from each other by Jewish-only roads, he
argued, the viability and durability of the state is jeopardized. In particular, “sizeable uninhabited
lands in vital areas such as Jerusalem and Bethlehem will be annexed by Israel and this will ruin
the geographical contiguity of the Palestinian state. Not only will it limit the Palestinians’
freedom of movement, it will also have severe implications on the development of the
Palestinian state. Such a vast annexation will inevitably damage Palestinian water rights.”

Furthermore, Arafat argued, the territorial exchanges proposed by the Clinton proposals were
inequitable in both quantity and quality. First, “the U.S. proposed that Israel annex 2–6 percent
of the West Bank and that this annexation will be compensated by Israel only by the equivalent
of 1–3 percent.” In any case, Arafat contended, the Palestinians “do not need any Israeli lands,
with the exception of the safe passage between the West Bank and the Gaza Strip.” Yet, on that
crucial issue, he continued, the Clinton proposal was silent, nor did it specify the Israeli lands
that would serve as compensation for the West Bank areas that would be annexed by Israel.



The second inequity of the Clinton proposals, Arafat said, was this:

The American territorial proposal disregarded issues of land quality. All the American and Israeli proposals for land
exchange in the past referred only to lands adjacent to the Gaza Strip in exchange for valuable lands in the West Bank.
In addition to their arid nature, the lands offered to the Palestinians as compensation currently serve for toxic waste
disposal. Undoubtedly, we cannot agree to exchange lands valuable for agriculture and development, with garbage sites
for toxic waste.

The Palestinian side insists that any compensation for land annexed by Israel will be equal to this land in size and
value. We see no other logic. Nevertheless, the American proposal specifically opposes equal size of the swapped lands
and disregards the issue of their value or location.

Finally, Arafat rejected Clinton’s proposal for continuing Israeli military presence in the Jordan
Valley as an infringement on Palestinian sovereignty. Indyk summed up the Palestinian “mind-
set”:

From their point of view, all of historic Palestine was rightfully theirs and had been taken away from them by force. In
accepting Security Council Resolution 242 they had explicitly recognized Israel’s right to control 78 percent of the
territories of the Palestine Mandate. Now they argued it was unfair to be expected to bargain over the 22 percent that
encompassed the West Bank and Gaza.79

The Settlements. For a number of reasons, Arafat wrote, the Palestinians reject “the American
use of the ‘settlement-blocs’ as a principle in the negotiations.” The annexation “of 4–6 percent
of the land (let alone 10 percent),” he wrote, “would inevitably damage basic Palestinian
interests, [for] in the framework of such a formula, the number of displaced Palestinians would
increase due to annexation of Arab villages to Israel.” As well, Israeli annexation of land
adjacent to Jerusalem and Bethlehem would not only “ruin the geographical contiguity of the
Palestinian state . . . [and] limit the Palestinians’ freedom of movement,” but it would “inevitably
damage Palestinian water rights” and in other ways “have severe implications on the
development of the Palestinian state.” Arafat concludes: “It is inconceivable that we accept a
proposal punishing the Palestinians and rewarding the illegitimate Israeli settlement policies.”

Jerusalem. Palestinian sovereignty over the Haram al-Sharif “in its entirety is indivisible,”
Arafat wrote.80 For other reasons Clinton’s parameters on the Jerusalem issue were problematic
because they did not take into account the manner in which Israeli policies and actions had
increasingly resulted in the creation of disconnected Palestinian enclaves throughout the West
Bank and, in particular, had progressively narrowed Palestinian access to East Jerusalem. As a
result, Arafat continued, Clinton’s general principle of “Arab areas to Palestine and Jewish areas
to Israel” would result in “the partitioning of Palestinian Jerusalem into several islands detached
from one another as well as from the Palestinian state. . . . Any solution that will be acceptable
from the Palestinian perspective must include geographical contiguity between the Palestinian
areas in Jerusalem on the one hand, and the rest of the Palestinian lands, on the other hand.”

While Arafat said he was willing to accept continued Israeli sovereignty over the Western
Wall, recent Israeli actions and claims had expanded the definition of the “Wall” in a manner that
could infringe on the areas designated for Palestinian sovereignty: “Israel’s constant demand for
sovereignty over some ‘religious sites’ in Jerusalem that are not geographically specified and
[its] continued refusal to present maps clarifying its demands on Jerusalem,” he wrote, “only
enhance Palestinian fears.”

As well, in recent years there had been a number of occasions in which Israel, citing “security”
concerns, had closed Palestinian access to the Haram. With that in mind, Arafat wrote that
Jerusalem must be an “open city”—as had been specified in the UN partition plan—in which all
peoples have “freedom of movement and worship.” However, he concluded, “the American



proposal disregards this fundamental principle.”
The Refugee Issue. Arafat took a surprisingly hard-line position on the right of refugees to

return to Israel—surprisingly, because both he and other high-level Palestinian officials, before,
during, and after Camp David, had made it clear that they would settle for a symbolic “return” of
only a small number of the refugees.

Rejecting Clinton’s proposed alternatives to a full-scale refugee return, Arafat wrote that the
proposal “wholly endorses the Israeli position that the Right of Return must be entirely
dependent on Israel’s discretion.” Instead, Arafat insisted, UN Resolution 194 of December 1948
must remain “the basis for a just settlement for the Refugee Problem,” and he pointedly noted
that the resolution “determines the return of the Palestinian refugees ‘to their homes’ and not ‘to
their homeland’ or ‘historical Palestine.’ ” He continued: “The essence of the Right of Return is
the freedom of choice: the Palestinians should be given the right to choose their place of living,
including the homes from which they were expelled. . . . Recognizing the Right of Return and
allowing the refugees’ freedom of choice are a prerequisite for ending the conflict.”

Arafat concluded his long letter to Clinton:

While we emphasize our commitment to ending the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, we believe that this will be fulfilled
only once all the issues that caused the conflict and led to its continuation have been solved. This cannot happen
without a comprehensive agreement including detailed mechanisms for solving the core issues of the conflict. . . . Even
if we put the requirements of international law and justice aside, the American proposals do not present even a
pragmatic solution to the conflict, as long as they are not clarified[emphasis added]. If real solutions are not found to
the actual issues, any formula or text about the end of the conflict will remain void. . . . We cannot accept a proposal
that does not include the establishment of a viable Palestinian state and does not guarantee the right of the refugees to
return to their homes.

Dennis Ross later characterized Arafat’s letter as “stiffing” Clinton with reservations that were
essentially “deal-killers.”81 However, it seems persuasive—or even undeniable—that most of
Arafat’s objections or requests for changes, clarification, or more specific and detailed proposals
were reasonable and legitimate. In light of the history of past Israeli violations of apparent
agreements—for example, Oslo—he was right to be concerned that every Clinton “idea” could
be interpreted by Israel in a manner that effectively undercut his proposed compromises.82

Nonetheless, it seems apparent that Arafat made two major errors, the first of which was his
insistence on the obviously impossible demand for a literal and unlimited right of return—a
demand, moreover, which in reality he had clearly abandoned in the past, and would very
quickly do so again. Second, the tone and language of Arafat’s letter was surprisingly blunt, even
gratuitously so. One can only surmise that he was angry at the continuing American support for
Israeli policies.

Still, after first deferring to Ross’s insistence that Arafat’s reservations were outside the
parameters, Clinton finally decided, after several “heated” exchanges with Arafat, to interpret his
reply as (in Yossi Beilin’s description), “Yes, but—a readiness in principle to adopt the Clinton
Plan, together with a number of reservations that did not turn it on its head.”83

The Israeli Response

On December 30, 2000, Barak responded to Clinton’s proposals in a twenty-page letter to the
American president. At Barak’s request, the letter was kept secret and apparently is still officially
classified.84 Nonetheless, it has been described in detail in Uri Horowitz’s long analysis (“Camp
David 2”) and in both the Sher Report and in Sher’s memoir, and it has evidently been seen by
other US and Israeli officials or writers.



In the letter, Barak told Clinton that “Israel sees his ideas as a basis for discussion, as long as
they are accepted as a basis for discussion by the Palestinians as well,”85 but then said that
“certain elements of the president’s ideas differ or run contrary to Israeli positions,” including on
territory, Jerusalem, security, refugees, and others—in short, on every important issue.86

Sher elaborates on what the Barak letter said.
Territory. “Israel’s need to include eighty percent of the settlers in the settlement blocs dictates

greater [territorial] needs than provided for by the president’s ideas.”87

Security. As well, “further clarification” from Clinton was needed on the status of Palestinians
in settlement blocs; the meaning of “safe passage” for the Palestinians; the definition of the
Western Wall and “the status of the holy sites in Jerusalem”; the meaning of “non-militarization”
of the Palestinian state and the role of the Palestinian security force; the structure, tasks, and
leadership of the international force that would gradually replace the Israeli forces in the Jordan
River Valley and its relationship with the Israeli force; the control of the airspace; and others.88

Jerusalem. The detailed analyses of Horowitz and Sher establish that Israel continued to
demand sovereignty over the Temple Mount, which would now include a synagogue; it also
insisted on control of “the sacred basin,” the area outside the Old City that includes the “City of
David” and the Jewish “Tomb of the Prophets.” The Palestinians would not have sovereignty
over any part of the Temple Mount, though they could continue, perhaps in conjunction with
some kind of international commission, to exercise “trusteeship” or “custodianship” over the
Islamic mosques on the plateau.

To be sure, Barak did suggest possible alternative arrangements, but when the Palestinians
continued to insist on sole Islamic sovereignty on the plateau, Barak retracted his offers. Indyk
explains:

Barak told Albright that since Arafat had rejected the ideas proposed by the president . . . they were now off the table.
He wanted Arafat to understand that there was a price to be paid for his refusal of the earlier proposal. Instead of
sovereignty over the Muslim and Christian quarters in the Old City, Barak now went back to his old offer of a
“sovereign corridor” from the outer suburbs where the Palestinians would have sovereignty through one inner suburb to
a “sovereign compound” in the Old City, adjacent to the Haram al-Sharif, where Arafat would have custodianship.89

Refugees. Israel agreed that the refugee problem was a regrettable humanitarian issue, Barak
stated, and would recognize the right of the Palestinians to return to their own state, but that “no
right of return to Israeli territory would prevail.” However, he continued, Israel was prepared to
admit several hundred refugees annually for a ten- to fifteen-year period, under a family
unification program. In a later interview, Barak made it clear that the “family unification
program” was not based on any Palestinian rights: “No Israeli prime minister will accept even
one refugee on the basis of the right of return.”90

In any case, three days after his letter to Clinton and even before hearing from Arafat, Barak
called the president to warn him that “I do not intend to sign any agreement before the elections,”
referring to the February 2000 national elections in which he would run against Ariel Sharon.91

Then, before leaving office, he sent letters to Clinton and Arafat making clear that Israel would
not be bound by Clinton’s ideas.92 In any case, by then those ideas would be moot, for Clinton
had said that his proposals would expire at the end of his term in January 2001. And in February,
the new Bush administration reaffirmed that the Clinton parameters were no longer US policy.

In later years, in an interview with an Israeli historian, Barak explained the true meaning of his
supposedly positive response to Clinton’s parameters: “Barak admitted, for the first time, that
saying ‘Yes’ to the Clinton parameters was more of a trick to expose Arafat than a genuine



acceptance of the proposals.” Barak is directly quoted:

In order not to pass the responsibility [for the failure of the peace process] from Arafat back to us . . . [I convinced my]
government to adopt [the plan] . . . and that was part of [my] crusade to fix the fact that what had happened at Camp
David was not an [exceptional case] but rather part of Arafat’s systematic unwillingness to enter into negotiations over
a [peace] settlement.93

In sum, while in his memoirs Clinton asserts that Israel’s reservations “were within the
parameters,” but that Arafat’s reservations, “unlike Israel’s, were outside,”94 a fairer assessment
would be that “both sides were now ignoring the Clinton Parameters.”95

The Taba Conference

Even though Barak had essentially abandoned the peace process after Camp David, the more
dovish members of Barak’s government and the Israeli negotiating team were not willing to give
up, and in January 2001 they pressured Barak to agree to continued negotiations in Taba, a small
Egyptian town bordering on the Israeli city of Eilat.

Shlomo Ben-Ami tells what happened next:

Barak didn’t want to go to Taba. He didn’t see any point or purpose in it. But at this stage there was a pistol on the
table. The elections were a month away, and there was a minister who told Ehud that if he didn’t go to Taba they would
denounce him in public for evading his duty to make peace. He had no choice but to go to a meeting for something he
himself no longer believed in.96

Consequently, Barak reluctantly agreed to let the Israeli doves continue the negotiations,
appointing Ben-Ami head of the Israel team that included Yossi Beilin and several other liberal
Israeli leaders or officials. Once again, however, there would be no written record, allowing
Barak to disavow any agreements he disliked. However, Arafat’s lead negotiators, Ahmed Qurei
(Abu Ala), Saeb Erekat, and Yasser Abed Rabbo, were among his closest associates and
advisors, suggesting that they were negotiating on his behalf: Israeli military intelligence
concluded that “Arafat had identified the practical possibility of reaching a full agreement while
Clinton and Barak were still in office, and he was serious about examining that possibility.”97

Significantly, the American government had no part in the Taba negotiations. It is not clear
why—perhaps the incoming Bush administration was not ready or did not want to continue with
Clinton’s policies or perhaps, simply, it wasn’t invited, just as the Clinton administration had not
been invited to participate in the Oslo 1 negotiations. Most likely, the Palestinians had had
enough of what they regarded, for good reasons, as a one-sided US role in the process.

Indeed, that the US government’s “mediation” was indeed often one-sided was later admitted
by Aaron David Miller, who wrote that while he often differed with Dennis Ross and Martin
Indyk, the most conservative (“pro-Israel”) of Clinton’s advisors, he joined them in “bringing a
clear pro-Israel orientation to our peace process planning. . . . In truth, not a single senior-level
official involved with the negotiations was willing or able to present, let alone fight for, the Arab
or Palestinian perspective.”98

Moreover, there is evidence that the Israeli doves were themselves sometimes unhappy with
“pro-Israeli” US policies that were to the right of their own, and therefore did not want the
American government to disrupt the new negotiations. For example, Ron Pundak later remarked
that the American government, as usual, had followed its “traditional approach” in adopting “the
position of the Israeli Prime Minister. . . . The American government seemed sometimes to be



working for the Israeli Prime Minister.”99

The departure point for negotiations was the Clinton Parameters, and considerable progress
was made, largely because the Israelis moved a considerable distance from Barak’s closing
position at Camp David and his December response to Clinton’s proposals.100

Territory. Both sides agreed that the borders between Israel and the Palestinian state would be
very near the pre-1967 border between the West Bank and Israel. At Camp David, Barak’s best
offer (according to Beilin) still left about 8 percent of the West Bank in Israel’s hands, and
though Barak agreed to some compensating territorial exchanges with the Palestinians, they were
highly unequal in both size and land quality.

The Israeli delegation improved on this offer, asking for some 4 to 6 percent of the West
Bank, along with more equitable but still somewhat unequal territorial exchanges: while Barak’s
territorial swap proposals had favored Israel by as much as a 10:1 ratio, the new Israeli proposals
reduced the Israeli advantage to a 2:1 ratio.

The Israeli Settlements. The Palestinians made a major concession, agreeing to the Israeli
demand to “settlement blocs” inside the areas of the West Bank be annexed to Israel. The blocs
would then contain about 80 percent of the settlers. While there were no references to the much
smaller settlements that were outside the annexed territory, the Moratinos report said that what
was “implied” was that they would now come under Palestinian sovereignty. The Sher Report
stated that while no evacuation of settlements was planned for the initial phase of the plan, “at an
appropriate time” the settlers would be transferred to one of the settlement blocs or to Israel.

The Security Issues. In this case, the Israeli negotiators made the major concessions,
essentially accepting the Clinton Parameters by dropping their demand for Israeli sovereignty
over the Jordan River Valley, so long as Israel retained three early-warning stations in the area
and could keep their military forces there over a three-year period, only gradually being
withdrawn as they were replaced by a US-European peacekeeping force. Ben-Ami explained:
“We had arrived at solutions that would preserve our most essential security interests even
without sovereignty. It was clear to us that our demand for sovereignty in the Jordan Rift Valley
was something the Palestinians could not live with.”101

According to the Sher Report, the Palestinians still had objections on the security issues: to the
demilitarization of the Palestinian state, to the proposed timeline for the Israeli forces to
withdraw from the West Bank, and several others. However, Beilin and others believed that
these objections would not stand in the way of a peace agreement if the more important issues of
the refugees and Jerusalem were resolved.

The Refugees and the Right of Return . There were significant differences, at least of
emphasis, on how to describe the outcome of the Taba discussions on this issue. In his summary
for Sharon on the state of the issue, Sher wrote that Israel would not accept “sole” responsibility
for the refugee issue and rejected any Palestinian right of return, though it might take part, “at its
discretion,” in an international effort to bring in a small number of refugees on a humanitarian
basis.102

However, Yossi Beilin, the primary Israeli negotiator on the refugee issue, was more positive;
in a 2001 op-ed for the New York Times, he wrote: “I can testify that some resolution to the
refugee question was within reach at Taba, without in any way compromising the
demographically Jewish nature of the state of Israel.” The Palestinians had agreed to major
compromises on the right of return, he wrote, including a willingness to separate the principle
from its implementation, to agree that Israel would be only one of several possible destinations
for the refugees; and to accept that the number of refugees returning to Israel would be limited,



with Israel having the final say on who would be allowed to “return.”103

Similarly, in a 2002 Haaretz column, Beilin wrote:

[I am] convinced that it is possible to reach an Israeli-Palestinian agreement without granting the refugees the right of
return. We were very close to such a solution at Taba in January 2001. . . . After the Taba talks leaders from the
Palestinian Authority began making clear that they would not press for implementation of the right of return.104

Other accounts of Taba were less sanguine about the progress made on the issue. In his memoirs,
Ben-Ami argues that Beilin was too optimistic,105 and Shlaim says that the gaps on the refugee
issue “were reduced but left behind a good deal of unfinished business.”106 In light of the
absence of transcripts or other written records, it is impossible to resolve the differences in these
accounts. However, what is certain is that there is a wealth of evidence that even before Taba and
certainly ever since, Arafat, Ahmed Qurei, Saeb Erekat, Mahmoud Abbas, and other high
Palestinian officials have all repeatedly reassured the Israeli leaders that they have no intention
of pressing Israel to admit large numbers of the refugees, let alone their descendants.

Jerusalem. Although both sides continued to have issues with giving concrete meaning to
aspects of the Clinton proposals—“What is Jewish is Israeli, what is Arab is Palestinian”—they
said they accepted the principle. The major sticking points continued to be over parts of the Old
City and, especially, the Temple Mount/Haram. While Israel was willing to consider complex
arrangements that split the differences, the Palestinians continued to reject any compromise that
did not grant them sovereignty over the Haram. Even Sher’s report to Sharon stated, however,
that in contrast to Arafat’s previous dismissal of Jewish religious claims and feelings, the
Palestinians “showed understanding of the sensitivity of the issue for Israel, and a willingness to
find a formulation that would balance these feelings with their national needs.”

What is the likelihood that the Jerusalem issue could have been resolved if the negotiations
had continued? Shlaim is cautious: “On Jerusalem only slight progress was made. Neither side
was happy with Clinton’s proposals, but the alternative each side proposed was even less
appealing to the other side.”107 Beilin’s summation of the status of the Jerusalem issue when the
conference ended was more upbeat: “The parties’ willingness to accept the Clinton Plan was
emerging. . . . The matter of sovereignty over the holy places remained open, lingering
somewhere between the Clinton proposal and internationalization.”108 As well, Kurtzer ends his
summation of the issue on an even more positive note: “Both sides were close to accepting
Clinton’s ideas regarding Palestinian sovereignty over Haram al-Sharif notwithstanding
Palestinian and Israeli reservations.”109

At the close of the conference, the Israeli and Palestinian negotiators issued a joint
communiqué: “The sides declare that they have never been closer to reaching an agreement and
it is thus our shared belief that the remaining gaps could be bridged with the resumption of
negotiations following the Israeli elections.”110

A few months later, in a joint New York Times op-ed, Yossi Beilin and Yasir Abed Rabbo of
the Palestinian delegation wrote that “we can personally testify to have been extremely, even
agonizingly close to reaching an agreement. . . . The main missing ingredient was quality
time.”111 Similarly, Ahmed Qurei said that if Taba had continued in the same spirit for another
two months, there would have been an agreement.112

But Barak ended the Taba talks, and in his last few months in office he resumed his previous
rigidity on the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, with devastating consequences that continue today.
The likely explanations for his behavior were his unresolved ambivalence about the need for



compromise and his unwillingness to appear too “leftist” (as that term is defined in Israeli
discourse) on the eve of the national elections. To be sure, Barak really did have a domestic
politics problem that he would have had to overcome to get public support for a genuinely fair
settlement of the conflict. However, rather than attempt to educate the Israeli people, he did the
opposite, creating a new mythology about why the peace process had failed and in the process
making the conflict even harder to settle than it had been before Camp David.

Thus, Barak not only backtracked from his apparent though short-lived willingness at Camp
David to make important concessions to the Palestinians, but his public dismissals of his own
delegation’s concessions at Taba became increasingly extreme. For example, he told an
interviewer that Beilin’s suggested compromise on the right of return was a private idea of his
own and was “a bad document” that had no validity as an official Israeli position, and he asserted
that claims of Beilin, the Palestinians, and the EU’s Miguel Moratinos that peace was very close
“had no foundation.”113 Of course, maybe what he meant was that they had no foundation
because he was going to reject them.

On one occasion Barak went even further, falsely stating in a PBS documentary that because
“there was no sense trying to negotiate with Arafat, I did not even allow our people to establish a
delegation that sits together with a Palestinian delegation.”114 Indeed, Malley and Agha wrote,
“Today he takes pride in having made fewer tangible concessions to the Palestinians than
Benjamin Netanyahu.”115

Bill Clinton and the Camp David/Taba Peace Negotiations

There is no doubt that Clinton was committed to seeking what he believed to be a fair settlement
of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, but for several reasons, he failed. The most important, of
course, was that Israel simply was unwilling to end its occupation of the West Bank and allow
the Palestinians to have a viable state of their own. Beyond that, though, American domestic
politics—the strong support of Israeli policies in public opinion and, especially, in Congress,
whether sincere or motivated by political calculations—acted as a major constraint on Clinton’s
ability to maneuver, especially to credibly threaten Israel with a loss of American support if he
believed it was an obstacle to a just settlement.

As well, Clinton had little knowledge of the realities of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict;
consequently, in Kurtzer’s words, he was “far more in agreement with the Israeli narrative than
the Palestinian one.”116 Further, he got little help from his main advisors, especially Dennis
Ross, the most important of them, who often served him poorly, especially in their unwillingness
to challenge Israeli policies.

In a May 2004 discussion of what had gone wrong, Rob Malley, Aaron Miller, Martin Indyk,
and even Ross admitted that the Clinton administration had made many mistakes. In the twenty-
five years he was in government, Miller said, there was never “an honest conversation about
what the Israelis were actually doing on the ground.”117 Even when Clinton wasn’t in agreement
with Barak, Miller continued, he backed away from confronting him: “We weren’t prepared to
impose a cost on the Israelis for their actions.” In his memoirs, Miller elaborated: “Had we . . .
pushed back when the Israelis went too far, we might have preserved our integrity as a mediator.
But we caved to Israeli objections.”118

Malley and Agha point to one example: “Clinton was furious” when Barak disregarded his
commitment to transfer three Jerusalem areas to the Palestinians and on other “questionable
tactical judgments,” but “in the end the U.S. either gave up or gave in, reluctantly acquiescing in
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the way Barak did things out of respect for the things he was trying to do.”119

Finally, Clinton was personally poorly equipped to play the role of a genuine mediator, for he
was volatile, self-centered, and had a tendency to personalize policy differences, especially with
Yasser Arafat. Thus, in addition to his support of most of Barak’s positions at Camp David—
sometimes even despite his own reservations—Clinton often berated Arafat and other Palestinian
leaders when he was contradicted or merely not complied with.

In their accounts of Clinton’s interactions with Arafat and other Palestinian leaders, Swisher,
Enderlin, Sher, Ben-Ami, and even Ross all describe Clinton’s behavior.

In an argument with Aba Ala (Ahmed Qurei), the leader of the Palestinian negotiators,
“Clinton went postal. . . . Don’t make me waste my time. I’m the president of the United
States. ‘I’m ready to pack my bags and leave. You’re obstructing the negotiation. You’re not
acting in good faith.’” Swisher then quotes Sher: “Aba Ala lost all faith then in the honest,
unbiased brokerage of the United States.”120

When Arafat refused to accept Israeli sovereignty over the Haram, Clinton “exploded”:
“Here you go again. You won’t have a state, and relations between America and the
Palestinians will be over. Congress will vote to stop the aid you’ve been allocated, and
you’ll be treated as a terrorist organization. . . . You haven’t budged; all you’ve done is
pocket what Barak was giving.”121

When Arafat refused to back off from the 1967 borders as the basis for negotiations,
“Clinton became boiling mad and started shouting terribly, turned completely red and finally
got up and stalked out.”122

When Aba Ala maintained that the Israeli settlements were illegal and that the Palestinians
needed the 1967 lines, Clinton became “livid,” shouted at him that it his position was
“outrageous,” “not serious,” a “mockery,” and “a waste of his and everyone else’s time.”123

To be sure, on occasion Clinton also got angry with Barak, at one point saying to him that “he
[Clinton] had beaten up on the Palestinians today, but in truth [you] weren’t doing a thing in a
summit you insisted on having.”124 However, his anger against Barak did not last long, and there
was no follow-up. On the contrary, when the negotiations over the Clinton Parameters ended
without success, Clinton held a press conference in which he highly praised Barak and said that
“the Israeli public should be proud of their Prime Minister.”125 Evidently that was a bit much
even for Ross, who in his memoir says: “I marveled at his capacity to put the best face on what
Barak had done.”126

Bregman notes that “there was no similar praise for Arafat,” and quotes Malley: “The
language was to say that Barak had shown real courage and vision and that Arafat had reiterated
his commitment to peace, which was a way of saying that one showed courage and the other
showed up.”127

In effect, then, Clinton had broken his promise to Arafat not to blame him for the failure to
reach an Israeli-Palestinian peace settlement. That did not stop him from saying to Arafat: “I am
a failure, and you have made me one.”128

Kurtzer concluded:

The act of blaming Arafat was hugely consequential for the Palestinians, the Israeli public, and the American role in the
coming months and years. . . . The emerging narrative . . . was that Barak had offered Arafat more than any other Israeli
leader ever had, maybe even more than the Israeli public was prepared to accept, and Arafat simply pocketed the



concessions and gave little in return.129

The Arab Peace Initiative

In 2002, the leading Arab states tried again to reach an overall settlement of the Arab-Israeli
conflict. The initiative was taken by King Abdullah of Saudi Arabia, who proposed a new
version of the 1982 Fahd plan to a summit meeting of the twenty-two member states of the Arab
League. The plan was unanimously accepted and became the “Arab Peace Initiative” (API); soon
afterward it was also endorsed by the Organization of Islamic Cooperation, representing fifty-
seven states, forty of them having a Muslim majority population. The API called for the end of
the Arab-Israeli conflict, offering Israel a comprehensive peace agreement that would include not
only security provisions but normal relations with the Arab world, on the condition that it
withdraw from all the territories occupied in 1967 and accept “the establishment of a sovereign,
independent Palestinian state in the West Bank and Gaza Strip, with East Jerusalem as its
capital.”

Of particular importance, the API did not endorse an unlimited Palestinian “right of return,”
calling only for “a just solution to the Palestinian refugee problem” in accordance with the UN
General Assembly Resolution 194 of December 1948, which had been carefully worded so as to
qualify any such right: “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,” with compensation for
those who “choose not to return.”130

As well, King Abdullah let it be known that even the term “full withdrawal” did not
necessarily have to be taken literally, for during discussions of his plan with Henry Siegman, he
said that his proposal “would allow equal territorial swaps on both sides of the 1967 line to
enable Israel to incorporate several settlement blocs . . . [and] also allowed Israel’s annexation of
Jewish neighborhoods in East Jerusalem and sovereignty over the Western Wall.”131

Nonetheless, Israel ignored the API, which would have ended both the Arab-Israeli and
Israeli-Palestinian conflicts in a manner that would preserve all of Israel’s legitimate goals and
interests.132
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Israeli Occupation and Palestinian Resistance, 2000–2008

International law and just war moral philosophy recognize the right of a people to resist foreign
occupation, by political means or nonviolent resistance if possible, by armed uprisings directed
against the military forces of the occupier as a last resort. Terrorism, however, defined as attacks
on the noncombatant civilians of the occupier, is never legally or morally allowable; moreover,
most of the time it doesn’t work.

Over the years, Palestinian guerrilla forces, in earlier years the PLO, and more recently
Hamas, have often attacked Israeli military forces in hopes of forcing them to withdraw from the
occupied territories, such attacks do not constitute “terrorism.” Given the huge disparities
between the Israeli and Palestinian armed forces, though, all the attacks have failed and there is
no prospect of significant change. For that reason, since the 1980s the Palestine Liberation
Organization and the Palestinian Authority have essentially abandoned all forms of military
resistance. Today, while Hamas in principle continues to adhere to armed resistance, it rarely
initiates attacks on Israeli military forces, and never with any success in achieving its political
goals.

Armed force having proved futile, the Palestinians repeatedly have sought to resist the
occupation of the West Bank and Gaza primarily by means of peaceful marches and
demonstrations, although sometimes accompanied by rock-throwing, which should be regarded
as primarily symbolic. All these forms of resistance, including those that are entirely nonviolent,
have been repressed by Israel, often with deadly force. The facts are not in doubt, and the
literature on the issue is extensive; the routine repression of unarmed Palestinian demonstrations
—often including Israeli peace groups as well—is regularly reported in the Israeli media. Over
the years, hundreds of protesters have been killed, and thousands imprisoned.

In 2008, Meron Benvenisti, a former deputy mayor of Jerusalem, wrote:

The response of the Israeli authorities to nonviolent protest has been no less severe than their reaction to violent acts. . .
. The way to prevent the spread of nonviolent resistance is to threaten that it will be met with a violent response,
including the use of firearms, in the hope that the threat will be taken seriously, serve as a deterrent. . . . The Israelis
have managed to persuade the Palestinians that they have no inhibitions when it comes to using force, even gunfire,
against unarmed protesters, and that they make no distinction between violent and nonviolent demonstrations.1

In 2013, Yossi Sarid, a longtime political leader, Knesset member, and minister in the Rabin and
Peres governments, wrote: “Israel is afraid of a Mahatma Gandhi or Martin Luther King who
will suddenly rise up at its gates . . . anyone who preaches civil disobedience is dangerous and
must be imprisoned.”2

In spring 2018, thousands of Gazan residents marched toward the border fence separating
Israel from Gaza in a largely but not entirely peaceful protest. Some of them threw stones at the
Israeli border guards and some nearby Israeli fields were set on fire by incendiary kites or other
devices. To suppress the demonstrations and prevent the marchers from crossing the border,



Israeli snipers killed dozens and wounded thousands. A Haaretz editorial, entitled “Stop
Shooting Gazan Protesters,” commented: “The government and the army are sticking to the
dangerous policy of shooting live bullets at unarmed demonstrators. They are deliberately
refraining from using nonlethal methods, which don’t cause permanent disabilities, in order to
prevent a few of the demonstrators from crossing the border into Israel.”3

In short, neither armed nor unarmed resistance has worked. If the Palestinians attack the Israeli
occupation forces, the Israeli government usually increases the repression to demonstrate that
“violence doesn’t work.” Then the Israelis see the need to demonstrate that nonviolence and civil
disobedience also won’t work. And when the Palestinians are quiet, the Israelis typically see no
need to end the occupation.

The Second Intifada

Still, there have been periods of significant Palestinian resistance, especially during the second
Palestinian intifada. On September 28, 2000, two months after Camp David, Ariel Sharon took a
group of his followers and marched to the Temple Mount plateau, an unprecedented action
intended to show that Moshe Dayan’s prohibitions against Jewish religious worship and shows
of force near the mosques were no longer in force.

The day before the march, Arafat asked Ehud Barak to prevent it, but the prime minister
refused. The next day the Israeli police fired on unarmed Palestinian protesters, and the second
intifada began. In the early days of the intifada there were Palestinian riots and rock-throwing but
little armed Palestinian violence; in particular, there were no terrorist attacks on Israeli civilians.4
Yet the army responded with what two Israeli writers described as “the use of massive firepower
. . . as compared to nearly zero losses on the Israeli side. The ratio of victims during the first two
weeks of the conflagration stood at twenty to one.”5

The timeline is crucial, establishing that the intifada did not begin as a violent uprising, let
alone a terrorist one: it was not until early November, some four or five weeks later, that the
Palestinians retaliated against the violent Israeli repression with suicide attacks and other forms
of terrorism, including the bombing of Israeli buses and cafés.

The standard assumption in Israel is that Arafat ordered the intifada to force Israel to make
concessions in later negotiations. There is virtually no support for this view in Israeli and
American intelligence assessments or in the report of an international fact-finding commission
headed by former US senator George Mitchell. The informed consensus view is that the intifada
began as a spontaneous reaction to Sharon’s provocation, in the context of the Palestinian
people’s despair over a “peace process” that had done nothing to stop the increasing Israeli
repression and expansion and frustration over the failure of Arafat to achieve a Palestinian state
by diplomacy and concessions.

For example, the Shin Bet director Ami Ayalon said that the intifada took Arafat and the PLO
by surprise and that it was “a result of a Palestinian loss of confidence regarding Israel’s
readiness to pay the price needed for peace” as well as the erosion in the Palestinians’ belief that
the PA could establish a regime marred less by corruption and brutality. Ayalon concluded that
the intifada “in no way was conceived by Arafat himself” and that it was “a grassroots
uprising.”6 His assessment was later confirmed by Shin Bet leaders Avi Dichter and Yuval
Diskin.7

Israeli military intelligence reached the same conclusion; in 2013 Ephraim Lavie, head of the
Palestinian section in the IDF research division, wrote:
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Israeli intelligence had not a scrap of evidence indicating that Arafat had abandoned the negotiating track and had
planned and initiated the intifada. This was definitively discounted by internal investigations by Military Intelligence
and the Mossad and during interrogations of senior Fatah officials by the Shin Bet. As in the case of the first intifada,
this one also broke out at the grassroots level, as a result of anger toward Israel, toward Arafat and toward the
Palestinian Authority.8

The Mitchell Report concurred: “We have no basis to conclude that there was a deliberate plan
by the PA to initiate a campaign of violence” after Camp David. Arafat still wanted to continue
the diplomatic negotiation process, Israeli intelligence and other analyses held, but with some 85
percent of the Palestinian public supporting the intifada and the refusal of militants to accept a
ceasefire, he had little control over the violence.9 He was “riding the back of a tiger,” it was
widely commented, hoping only to hold on to some measure of control.

On the other hand, it is the view of most Israeli and US experts as well as other knowledgeable
observers that Arafat and the PA gradually gained control over the intifada but decided not to
immediately end it, hoping that it would increase Palestinian negotiating leverage.10 If that is
correct, Arafat initially had some reason to believe that continued resistance might have positive
results: for more than fifty years, nearly every concession Israel had made to the Arab states—
concessions that ultimately were in Israel’s own best interests—had been a consequence
primarily of the threat or reality of violence and war, or at least of serious economic
consequences.

The pattern was widely noted by Israeli analysts and even, remarkably, by former foreign
minister Shlomo Ben-Ami, who wrote that there was ample evidence that Israel might change
long-held policies if—but only if—threatened with high costs: “Israel is forced to make
concessions for peace only under the impact of military pressure and major setbacks. . . . A
popular prejudice in Israel about the Arabs is that ‘they only understand the language of force.’
But this can just as well be said about the Israelis.”11

For example, Ben-Ami continued, it was “indisputable” that without “the undermining of
Israel’s myth of invincibility” in the early stages of the 1973 Israeli- Egyptian Sinai war, Israel
would have refused to withdraw from the Sinai and there would have been no peace treaty.12

Similarly, “it took Israel’s reverses in the first Intifada and the psychological effects of the Gulf
War on the Israeli home front to force Yitzhak Rabin finally to realize that the Palestinian
problem is susceptible only to a political solution.”13

Evidence of the same pattern can be found throughout the earlier history of the Arab-Israeli
conflict:

Following the 1948 war, Israel refrained from occupying the West Bank and withdrew from
parts of the Sinai peninsula primarily because of serious American opposition and the threat
of British military intervention.
Following the 1956 war, Ben-Gurion initially intended to incorporate the conquered Sinai
peninsula into a Greater Israel, but was forced to withdraw because of the threat of Soviet
military intervention and a warning that the United States would cut off all economic
assistance.
In the 1967 and 1973 wars, Israel considered advancing toward Cairo and Damascus but was
deterred by US pressures and fear of Soviet intervention.
After the 1967 war, Israel refused to withdraw from the Sinai—and thereby meet the
Egyptian condition for a peace settlement—until the initially successful 1973 Egyptian
attack convinced the Israeli government and public opinion that the costs of holding the



Sinai were too high.

It is important to note, however, that all of these cases required only that Israel withdraw from
its external conquests, as opposed to withdrawing from territories that it regarded—persuasively
or not—as its own territory. Terrorism against the Israeli civilian population, such as the spate of
Palestinian suicide attacks against urban targets in the later stages of the intifada, has had a very
different impact, resulting in the hardening of the Israeli occupation, not a reevaluation of it.

After the February 2001 election of Ariel Sharon as Israeli prime minister—no doubt in good
part because of Israeli rage at the recent terrorist attacks in Israeli cities—Arafat came to the
conclusion that terrorism had to stop, as he called for “a complete halt to all operations,
especially suicidal operations” and warned that “we will punish all those who carry out and
mastermind such operations.” As a result, the PLO, Hamas, and even Islamic Jihad ended their
attacks inside Israel, though they continued to regard attacks on the Israeli settlements in the
occupied territories as legitimate targets.14

Whether or not those continuing attacks constituted “terrorism,” as that term is usually
understood, turns on whether the settlers in the occupied territories should be considered
“innocent civilians.” There are differences of opinion on the question among moral and legal
philosophers, though not among most Israelis, very few of whom were prepared to recognize the
obvious, namely, that the Palestinian violence was a consequence of the continuing Israeli
occupation and violent repression of the intifada, even before the Palestinians responded with
undoubted acts of terrorism.

The Israeli Occupation of Gaza

David Ben-Gurion, Moshe Dayan, and other early Zionist leaders had mixed feelings about
incorporating Gaza into the coming Jewish state. On the one hand, they considered it to be part
of Palestine, so it was included in the early twentieth-century maps of the territory the Zionists
intended for their state. On the other hand, they were wary of having to rule over the several
hundred thousand Arab inhabitants of Gaza, some 250,000 of whom were embittered refugees
who in 1947–48 had fled or been driven from their homes, villages, and lands in the Nakba.
Today Gaza has more than 1.8 million Arab inhabitants, some 70 percent of whom are the 1948
refugees and their descendants.

The 1948 war ended before Israel had a chance to conquer Gaza, so the early debate about the
desirability of doing so was not resolved. Then, in March 1955, Ben-Gurion proposed to his
cabinet that Israel conquer Gaza when the opportunity arose, but a majority was opposed.
Nonetheless, in the 1956 war with Egypt, Israel seized the area; however, under heavy pressure
from the Eisenhower administration, it decided to withdraw.15

During the 1967 war, Israel occupied Gaza and established a number of small Jewish
settlements there. Over the years, violent Gazan resistance to Israeli rule grew. In response, in
1991, Israel began imposing a series of punitive economic measures, including periodic
widespread business closures. In addition, restrictions were imposed on the free movement of the
population, designed to cut off the area from the West Bank—a violation of the Oslo Accords,
which specified that the West Bank and Gaza were to be considered as a single territorial unit
with free Palestinian movement between them.

As a result of these measures, by 2001 Gaza was suffering from high levels of unemployment
and poverty; B’Tselem, the leading Israeli human rights organization, reported that to ensure the



safety of the Jewish settlers “Israel imposes sweeping closure, curfew, and siege on millions of
people.”16 In addition, Israeli undercover forces, posing as Arabs or foreign journalists, routinely
captured or killed Palestinians they regarded as “terrorists.”17

The Rise of Hamas

Hamas was founded in 1987 by members of the Muslim Brotherhood in the Gaza Strip. Led by
the Palestinian religious militant Sheikh Ahmed Yassin, Hamas initially was openly anti-Semitic
and called for the destruction of Israel. In August 1988, Hamas adopted its official “Covenant of
the Islamic Resistance Movement,” which featured standard anti-Semitic notions, many lifted
directly from the notorious hoax Protocols of the Elders of Zion, such as that the Jews control the
world economy and media, were behind communist revolutions everywhere, and were
responsible for World War I—and even World War II.18

Yet, remarkably, Israeli officials collaborated with Hamas, initially seeing it as a possibly
useful counterweight to what they regarded as the far more dangerous nationalist movement led
by Arafat.19 From 1967 through 1989, over 125 new mosques were opened in the occupied
territories, with the permission of Israel. As well, in the mid-1980s, Defense Minister Yitzhak
Rabin granted permission to Hamas to set up the Islamic University of Gaza, and in other ways
“Israel helped Hamas become a leading actor in Palestine.”20

As Uri Avnery explained: “The Shin Bet had an active interest in the flourishing of the
mosques. . . . Turning the Palestinians toward Islam, it was thought, would weaken the PLO. . . .
So everything was done to help the Islamic movement discreetly.”21 Years later, Avner Cohen,
the Israeli official who was responsible for Gazan religious affairs, wrote: “Hamas, to my great
regret, is Israel’s creation. . . . Instead of trying to curb Gaza’s Islamists from the outset . . . Israel
for years tolerated and, in some cases, encouraged them as a counterweight to the secular
nationalists.”22

Matters began to change as a result of the first intifada that began in December 1987.
Unwilling to risk clashing with Israel when it was still trying to put down roots among the
Palestinian people, Hamas initially refrained from violence; as a result, Israel for a while
continued its “relatively tolerant attitude” toward the organization.23

However, by September 1988, Israel’s policy toward Hamas had hardened, and it began
expelling its leaders. Hamas responded with attacks on Israeli soldiers in the occupied territories.
In June 1989, Israel declared Hamas to be a terrorist group and a year later it began raiding,
searching, and even closing mosques.

According to Matti Steinberg, the former chief advisor on Palestinian affairs to the Shin Bet
and one of Israel’s leading experts on Hamas, at the time of the intifada Hamas was still carrying
out an internal debate over the usefulness of indiscriminate terrorism. Though there were a few
such attacks, most of them were committed by Palestinian individuals with no organizational
connection to Hamas.

On October 8, 1990, the Israeli police killed seventeen Palestinians in a clash on the Temple
Mount/Haram plateau, resulting in a Hamas call for a “jihad against the Zionist enemy
everywhere, in all fronts and every means.”24 Meshal and Sela write: “The most tangible result
[of the call for jihad] was a sharp rise in spontaneous knifing attacks committed by Palestinian
individuals against Israeli civilians, police, and soldiers. The perpetrators of these attacks had no
organizational connection with Hamas, though many were clearly susceptible to the Islamic
message.”25



However, after Israel deported 415 Islamic activists to Lebanon in December 1992, Hamas
retaliated by ordering two car bomb attacks.26 Even so, Hamas’s internal debate over tactics
continued until Baruch Goldstein’s February 1994 murder of twenty-nine Palestinians in a
Hebron mosque. When Prime Minister Rabin, fearing violent conflict with the Jewish settlers in
Hebron, refused to withdraw them in the aftermath of the massacre, Hamas retaliated with
suicide bombings in Israel. This turn toward terrorism, Matti Steinberg wrote, “stemmed directly
from the Goldstein massacre.”27 He elaborated: “In the Hamas writings there is an explicit
prohibition against indiscriminate harm to helpless people. The massacre at the mosque released
them from this taboo and introduced a dimension of measure for measure, based on citations
from the Koran.”28

Even so, Mishal and Sela wrote, Hamas did not abandon its policy of “controlled violence,”
for beginning in 1995 it “repeatedly proposed a conditional ceasefire with Israel, to stop the
bloodshed of innocents on both sides.” The central condition was a full withdrawal of Israel and
its settlements from all the occupied territories.29

This condition, of course, had no chance of being accepted. Nonetheless, between August
1995 and February 1996, Hamas and even Islamic Jihad made no terrorist attacks, “a result of the
pressure exerted by both Israel and the Palestinian Authority.”30 In early 1996, Hamas publicly
announced its willingness to stop the bombings if Israel ended its attempts to assassinate Hamas
leaders. The Israeli government ignored the offer; its continued assassinations of Hamas leaders
resulted in a new round of terrorist attacks inside Israel in February and March of that year.31

Hamas and perhaps some PLO terrorist attacks continued during the second Intifada in 2001–
2. On March 27, 2002, a suicide bomber attacked an Israeli hotel, killing forty people. Two days
later Israel launched a month-long attack in the West Bank, which it called Operation Defensive
Shield, during which it reoccupied the major West Bank population centers. Although its
declared purpose was “to systematically dismantle terror infrastructures in the entire region,” it
was also aimed at curbing the power of the PA and allowing the IDF to carry on military
operations throughout the occupied territories that gave it “a free hand to blockade cities, isolate
villages, impose curfews, and paralyze the Palestinian economy and social services.”32

Defensive Shield caused great damage and many deaths in Gaza, as was reported in Haaretz at
the time and in subsequent reports by B’Tselem and international human rights organizations.
Most striking was an interview with four former heads of the Shin Bet, who bluntly said that if
the “disgraceful” repression of the Palestinians did not end, a “catastrophe” was inevitable. One
of them, Yaakov Perry, said: “We are heading downhill towards near-catastrophe. If nothing
happens and we go on living by the sword, we will continue to wallow in the mud and destroy
ourselves.” All agreed that Israel had to end the occupation, “even if it entailed an inevitable
clash with the settlers.”

It was significant that the former Shin Bet leaders had decided to speak out in Israel’s most
widely read newspaper, Yediot Aharanot, rather than in, say, Haaretz, for they clearly wanted to
reach a mass readership rather than just the “leftists.” Yediot reporters commented: “The gloomy
feeling that pervaded this meeting cannot be overstated. It appeared that the four had decided to
speak because of the belief that what they say could lead to a turning point [in Israeli
policies].”33

But it didn’t.

Changing Hamas Policies, 1996–2005
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Although Israeli policies continued unchanged, Hamas began a gradual, ambivalent, inconsistent,
but nonetheless increasingly significant shift in its policies toward terrorism and a de facto
acceptance of a two-state settlement. As it did, it began following in the footsteps of Arafat’s
PLO and especially those of Mahmoud Abbas’s Palestinian Authority, as well as of many other
radical movements that became more moderate once they gained political power.34

In July 1995, an article in Israel’s leading news magazine reported that Hamas was divided
between the extremists and pragmatic moderates who say they will accept a two-state
settlement.35

In March 1996, Hamas stated that it was taking up arms to combat the Israeli occupation, but
it did not repeat its usual call for an Islamic state in all of Palestine; even more significantly,
it said that its resistance would “automatically stop when the occupation ceases.”36 The
statement hinted that Hamas would accept a state in the West Bank, Gaza, and East
Jerusalem. There is no record that the Shimon Peres government sought to explore this
possible opening with Hamas.
In September 1997, former Mossad head Ephraim Halevy later revealed, King Hussein of
Jordan conveyed an offer from Khaled Meshal, then the chief Hamas leader, to reach an
understanding on a ceasefire to last thirty years. Israel not only ignored the offer, but a few
days later, Israeli operatives, acting on orders of Prime Minister Netanyahu, tried to
assassinate Meshal in Jordan.37 The attempt failed, because Hussein threatened to break
relations with Israel unless it immediately sent an antidote, which Netanyahu did.

It is true that despite the gradual evolution of Hamas’s policies during this period, it carried
out a number of terrorist attacks—though they were usually in retaliation for Israeli attacks on
Gaza or undercover operations that killed Hamas or other militants in both the West Bank and
Gaza. To be sure, the Israeli attacks, and particularly the assassinations, in turn were intended as
retaliation for the Hamas attacks, as well as to deter future ones. And so on, ran the cycle of
violence.

Yet, at the same time, Hamas policies toward terrorism continued to evolve:

In January 2004, Sheikh Ahmed Yassin, a founder of Hamas and then its leading religious
leader, called for a ten-year truce with Israel if it withdrew to the pre-1967 lines and allowed
the establishment of a Palestinian state in the West Bank and Gaza. The Haaretz story said
that Yassin’s comments “appeared to strengthen signs of a big political shift” by Hamas.38

The Israeli government dismissed the signs of Hamas moderation.
In February 2004, there were several particularly devastating suicide attacks against Israeli
civilians. However, in April the attacks suddenly ended, for though it was not revealed until
2012, Hamas had made a strategic decision to end the bombings and enter into a secret deal
with Israel.39 As a consequence, Israeli casualties in 2004 continued to decline.40

In February 2005, Hamas went public, announcing that it was unilaterally declaring a
ceasefire; Israel responded by temporarily suspending its assassinations in Gaza, where the
main Hamas leaders were located. However, it continued to target Islamic Jihad activists
inside the West Bank, who were not party to the secret deal and who then retaliated with
rocket attacks against Israel. Even so, in 2005, Israeli casualties fell by a further 60
percent.41



Hamas Takes Over Gaza

Except for occasional retaliations for Israeli assassinations in the West Bank, throughout most of
2005 Hamas continued to observe the de facto truce and emphasized the political process, both
with Mahmoud Abbas’s Palestinian Authority, its rival for Palestinian political power, and with
Israel, should it accept the Hamas overtures for a long-term truce.

In late 2005, the Bush administration pressed Abbas to agree to new elections in the West
Bank and Gaza, on the assumption that the PA would easily win. According to Muhammad
Dahlan, a high PA official, the Abbas government was less confident than the United States of
the outcome but agreed to hold elections when pressed to do so by the American government.

To the shock of the Bush administration, which was touting its commitment to work for
democracy and free elections, particularly in the Middle East, the Palestinians voted the wrong
way, giving Hamas a majority in the Palestine parliament.

Immediately after the elections, the Bush administration (joined by the European Union,
Russia, and the United Nations, the other three members of the short-lived “Middle East
Quartet”) demanded that Hamas renounce violence, recognize Israel’s right to exist, and accept
the terms of all previous agreements. “When Hamas refused,” David Rose, an informed
journalist wrote, “the Quartet shut off the faucet of aid to the Palestinian Authority, depriving it
of the means to pay salaries and meet its annual budget of roughly $2 billion.”42

At the same time, the Bush administration—“suddenly less enamored of Middle Eastern
democracy,” as Peter Beinart put it43—pushed Abbas to ignore the elections, dissolve the
parliament, and rule by emergency decree. Abbas was not willing to go that far but agreed to
withhold tax and customs revenue from Hamas.

The Sharon government enthusiastically joined in economic pressures against Hamas. The
Haaretz columnist Gideon Levy described a meeting of Sharon’s “Hamas team,” headed by Dov
Weissglass—he of “the peace process is now on formaldehyde”—and including Israel’s top
generals, intelligence officials, and diplomats. “Everyone agreed on the need to impose an
economic siege on the Palestinian Authority,” wrote Levy, “and Weissglass, as usual, provided
the punch line: ‘It’s like an appointment with a dietician. The Palestinians will get a lot thinner,
but won’t die,’ the advisor joked, and the participants reportedly rolled with laughter.”44

In addition to the economic sanctions, the Bush administration began planning for a coup to
overturn the election results. Its chosen instrument was Dahlan, the so-called strongman in the
PA’s armed forces, who had led previous PA crackdowns on Hamas, had a reputation for
political moderation combined with ruthless military effectiveness, and was said to have close
ties with George Tenet, director of the CIA. In light of those credentials, Bush met with Dahlan
at least three times; the president was quoted as saying that Dahlan was “our guy.”45

The first step was to increase the military capabilities of Dahlan’s forces. According to the
Rose account, in November 2006, a US general told Dahlan, “We need you to build up your
forces in order to take on Hamas.” At Bush’s request, the conservative Arab states of Jordan,
Egypt, and Saudi Arabia provided the arms—which had been previously supplied to them by the
United States.

In June 2007, Dahlan’s forces attacked Hamas’s forces and government targets in Gaza, but
were soundly defeated. Hamas, now stronger than ever, then took full power over Gaza. Since
then, in Israel and the United States these events have been typically described as “a coup” when,
in fact, it was a response to the real coup—the US and PA actions after the wrong side won the
Gazan election.

A month later, David Wurmser, Vice-President Cheney’s chief Middle East advisor, resigned



in protest over the Israeli-American scheme, accusing the Bush administration of “engaging in a
dirty war in an effort to provide a corrupt dictatorship [led by Abbas] with victory.” According to
Rose, Wurmser believed that Hamas had no intention of taking Gaza until Fatah forced its hand:
“It looks to me that what happened wasn’t so much a coup by Hamas but an attempted coup by
Fatah that was pre-empted before it could happen.”46

Israel and Hamas, 2006–8: More Lost Opportunities for Peace?

In the years following the Hamas victories in Gaza, there were a number of developments that
might have opened the door to a peace settlement. As I have argued and will further develop, the
evidence is very strong that the PLO was ready to accept a two-state settlement and to make the
necessary compromises on the Jerusalem and refugee issues. Hamas’s position was much more
ambiguous, but the weight of the evidence suggests that it was moving toward a pragmatic, if
reluctant, acceptance of the realities of Israeli power and was becoming increasingly amenable to
a de facto if not de jure two-state political settlement. If so, it was following in the footsteps of
Yasser Arafat’s PLO, which had gradually moderated once it had a potential state to run in the
West Bank.

According to most studies, Hamas was well aware that its victory in the January 2006
elections was not owing to its religious hostility to Israel but to the hope it would improve social
and economic conditions of the Gazan people. At the end of January, the Hamas leader
Mahmoud Zahar said that if Israel withdrew from the occupied territories and reestablished the
geographic link between Gaza and the West Bank, Hamas would agree to the establishment of an
independent Palestinian state in those occupied territories and would “give a long-term hudna
[truce].” Over the next ten to fifteen years, he added, Hamas would “see what is the real intention
of Israel”; however, he would not say whether the destruction of Israel remained its long-term
goal.47

Then, a few months after taking office, Gaza prime minister Ismail Haniyeh secretly wrote to
President Bush asking him to end the American boycott of Hamas and enter into “direct
negotiations with the elected government.” Haaretz obtained the message and wrote that
“Haniyeh laid out the political platform he maintains to this day,” quoting him as saying, “We
are so concerned about stability and security in the area that we don’t mind having a Palestinian
state in the 1967 border and offering a truce for many years.” The story concluded: “This was not
the only covert message from Hamas to senior Bush administration officials. However,
Washington did not reply to these messages and maintained its boycott of the Hamas
government.”48

Israel soon assassinated a senior Hamas leader—yet Hamas not only did not retaliate but
secretly conveyed a message to the Israeli government that it “would pledge not to carry out any
violent actions against Israel and would even prevent other Palestinian organizations from doing
so,” provided Israel stopped its assassinations and military attacks.49 Even Islamic Jihad stated
that it would refrain from suicide or rocket attacks if Israel ended its attacks.50 During the next
ten months there were no Hamas rocket attacks and very few from Islamic Jihad, apparently as a
result of the stringent Hamas restrictions.

In February 2006, Khaled Meshal, head of Hamas’s political bureau, said that Hamas would
not oppose the Arab Peace Initiative, which offered Israel full recognition and normalized
relations in exchange for full Israeli withdrawal from the occupied territories and a solution to
the refugee problem.51 Similarly, in the same month, a Russian newspaper published an



interview with Meshal, who said, “If Israel recognizes our rights and pledges to withdraw from
all occupied lands, Hamas and the Palestinian people will decide to halt armed resistance.”52

In response, an Israeli spokesman dismissed the Hamas proposals as “verbal gymnastics. . . . I
see no indication that Hamas is moving to accept the international community’s benchmarks.”53

Soon after, Hamas began to go public with its new position. In April 2006, a senior official
stated that Hamas was ready to discuss a possible two-state solution,54 and in May, Gaza prime
minister Haniyeh affirmed that the Hamas government would agree to a long-term truce if Israel
withdrew to the 1967 lines.

Once again, Israel and its US ally ignored these overtures or contemptuously termed them
“tricks.”55 If anything, Israel stepped up its military pressures, killing some 660 Palestinians in
2006, most of them unarmed civilians and up to a third of them minors.56

In May 2006, Haniyeh said that the Hamas government was prepared to agree to an extended
truce if Israel withdrew to the 1967 lines: “If Israel withdraws to the 1967 borders, peace will
prevail and we will implement a hudna [truce] for many years.” Another Hamas official added
that the ceasefire “will be renewed automatically each time.”57

In the same month, senior Hamas members imprisoned in Israel joined with PLO prisoners
and issued an important “Prisoners’ Declaration” which went further than had Haniyeh by
calling for the establishment of a Palestinian state “in all the lands occupied in 1967” and
reserved the use of armed resistance only in those territories.58

A few months later, Haniyeh in effect incorporated the declaration into the Hamas position,
including its crucial distinction between the occupied territories and Israel within its 1967
borders, telling an American scholar: “We have no problem with a sovereign Palestinian state
over all of our lands within the 1967 borders, living in calm.”59

In a July 2006 Washington Post op-ed column, Haniyeh said that the Palestinians sought to
“reclaim all lands occupied in 1967,” so as to create a state in the West Bank and Gaza, with its
capital in East Jerusalem.60

By the end of 2006, a number of Israeli and American analysts were noting the significant
changes in Hamas’s positions. For example, Robert Malley and Henry Siegman argued that
Israel and the United States needed to drop their refusal to negotiate with Hamas, for otherwise
no peace could be reached: “Hamas is prepared to abide by a comprehensive cease-fire, and has
proved its ability to implement it when Israel fully reciprocates. . . . It will acquiesce in
negotiations between Abbas and Olmert and abide by any agreement ratified by popular
referendum.”61

Israel continued to disregard the changing Hamas positions; in fact, throughout 2007, it
stepped up its assassinations and other attacks on militants in Gaza and the West Bank, in the
process killing an estimated 360 civilians. According to Israel’s official records, the Palestinian
rocket attacks killed a total of seven Israeli civilians.62

Nonetheless, throughout 2007 and 2008, Hamas’s political position continued to evolve. In
January 2007, Meshal stated that Hamas would consider recognizing Israel once a Palestinian
state was established; Haaretz noted that “this is the first time that a Hamas official has raised the
possibility of full and official recognition of Israel in the future . . . a fundamental shift in
Hamas’s position.” However, Haaretz said, Prime Minister Ehud Olmert “shrugged off”
Meshal’s statement.63

In April 2008, Meshal publicly reiterated that Hamas would accept a Palestinian state in Gaza,
the West Bank, and East Jerusalem and would stop attacking civilians if Israel did the same; in
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mid-June a new truce went into effect.64 Islamic Jihad said it also would abide by the truce,
provided Israel refrained from military actions against its militants in the West Bank.65 However,
Israel continued those actions, leading to several Islamic Jihad retaliatory attacks, although they
inflicted few casualties.

According to Hamas, the truce included an understanding that Israel would open the crossing
points into Gaza and ease its economic stranglehold; for some time, Israel did allow an increase
of goods into Gaza but far less than Hamas had expected. Despite the new tensions, though,
Hamas continued to crack down on the Islamic Jihad attacks. Haaretz wrote that Hamas leaders
have spoken out “vehemently and unequivocally against the [Islamic Jihad] rocket fire . . . [and]
have even threatened those who violate the lull with arrest.”66 The New York Times reported that
Hamas officials had said that “their job was to stop the rocket attacks on Israel not only from its
own armed groups but also from others based in Gaza.” The Times said that the Hamas efforts
had been “largely successful” and even included the imprisoning of some who continued to
violate the truce.67

As a result, Israeli civilian casualties dropped dramatically: from about 680 from 2001 through
2005 to seventeen in 2006, and just seven in 2007. However, over 1,200 Palestinians were killed
by Israeli forces from 2005 until just before the major Israeli attack—“Cast Lead”—at the end of
December 2008.68

In December 2010, Haniyeh said that if Israel agreed to the creation of a Palestinian state in
the West Bank and Gaza, Hamas would call for a Palestinian referendum and would accept the
results of it, “regardless of whether it differs with [Hamas’s] ideology and principles.” The
Haaretz news story said that Haniyeh’s statement “signaled a softening of Hamas’s long-
standing position prohibiting the ceding of any part of the land of what was British-mandated
Palestine until 1948.”69

It is undeniable that in the years following the second intifada, the Hamas position contained
ambiguities and apparent inconsistencies. To begin, it was not until 2017 that Hamas officially
abandoned its anti-Semitic founding ideology and 1988 Charter, which explicitly stated that it
was a religious obligation to eliminate Israel and expel the Jews from Palestine.

Sometimes a Hamas spokesman would make a conciliatory statement or an apparently
important new offer, but the next day another spokesman—or even the same one—would appear
to back away from its implications. For example, after its Gaza victory, Hamas called for a
national unity government with the PLO “for the purpose of ending the occupation and
settlements and achieving a complete withdrawal from the lands occupied [by Israel] in 1967,
including Jerusalem, so that the region enjoys calm and stability during this phase” (emphasis
added). Did the organization expect Israel not to notice the rather important qualification?

There were other examples of Hamas inconsistency or ambiguity:

Hamas statements often called only for a truce rather than a permanent settlement—yet at
various times Hamas officials suggested that the truce “would be renewed automatically”
and extended indefinitely.70

Sometimes Hamas officials said that they accepted Israel “as a fact” but would “never
recognize its legitimacy,” but on other occasions they strongly implied that this position had
no practical importance and could eventually change.71

Sometimes Hamas says it wants Israel to go back to the 1967 borders, but other times it says
that at issue are also the events of 1948, raising the question of whether it accepts the
legitimacy of the state of Israel, even within its initial borders. For example, in June 2009,
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Haniyeh said that Hamas “would support any plan to establish a sovereign Palestinian state
in the 1967 borders,” but when he asked if that meant Hamas now supported a two-state
settlement, he replied “we didn’t say that,” explaining that “there is no reason not to set up a
Palestinian state in the 1967 borders, but that doesn’t mean we will give up our rights in the
areas of 1948, such as the right of refugees to return to their homes.”72

Similarly, sometimes Hamas stressed its commitment to the return of all Palestinian refugees
to Israel, perhaps the most difficult obstacle to a permanent settlement, but at other times it
downplayed the issue and suggested a compromise could be reached.

And so on. Yet the overall evolution of Hamas’s policies was unmistakable. In 2006, two
Israeli experts on Hamas summed up their findings: “Hamas’ ideology calls for uncompromising
activism and focuses on maximalist aims. In practice, however, the movement has adopted a
policy that was more pragmatic than dogmatic and more reformist than revolutionary.”73

Their judgment was supported by former high Israeli officials. For example, in late 2006,
Yossi Alpher, a former deputy head of the Mossad, wrote: “Hamas’ conditions are almost too
good to be true. Refugees and right of return and Jerusalem can wait for some other process;
Hamas will suffice with the 1967 borders, more or less, and in return will guarantee peace and
quiet for ten, 25 or 30 years of good neighborly relations and confidence-building.”74

Similarly, in 2009, Ephraim Halevy, former head of Mossad and then the national security
advisor to Ariel Sharon, wrote that Hamas militants “have recognized . . . [their] ideological goal
is not attainable and will not be in the foreseeable future.” Instead, “they are ready and willing to
see the establishment of a Palestinian state in the temporary borders of 1967.” Halevy concluded,
dryly, that “Israel, for reasons of its own, did not want to turn the ceasefire into the start of a
diplomatic process with Hamas.”75

In 2010, Halevy elaborated:

Now might be the right time to reconsider this policy [of no negotiations with Hamas]. . . . The time has surely come to
explore a new relationship with Hamas. Attempts to penalize the group with exclusion have failed; perhaps, the time
has come for a strategy that co-opts Hamas. Current policy, after all, sends Hamas the signal that it is doomed to
exclusion come what may and forever. But the more that Hamas is permitted inside the tent, the better the prospects of
a modest yet historic success.76

Ami Ayalon, former head of the Shin Bet, concurred that Hamas’s policy was significantly
changing:

They’ve always wanted, do want and will always want Tel Aviv, Jaffa and Jerusalem, too. Just like we as a collective
always wanted, want and will want Jericho, Hebron and Beit El. . . . But the resolution of an existential conflict like the
conflict between us and the Palestinians occurs when the dream is separated from the diplomatic plan. And this is
what’s happening. . . . During the first intifada and the second intifada, an awakening occurred. I, too, woke up very
painfully from a dream. And I did so because I came up against a force on the other side. I encountered another reality
that I could no longer ignore. And this is also happening in Palestinian society. It is parting with its dream . . . of
Greater Palestine.77

In sum, a number of factors accounted for the evolution of Hamas thinking during the 2000s,
including the realities of governing, especially when most Gazans favored a two-state solution;
the fact that most Arab governments—particularly Egypt, Saudi Arabia, Jordan, and probably
Syria—also supported a compromise settlement and feared Islamic fundamentalism; the
economic sanctions imposed by Israel, the United States, and a number of European states after
the 2007 Hamas takeover of Gaza; and, no doubt, the continuing Israeli assassinations and other



military pressures and attacks.
In the final analysis, the only way to have resolved the remaining ambiguities in Hamas’s

policies was by negotiations with the organization as well as with the PA, for no serious peace
proposal called on Israel to withdraw from the occupied territories unless and until a reasonable
and enforceable political settlement was reached. That the Israeli government refused to explore
Hamas’s true intentions demonstrated that it was not interested in a potential two-state solution.
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Israel, the “Siege of Gaza,” and Hamas, 2008–14

Ariel Sharon and the Gaza “Disengagement”

In the 1967 war, Israel occupied the Gaza Strip, until then under Egyptian rule, and in 1969 it
began establishing small Jewish settlements there. During the 1970s, Ariel Sharon commanded
the occupation forces in Gaza, expanding the settlements and ruthlessly crushing Palestinian
resistance. Still, only a handful of Israelis were willing to move there; by 2005, there were just
8,000 settlers, in the midst of 1.4 million mostly impoverished Palestinians. However, the
settlements took up about 25 percent of the territory of Gaza, 40 percent of the fertile land, and
most of the meager water resources.1 Unsurprisingly, then, the settlements became the target of
Palestinian militant attacks, largely led by Hamas, and needed to be defended by thousands of
Israeli soldiers.

In March 2001, Sharon defeated Ehud Barak and became prime minister; he was reelected in
February 2003 and served in office until January 2006, when he was incapacitated by a stroke
and was replaced by Deputy Prime Minister Ehud Olmert. (Sharon remained in a coma until he
died eight years later.) During Sharon’s first two years in office, there was no change in his
policies on the settlements.

By 2003, however, Sharon was having second thoughts about maintaining the Jewish
settlements in Gaza, where unlike the West Bank and Jerusalem, Israel had few religious or
nationalist claims. As a result, in 2004 he began planning to withdraw the Gaza settlers; in the
spring and summer of 2005, the withdrawal was carried out; Sharon also closed four small,
isolated settlements in the West Bank.2

Whether Sharon’s unexpected and uncharacteristic policy shift in Gaza reflected a genuine
change in his views on the Israeli-Palestinian conflict or was merely a tactical maneuver has been
the subject of debate among Israeli observers. A case can be made for either explanation. A
number of Israeli analysts argued that Sharon’s intention was only to rid Israel of the burden of
defending a handful of Gazan settlers, while retaining its ability to indirectly control the area, and
then strengthen its grip on the far more important West Bank, where there were now more than
200,000 settlers.3 These skeptical interpretations of Sharon’s intentions became even more
credible as a result of a famous (infamous) statement by Sharon’s close advisor, Dov Weissglass:

The significance is the freezing of the political process. And when you freeze that process you prevent the
establishment of a Palestinian state and you prevent a discussion about the refugees, the borders and Jerusalem. . . . We
succeeded in removing the issue from the agenda and we educated the world to understand that there is no one to talk
to. . . . The disengagement is actually a form of formaldehyde . . . [that is] necessary so that there will not be a political
process with the Palestinians. . . . We received a certificate [saying] that (1) There is no one to talk to; (2) As long as
there is no one to talk to, the geographic status quo remains intact. . . . And all this with a [US] presidential blessing and
the ratification of both houses of Congress.4
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On the other hand, a case can be made that Sharon’s shift was not merely a cynical maneuver.
For example, Yossi Sarid, a longtime major figure in Israeli politics and outspoken critic of
Israeli policies, but one who maintained ties to Sharon, wrote: “In the middle of his tenure as
prime minister, Sharon changed. . . . Suddenly, he got it: The Gaza Strip was a disaster that could
only hurt us as its caretaker, as the occupation had no end in sight. . . . Had he not fallen into a
coma in January 2006, he may have been remembered as the liberator of Palestine.”5

Other evidence to support the argument that Sharon was changing his mind about Gaza, and
perhaps even about the overall Israeli-Palestinian conflict, includes the following:

After the 1967 war, Sharon had pushed for the establishment of settlements in the Sinai
peninsula, but when Israel agreed to evacuate the Sinai as part of its 1979 peace settlement
with Egypt, Sharon presided over their dismantlement. Avnery wrote: “When settlements
obstructed his plans, he had no compunction about destroying them. . . . Later he did the
same to the settlements in the Gaza Strip.”6

In 2002, Sharon started building the Israeli “Separation Wall,” a 450-mile barrier that was
partly designed to stop Palestinian terrorist attacks but predominantly to wall off from the
rest of the West Bank the territory and settlements beyond the old Green Line that Israel
intended to keep permanently. According to several informed Israeli analysts, Sharon’s plan
would incorporate into Israel most of the Jewish settlers who lived in four settlement blocs
near Israel’s previous borders while avoiding Israeli responsibility for hundreds of thousands
of Palestinians who lived in the 90 percent of the West Bank that Sharon was not interested
in annexing.7
In May 2003, Sharon addressed the Likud, then his political party: “The idea that it is
possible to continue keeping 3.5 million Palestinians under occupation—yes, it is
occupation, you might not like the word, but what is happening is occupation—is bad for
Israel and bad for the Palestinians, and bad for the Israeli economy. Controlling 3.5 million
Palestinians cannot go on forever.”8

Similarly, in 2004, he was quoted as saying: “We cannot hold onto Gaza forever. It’s
impossible over long periods of time to rule in densely populated areas without their having
to receive rights in the end.”9

In 2005, a cable to the State Department from Daniel Kurtzer, then the US ambassador to
Israel, reported that shortly before the Gaza withdrawal, Sharon had held several meetings
with US senators Joe Biden and Chuck Hagel, in which he told them that he had no intention
of stopping with the Gaza withdrawal, implying that after annexing the major settlement
blocs, he would concede other parts of the West Bank to the Palestinians.10

In 2014, Haaretz reported that leaked Palestinian documents revealed that after Arafat’s
death in November 2004 Sharon met several times with Mahmoud Abbas, the new
Palestinian president, in an effort to end the intifada, coordinate the Gaza pullout with the
Palestinian Authority, and move on to make “a new start between the Israelis and the
Palestinians,” provided that Palestinian terrorism was ended.11 As well, Dov Weissglass
claimed that Sharon told him that “he saw in the near future a series of significant steps in
Judea and Samaria, of withdrawal from isolated settlements.”12

Whatever Sharon’s ultimate intentions in the West Bank, it is crucial to emphasize that even after
withdrawing its settlements and armed forces, Israel continued its “indirect” but effective
occupation of Gaza. It did so by retaining control over Gaza’s borders, airspace, coastline, and



territorial waters; by refusing to allow Gaza a functioning airport or seaport; by continuing to
control Gaza’s electricity, fuel, water, and telecommunications networks; and by its often-
exercised control and restrictions over Gazan travel and trade with the outside world through its
military checkpoints into and out of the area.13

Moreover, some of the “control” measures employed by Israel have been considerably more
than indirect: it continues to assassinate Palestinian activists, mostly those in Islamic Jihad but
sometimes in Hamas as well, and especially, it has launched several major military attacks on
Gaza since 2006.14

The Siege of Gaza

The devastating effects on the Palestinian economy and people of what is widely called Israel’s
“siege of Gaza” have been apparent since at least 2005, even before Hamas’s electoral and
military victory in Gaza in early 2006 led to the intensification of Israel’s punitive policies. In
November 2005, an authoritative study of the siege found these outcomes:

According to the World Bank, Palestinians are currently experiencing the worst economic depression in modern
history, caused primarily by the long-standing Israeli restrictions that have dramatically reduced Gaza’s levels of trade
and virtually cut off its labor force from their jobs inside Israel. This has resulted in unprecedented levels of
unemployment of 35 to 40 per cent. Some 65 to 75 per cent of Gazans are impoverished (compared to 30 per cent in
2000); many are hungry. . . . There is no doubt that the destruction wrought by Israel over the last five years—the
demolition of homes (some 4600 between 2000 and 2004), schools, roads, factories, workshops, hospitals, mosques and
greenhouses, the razing of agricultural fields, the uprooting of trees, the confinement of the population and the denial of
access to education and health services as a consequence of Israeli roadblocks and checkpoints—has been ruinous for
Palestinians, especially those in the Gaza Strip.15

Three years later, a UN report found that the economy of Gaza was on the verge of collapse, with
nearly 95 percent of the Gazan factories closed down, unemployment ranging from 45 to 60
percent, and an estimated 80 percent of Gazans below international poverty lines. According to a
number of studies, these were among the worst such figures in the world.16

In addition to the economic devastation of the siege, the number of Palestinian casualties from
Israeli military attacks grew. According to studies by the UN and Israel as well as international
human rights organizations, from 2005 through the end of 2008, more than 1,200 individuals
were killed, up to half of them civilians and as many as a quarter of them children17—though the
numbers of Israeli civilians killed by terrorist attacks were steadily dropping; for example,
official Israeli figures reported a total of seven civilian deaths in 2007.18

In early March 2008, Israel attacked densely populated refugee camps in Gaza, killing 130
Palestinians, more than half of them civilians, including many women and children.19 A month
later, Hamas leader Khaled Meshal announced that Hamas was ready to stop attacking civilians
if Israel did the same.20

Israel accepted these terms, and in early June, a negotiated six-month truce went into effect.
According to Hamas, the truce included an understanding that Israel would open the crossings
into Gaza and ease its economic sanctions and blockade. Israel initially did allow some increase
of goods to flow into Gaza but by no means enough to lift the siege.21

Islamic Jihad said it would abide by the truce, provided Israel refrained from attacking its
militants in the West Bank. Israel, however, continued such attacks, leading to several retaliatory
attacks on Israel, though they inflicted few casualties and no deaths.

In September and October 2008, only two rockets fell on Israel, neither one from Hamas.



Nonetheless, Israel tightened its siege and its assassinations, some of which killed many civilian
bystanders. Then, on November 4, Israel attacked a Gazan tunnel, killing six Hamas men. Israel
claimed that the tunnel was intended to facilitate Hamas attacks inside Israel; however, the
tunnels served a number of purposes, especially by bringing into Gaza food and other goods that
were prohibited by the continuing blockade.

For the next ten days, Hamas did not retaliate. However, Israel continued its “targeted
assassinations” on Islamic Jihad militants, killing eleven of them. On November 14, Hamas did
retaliate, firing rockets into southern Israel and announcing that it would no longer abide by the
ceasefire agreement that would expire in December but would be prepared to negotiate a new
one if Israel stopped its attacks and eased its siege.22 A Haaretz military correspondent explained
Hamas’s decision to retaliate: “Hamas has been trying for some time to create a balance of
deterrence with Israel. . . . For every large-scale strike on its people, it has responded in recent
months with massive rocket barrages. The organization especially wants to see targeted
assassinations taken out of the equation.”23

Throughout this period Hamas continued to crack down on Islamic Jihad rocket attacks:
“Hamas leaders have spoken out vehemently and unequivocally against the rocket fire,” a
columnist wrote, “[and] have even threatened those who violate the lull with arrest.”24 In
December 2008, a New York Times reporter concluded that Hamas had “imposed its will and
even imprisoned some of those who were firing rockets,” in a “largely successful” effort to halt
all attacks.25 According to Henry Siegman, “Even Israel’s intelligence agencies acknowledged
this had been implemented with surprising effectiveness.”26

The evidence leaves no serious doubt that Hamas wanted to continue the ceasefire. For
example, according to an unchallenged story in the Guardian, for several years Gershon Baskin,
a well-connected Israeli journalist and peace activist, had been secretly meeting with senior
members of Hamas, who told him that they wanted to negotiate the conditions for a new
ceasefire and the end of the Israeli blockade. Baskin then conveyed these offers to
representatives of Ehud Olmert, then the Israeli prime minister. However, according to Baskin
the offer was rejected out of hand by Olmert, who said that “Israel did not negotiate with
terrorists.”27

On December 23, 2008, four days before the start of “Cast Lead,” the massive Israeli attack on
Hamas in Gaza, Israeli Shin Bet chief Yuval Diskin confirmed the Baskin account, telling the
Israeli cabinet that Hamas would continue the truce if Israel accepted a ceasefire in both Gaza
and the West Bank and ended its blockade.28 To reiterate, during the six-month period between
June and December 2008, not a single Israeli civilian had been killed.

It was not the first time that Hamas had sent secret overtures to Israel. In 2012, the Israeli
journalist Shlomo Eldar revealed that in 2006, Hamas leader Khaled Meshal and Shin Bet chief
Yuval Diskin had held secret meetings, approved by other senior Hamas leaders, in which
Meshal offered a settlement based on a Palestinian state within the 1967 lines. According to
Eldar, Diskin took the discussions seriously and reported them to Olmert; however, the prime
minister immediately turned the offer down.29

In February 2009, the UN Human Rights Council concluded that the six-month ceasefire had
been “remarkably effective in shutting down cross-border violence and casualties on both sides .
. . demonstrating both the willingness and the capacity of those exerting control in Gaza to
eliminate rocket and mortar attacks.” However, the report continued, “Israel failed to implement
its undertaking to lift the blockade . . . [and] the breakdown of the ceasefire seems to have been
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mainly a result of Israeli violations . . . [as it] engaged in targeted assassinations and other violent
and unlawful provocations . . . most significantly by its air strikes of 4 November 2008, with
Hamas then retaliating.” The pattern was not new: “From 2000 to 2008, it was found that in 79
percent of the violent interaction incidents, it was Israel that broke the pause in violence.”30

In 2010, General Shmuel Zakai, a former commander of Israel’s forces in Gaza, said that the
Israeli government had made a “central error” during the June–November 2008 truce:

[We failed] to take advantage of the calm to improve, rather than markedly worsen, the economic plight of the
Palestinians of the Strip. . . . When you create a tahdiyeh [ceasefire], and the economic pressure on the Strip continues,
it is obvious that Hamas will try to reach an improved tahdiyeh, and that their way to achieve this is resumed Quasam
fire. . . . You cannot just land blows, leave the Palestinians in Gaza in the economic distress they’re in, and expect that
Hamas will just sit around and do nothing.31

The Israeli Attacks on Gaza, 2009–14

Operation Cast Lead

On December 27, 2008, three days after a rocket and mortar attack on Israel that was part of the
tit-for-tat pattern, Israel launched “Operation Cast Lead.” The attack, which included a ground
invasion as well as air and artillery strikes, resulted in the deaths of about 1400 Palestinians, two-
thirds of them noncombatants.32 A number of investigations, including by Israeli human rights
groups, showed that during Cast Lead, Israel systematically attacked the Gazan economic and
civil infrastructure, including transportation and communications networks; roads and bridges;
government buildings; industrial facilities and businesses; electric generation plants and power
lines; and even sewage plants, water storage tanks, schools, homes and apartment houses,
hospitals and ambulances, and various food production systems, including orchards,
greenhouses, and fishing boats.33

Operation Pillar of Defense

On January 18, 2009, Israel ended Cast Lead and a new ceasefire went into effect. The Israeli
blockade or siege of Gaza continued, however, deepening the unemployment and poverty as well
as hampering the rebuilding of homes, factories, businesses, and hospitals.34

Nonetheless, because it feared another major attack and the possible loss of its support from
the Gazan people, for the next three years Hamas continued to enforce the ceasefire, taking firm
action, including the use of force and jailing, to prevent extremist groups or even individuals
from disrupting the truce. As well, Hamas continued to call for a long-term truce (hudna) with
Israel, sometimes even describing it as permanent, which would for practical purposes amount to
a de facto political two-state settlement:

At the end of January 2009, senior Hamas officials said they would accept a long-term truce
if Israel allowed Gaza’s borders to be opened to the rest of the world. “We want to be part of
the international community,” Hamas leader Ghazi Hamad told journalists.35

Shortly afterward, Khaled Meshal told a Russian diplomat that Hamas would not stand in
the way if the PA reached a peace settlement with Israel that was approved by a referendum
of the Palestinian people.36 In short, Hamas would go along with a two-state settlement.
Clearly responding to indications that Hamas was changing its policies, Amos Yadlin,
Israel’s chief of military intelligence, said that Hamas was now interested in reaching a



peace settlement.37 Of particular importance was a study published by the U.S. Institute of
Peace, a semi-official but independent government organization, which concluded:

Although peaceful coexistence between Israel and Hamas is clearly not possible under the formulations that
comprise Hamas’s 1988 charter, Hamas has, in practice, moved well beyond its charter . . . [and has] undergone
significant political changes . . . and has sent repeated signals that it may be ready to begin a process of coexisting
with Israel.38

Instead of seeing the Hamas truce and crackdown on attacks on Israel as an opportunity to enter
into negotiations, however, the Israeli government ignored the Hamas overtures and actions and
continued the siege of Gaza and assassinations of Hamas and Islamic activists. In early 2010, an
Israeli journalist wrote that although “Hamas has not fired Qassam rockets for more than a year .
. . the blockade of the Gaza strip has continued. . . . In Israel’s eyes this is something natural that
should have no effect on the Palestinians’ positions.”39

Throughout 2011 and most of 2012, retaliatory attacks by Hamas on Israel caused little
damage. According to Gershon Baskin, who had continued his discussions with Hamas officials,
this was deliberate. While the organization had decided that it could not ignore the Israeli attacks,
its responses targeted only open fields.40

One of the Hamas officials marked for assassination was Ahmed Jabari, the head of Hamas’s
military forces in Gaza. Like most other Hamas leaders, Jabari was becoming receptive to
negotiations and a compromise peace settlement. The Israeli government knew it; nonetheless it
killed him in a targeted air attack on November 12, 2012.

When Hamas retaliated with a barrage of rockets, on November 14 Israel launched its second
major attack on Gaza, “Operation Pillar of Defense,” which had clearly been long planned. The
attack ended a week later and a new ceasefire supposedly went into effect. Though not as
destructive as Cast Lead, the attack killed 167 Palestinians, over half of them noncombatants,
and further damaged the Gaza economy and civil infrastructure.41

One day after the Israeli attack started, Haaretz reported that “senior officials in Israel” knew
that Hamas might have been on the verge of accepting a permanent truce, “but nevertheless
approved the assassination.”42

On November 17, Baskin went public:

On the morning that he was killed, Mr. Jabari received a draft proposal for an extended cease-fire with Israel, including
mechanisms that would verify intentions and ensure compliance. This draft was agreed upon by me and Hamas’s
deputy foreign minister, Ghazi Hamad, who received Mr. Jabari’s authorization to deal directly with me. . . . Other key
Hamas leaders . . . supported a new cease-fire effort because they, like Mr. Jabari, understood the futility of successive
rocket attacks against Israel that left no real damage on Israel and dozens of casualties in Gaza. Mr. Jabari was not
prepared to give up the strategy of “resistance,” meaning fighting Israel, but he saw the need for a new strategy and was
prepared to agree to a long-term cease-fire.43

After the Israeli attack, more information was revealed about the Israeli government’s decision to
ignore the evidence of Hamas’s efforts to reach a long-term truce: Reuven Pedatzur, Haaretz’s
military analyst, wrote that the government knew that Jabari was expected to agree to such a
truce because Baskin’s negotiations had been held “with the knowledge and consent of Defense
Minister Ehud Barak . . . and perhaps also Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu.” Pedatzur
concluded: “Thus the decision to kill Jabari shows that our decision-makers decided a cease-fire
would be undesirable for Israel at this time, and that attacking Hamas would be preferable.”44

In light of the long history of Israel’s lost or even deliberately sabotaged potential openings for
peace negotiations, Pedatzur’s conclusion was entirely warranted.



Operation Protective Edge

After the November 21, 2012, conclusion of Pillar of Defense, a new ceasefire went into effect,
which continued for the next eighteen months. During this period, Shin Bet’s own records
showed that not a single Israeli civilian was killed or injured.45 Nonetheless, throughout 2013
Israel continued the siege of Gaza, including not only the punitive economic measures but also
assassinations and armed incursions, even though Hamas was observing the ceasefire and
cracking down even harder on Islamic Jihad and other militants to prevent them from launching
rocket or mortar attacks.

On June 12, 2014, three Israeli teenagers were kidnapped from their West Bank settlement and
murdered. The Netanyahu government immediately accused Hamas, even though Israeli
intelligence knew that Hamas was not responsible and that the attack had been carried out in
defiance of Hamas’s policy of maintaining the ceasefire: the kidnapping was the action of what
the Israeli police called “a lone cell.”

That did not stop Netanyahu from calling for “vengeance,” claiming that “Hamas is
responsible and Hamas will pay.”46 Over the next eighteen days, Israeli forces carried out
disruptive searches throughout the West Bank, looking for the teenagers (whose bodies were
later found) but also seizing the opportunity to invade homes and arrest some 400 Palestinians,
most of them members of Hamas.47

Hamas reacted by firing rockets into southern Israel, the first such action since the November
2012 ceasefire. Israel then struck the rocket launch sites, Hamas retaliated, and the usual
escalation process set in, culminating with hundreds of rockets flying in both directions and
another major Israeli ground invasion of Gaza. “Operation Protective Edge” was launched on
July 8, 2014, and continued for fifty-one days.

As in Cast Lead in 2009, Israel bombed from the air and fired over 30,000 shells into Gaza,
many of them into densely populated areas. Civilian institutions were again struck, including
homes, schools, hospitals, industries and workshops, agricultural facilities, roads, water and
sewage-treatment plants, and the main Gaza electrical power plant. According to the UN, other
international agencies, a Human Rights Watch report, and an investigation by B’Tselem, some
2,100 to 2,200 Palestinians were killed, three-quarters or more of them civilians (including more
than 500 children), and about 11,000 were wounded. An estimated 100,000 people were left
homeless.

Nonetheless, although the attack, like Cast Lead, had been designed to weaken Hamas’s hold
on Gaza and turn the people of the area against the organization, it failed. Support for Hamas
actually increased. Opinion surveys reported that nearly 80 percent of the Palestinians believed
that Hamas had won the war and some 60 percent thought the “gains” were worth the cost.48

Were the Israeli Attacks Justified as Self-Defense?

Though Israel paid few costs in terms of the reaction of other states—even the Arab states, some
of which had their own issues with Hamas, said little—Israel’s treatment of Gaza was strongly
criticized by international and Israeli human rights advocates, especially because of its attacks on
the civilian infrastructure. Israel retorted that it had acted only in self-defense, in response to the
rocket attacks into Israel. A number of the reports tacitly seemed to accept that argument, for the
focus of most of them was on Israel’s “disproportionate” or “indiscriminate” military methods.

The self-defense argument turned on whether Israel had genuinely ended its occupation of
Gaza in 2005, only to suffer continued attacks by organizations dedicated to its destruction,



leaving it no choice but to defend itself. The argument is unpersuasive on at least four grounds.
First, Israel had not really withdrawn from Gaza, for it had continued to exercise both direct

and indirect control and inflict severe suffering on its inhabitants.
Second, even if Israel had truly ended the occupation and repression of Gaza, it certainly

hadn’t ended its occupation, settlement, and control over the West Bank and East Jerusalem.
According to international law and the Oslo agreements, Gaza and the West Bank constituted a
single nation. Consequently, the Palestinian people, including the Gazans, had not lost their right
to resist the occupation of the West Bank. To believe otherwise is like believing that if in the
1770s the British had continued to occupy New York but had withdrawn from New Jersey, that
state’s residents would have no right to continue fighting for overall American independence.

Third, long-term truces with Hamas were readily attainable, at the least. Such measures,
however, would have necessitated negotiations with Hamas and left it in power, which in the
2000s Israel was unwilling to accept. Consequently, it had ignored a number of Hamas truce
proposals and violated others that it had arranged with the organization.

Fourth, the weight of the evidence suggests that Hamas was not only prepared for extended
truces but was moving toward accepting a two-state political settlement. Israel’s stated reason for
refusing to explore Hamas overtures was that it was wrong to negotiate with terrorists. Of course,
its real reason was that it didn’t want to make the concessions that would pave the way for a
peace settlement, even with Arafat, Abbas, and the Palestinian Authority, let alone with Hamas.

Thus, the Palestinians were put into an impossible dilemma. On the one hand, terrorism—
deliberate attacks against innocent noncombatants—is always morally wrong, practically by
definition. On the other hand, the overwhelming military superiority of Israel had made
nonterrorist Palestinian armed resistance almost impossible and Israel had also either ignored or
crushed all forms of nonviolent Palestinian resistance, sometimes by lethal force. Further, most
Palestinian terrorism almost certainly would have ended if Israel had ceased to occupy the West
Bank and Gaza—after all, even while the occupation continued, Hamas had not only observed
the truces but enforced them on more radical Palestinian terrorist organizations, except for a
relatively few retaliations for far larger Israeli attacks.

In this light, the central question is this: Can a state justly claim the right of self-defense when
the terrorism directed against it is a consequence of its repression of another people? In my view,
the answer is that such a state does not have a convincing claim of “self-defense” when its
victims turn to armed resistance—even when their means, terrorism, are morally wrong.

Consider an analogy. After the end of World War II, the Soviet Union occupied Eastern
Europe, installed puppet regimes in the area, and intervened with force to put down legitimate
revolutions against them. Suppose the Hungarians and Czechs, clearly lacking any other means
of resisting the 1956 and 1968 Soviet invasions, had responded with terrorism, for example, by
indiscriminate rocket attacks on Soviet cities. Such attacks would still be morally wrong; on the
other hand, we would not be inclined to say that in ruthlessly crushing the revolutions the Soviets
were only “defending themselves.”

In short, while the Palestinian use of terrorism cannot be defended on either practical or moral
grounds, Israel’s attacks on Gaza, designed to maintain its illegitimate and illegal control over it,
cannot be considered “self-defense.” If Israel withdrew from the occupied territories and allowed
the Palestinians to build a state of their own, but the Palestinians still attacked Israel, then—and
only then—would Israel have a legitimate claim of self-defense.
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The Peace Process

Last Gasps, 2001–2016

Bush, Sharon, and the “Road Map,” 2001–3

For several reasons, President George W. Bush was strongly inclined to support Israel—at least
as he understood what constituted “support”: as an evangelical Christian, he shared the “pro-
Israel” beliefs of that group; he admired Israel’s hard-line policies toward Islamic militancy,
especially those of Ariel Sharon; and as had been the case for previous presidents, the domestic
politics of Israel-related issues reinforced his own inclinations.

Even so, in his first few months in office Bush clashed with Sharon on several issues,
opposing Israel’s continuing settlement expansion in the occupied territories as well as its
military actions there and, in particular, its assassinations of Palestinian militants. As well, Bush
was the first president officially to endorse the creation of a Palestinian state, though with
important qualifications.

Shortly before the September 11, 2001, terrorist attacks in the United States on the New York
Twin Towers and the Pentagon, Secretary of State Colin Powell was preparing a major policy
speech that would announce American support for a Palestinian state, with an American and
international peacekeeping force to be stationed along its borders.1 After 9/11, however, the
Bush administration focused on combating Islamic terrorism and saw Israel as its natural and
perhaps indispensable ally.

On June 24, 2002, Bush gave a major policy speech on US policies in the Israeli-Palestinian
conflict. He gave lip service to the need for Israel to change its policies toward the Palestinians,
but his vague and highly conditional support for the creation of a “provisional” Palestinian state
put no pressure on Sharon. On the contrary, Bush famously called Sharon “a man of peace” and
praised him for “his leadership and commitment to build a better future for the Palestinians.”2

The emphasis in Bush’s speech was on what the Palestinians had to do before they could get a
“provisional” state. Not only did they have to end their “terrorism”—and he clearly accepted the
Israeli position that any form of armed Palestinian resistance, even when directed against soldiers
in the occupied territories, constituted “terrorism”—but they also had to establish a “market
economy” and a “working democracy with new and different leadership.”

In 1996, Arafat was freely elected by the Palestinians to head the Palestinian Authority.
Nonetheless, despite Bush’s ostensible support for a “working democracy,” Arafat had to go.
Only then, Bush made it clear, could the Palestinians “count on American support for the
creation of a provisional state of Palestine, meaning one whose borders and certain aspects of its
sovereignty will be provisional until resolved as part of a final settlement in the Middle East.”3

During 2002, European diplomats developed their own peace plan, called “The Road Map for
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Peace.” It was accepted—nominally—by the Bush administration, and in April 2003 it was
presented to Israel and the Palestinians as a joint plan of the United States, Russia, the European
Union, and the United Nations—“the Quartet,” as they came to be known.

The Road Map was officially described as a “performance-based” peace plan “with clear
phases, timelines, target dates, and benchmarks aiming at progress through reciprocal steps by
the two parties in the political, security, economic, humanitarian, and institutional fields, under
the auspices of the Quartet.” The final “destination” was to be a comprehensive, two-state
settlement of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, to be reached no later than 2005.

The plan’s three “phases” imposed obligations on both sides, which were to be carried out
simultaneously—that is, neither side was to wait until it saw what the other was doing before
taking its own required steps. Phase One required the Palestinians to “reiterate” Israel’s “right to
exist,” to unconditionally end all violence and “incitement” against the Jewish state, and to
“undertake comprehensive political reform in preparation for statehood . . . and free, fair, and
open elections.”

Simultaneously, Israel was required to announce that it would support the creation of “an
independent, viable, sovereign Palestinian state” living in peace and security alongside Israel;
would “freeze” all settlement activities; and would “end violence against Palestinians
everywhere.”

Phase Two was to consist of preparations for the creation of the Palestinian state within
“provisional” borders, including negotiations on other important issues—including economic
cooperation and development, sharing of water, environmental issues, and the status of refugees.
Phase Three was the negotiation of a final two-state settlement that would not only resolve all the
major Israeli-Palestinian issues but would also require the acceptance by the Arab states of “full
normal relations with Israel and security for all the states in the region in the context of a
comprehensive Arab-Israeli peace.”

Arafat immediately announced that the Palestinians accepted the Road Map without
reservations, not surprising in view of the fact that it imposed no unacceptable obligations on
them: they had already agreed to end all terrorism and recognized “the right of Israel to exist,”
and it embodied the two-state solution that they had sought for at least two decades.

After being elected in March 2001, Sharon had been blunt about his goals, and he had no
intention of allowing the Bush administration or the Road Map to change them. In April he said
that Israel would not withdraw from most of the West Bank, would continue to occupy the
Jordan River Valley and the roads leading to them, would make no concessions on Jerusalem,
would “absolutely not” evacuate a single settlement “at any price,” and would not cede control of
the West Bank water aquifers. In case that wasn’t sufficiently clear, over the next year he
repeatedly said that the Israeli concessions at Oslo, Camp David, and Taba were no longer
valid.4

A number of prominent Israeli analysts commented that Sharon’s intentions were to torpedo
the diplomatic process, continue the Israeli occupation, and limit the Palestinians to a series of
enclaves surrounded by the Israeli settlements; some even wrote that Sharon’s long-term strategy
resembled that of the “Bantustans” created by the South African apartheid regime.5

Almost immediately after the promulgation of the Road Map, Sharon concluded that the Bush
administration had no intention of pressuring him to comply.6 As a result, he set out to sabotage
it, submitting fourteen “reservations” to it, which in fact amounted to its rejection:

Despite the Road Map’s requirements that both sides must move together to meet their
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conditions and deadlines, Israel would not comply until the Palestinians had ended all
“terror, violence, and incitement,” dismantled Hamas, ended all weapons production, and
replaced the current PA with “new and different leadership.” That is, Arafat had to go, now.
Any redeployment of Israeli military forces in the West Bank would occur only after
“absolute quiet” had been achieved.
“Attention would be paid not to timelines but to performance benchmarks”—meaning that
Israel would have no obligations until it was satisfied with the Palestinian “performance.”
The provisional Palestinian state must be “fully demilitarized, and Israel would have
“control over the entry and exit of all persons and cargo, as well as of its air space and
electromagnetic spectrum.”
There would be no right of return of Palestinian refugees to Israel.
Until the final phase, the central issues of a two-state settlement were not even to be
discussed, including the status of Jerusalem and the settlements “in Judea, Samaria and
Gaza.”7

Far from starting the process of “freezing” the settlements, Sharon began expanding them even
further. In her memoirs Condoleezza Rice wrote:

I would learn valuable lessons about how frustrating it can be to get the Israelis to actually carry through on promises
relating to the Palestinians. The illegal outposts were always going to be moved but were never quite moved.
Gratuitous “security” roadblocks that kept the Palestinians from moving around in the West Bank were always going to
be moved but were never quite taken down.8

In July 2003, Sharon met with Bush. Sharon was reported to have been delighted with the
meeting, because Bush reiterated his support of Israel, downplayed US-Israeli disagreements,
and essentially dropped the issue of the settlements. One Israeli commentator wrote: “Sharon
will come home completely happy. No outpost removal, no tangible pressure to improve the
lives of the Palestinians. In fact, nothing.”9

In April 2004, Bush revealed that he had sent a letter to Sharon saying that “the realities on the
ground and in the region have changed greatly over the last several decades, and any final
settlement must take into account those realities,” in effect, as an Israeli historian wrote,
“rewriting the rules of the peace process.”10 A year later, Bush reiterated that these “realities”
dictated that some settlement blocs would end up in Israel as part of a settlement, adding that it
was “the American view” that this should occur. Israeli officials said that Bush’s wording “was
very satisfying” to Sharon.11

A number of former US diplomats and State Department officials who had played prominent
roles in the development of American policies in the Arab-Israeli conflict subsequently criticized
Bush’s capitulations to Sharon. For example, Martin Indyk wrote that Bush lacked interest in the
peace process, and that his blaming of the Palestinians in general and Arafat in particular for the
continuation of the conflict “fed the narrative of humiliation in the Muslim world that Osama bin
Laden sought to exploit.”12

Similarly, Aaron David Miller wrote that the Bush administration “was not prepared to get
serious [about the Road Map]”:

Increasingly bogged down in the war in Iraq, the administration continued to demonstrate a lack of interest and capacity
to deal effectively with the opportunities and crises that beset the Arab-Israeli arena . . . [and did] not even follow up
seriously on its own initiatives. The road map quietly expired.13



Daniel Kurtzer, US ambassador to Israel during the Bush administration, was even more blunt:

The Bush team did not believe in active peacemaking. . . . From the outset, the Bush administration did not assess
resolving the Arab-Israeli conflict as central to American interests in the Middle East. . . . [The administration’s] lack of
interest in promoting the peace process and weak follow-up when it did get involved made a bad situation worse.14

Blunter still was a November 2004 open letter to Bush, signed by eighty-eight retired American
diplomats. Its importance and candor merit extensive quotation:

We are deeply concerned by your April 14 endorsement of Israeli Prime Minister Ariel Sharon’s unilateral plan to
reject the rights of three million Palestinians . . . [which] undermines the Road Map for peace drawn up by the Quartet,
including the U.S. . . . [and] it reverses longstanding American policy in the Middle East. . . . In fact, you and Prime
Minister Sharon consistently have excluded Palestinians from peace negotiations.

By closing the door to negotiations with Palestinians and the possibility of a Palestinian state, you have proved that
the United States is not an even-handed peace partner. . . . Your unqualified support of Sharon’s extra-judicial
assassinations, Israel’s Berlin Wall–like barrier, its harsh military measures in occupied territories, and now your
endorsement of Sharon’s unilateral plan are costing our country its credibility, prestige and friends. Nor is this
endorsement even in the best interests of the State of Israel.15

Haaretz’s diplomatic correspondent concurred that Bush was not only harming the Palestinians,
but he was also harming Israel: “It is difficult to think of an American president who has caused
more damage to Israeli interests than the president who is considered one of the friendliest to
Israel of all time. No leader has done more than Bush—by commission as well as omission—to
destroy the Palestinian Authority under Yasser Arafat and Mahmoud Abbas.”16

The Geneva Accord

In 2003, eight years after Yossi Beilin and Mahmoud Abbas negotiated the Beilin–Abu Mazen
Accords, they tried again. Building on that agreement as well as on the Oslo agreements of 1993,
the Camp David negotiations, the Clinton Parameters of 2000, and the Taba conference in early
2001, they agreed upon the Geneva Accord (GA) in October 2003, a fifty-page set of agreements
covering all the major aspects of the conflict.17 In the increasingly unlikely event that a true
compromise two-state settlement should become feasible in the future, the GA is likely to be the
model on which it would be based.

While unofficial, the GA was negotiated by high-level teams from both sides. Beilin’s team
included Amram Mitzna, head of the Labor Party; Avraham Burg, recently the Speaker of the
Knesset; a number of retired Israeli generals, including former IDF chief of staff Amnon Lipkin-
Shahak; academicians and specialists in the Israeli-Palestinian conflict; and intellectuals and
writers, including Amos Oz and David Grossman.

The Palestinian delegation was headed by Yasser Abed Rabbo, a longtime PLO leader known
to be close to Yasser Arafat, and it included a number of PA ministers, deputy ministers, and
prominent academics. While they did not officially represent the PA, there was no doubt that
Arafat had encouraged the negotiating process—Beilin wrote that the negotiators met three times
with Arafat, who “expressed tremendous interest in our project and encouraged us to
continue.”18

The GA begins by endorsing “the right of both the Jewish and Palestinian peoples to
statehood,” the first time that the Palestinians explicitly accepted Israel as a Jewish state. In an
important interview, Arafat was asked if he objected to the Jewish character of Israel; his
response was that he, the PLO, and the PA on a number of occasions had officially recognized



the state of Israel, so “it follows that the citizens of Israel have the right to determine the identity
and character of the State of Israel, as long as it remains a democratic state that grants equal
rights to others, including its large Arab population.”19 The other main issues in the conflict were
to be resolved as delineated below.

Territory and Borders. Israel was required to end the occupation and withdraw from almost all
of the territories it had conquered in the 1967 war, including Gaza and about 98 percent of the
West Bank, and allow a Palestinian state to be created in those areas. The 2 percent of the West
Bank that Israel would annex was adjacent to the 1967 border and contained about 110,000
Jewish settlers within three of the largest settlements that had been built after the 1967 war; the
remaining 100,000 Israelis who were scattered in small settlements throughout the West Bank
would be moved back into Israel by the Israeli government.

The Palestinians were to be compensated for the loss of the annexed areas by means of a 1:1
“land swap,” in which they would get Israeli territory along the 1967 borders near the Gaza Strip.
Moreover, the land they would receive would not be desert, as in previous Israeli proposals, but
would be suited for agriculture. A corridor would be created between Gaza and the West Bank,
so as to link the two territories. The corridor was to be under Israeli “sovereignty” but “under
Palestinian administration” and “permanently open.”





Map 18.1 Geneva Accord, from Yossi Beilin, Path to Geneva, 362. Permission granted from Akashic Books.

Security. Each side had “the right to live in peace within secure and recognized boundaries
free from the threat or acts of war, terrorism and violence”; each must “refrain from the threat or
use of force” against each other; and must refrain from participating in any military organization
or alliance that endangers either state—a provision that was designed to prevent the Palestinian
state from allying itself with Arab states that might threaten Israel.

To further accommodate Israel’s security concerns, the Palestinian state would be largely
“nonmilitarized” (the term the Palestinians preferred to “demilitarized”), meaning that it would
not be allowed an army or heavy weapons but only police forces to maintain internal order; all
other armed organizations—that is, private militias, Hamas, Islamic Jihad—would be disarmed.

In addition, an international peacekeeping force would replace Israeli forces along the new
Israeli-Palestinian borders; to ensure that the international force would be a serious one,
American troops would be predominant within it. In theory, the function of the peacekeeping
forces was to guarantee the security of both states; in fact, of course, its real function was to
protect Israel from Palestinian incursions, since it would be hard to imagine circumstances in
which American troops would be employed in the event of an Israeli armed attack on Palestine.

In other Palestinian concessions, for three years after the GA came into effect Israel would be
allowed to continue a “small military presence” in the Jordan River Valley, although it would be
at least nominally under the authority of the international force. As well, Israel would keep two
early-warning stations in the West Bank.

It should be noted, of course, that the Palestinians would be offered no similar security
guarantees, such as the demilitarization of Israel or the stationing of Palestinian forces inside
Israel. The huge power disparity between Israel and the Palestinians left the Palestinian
negotiators no choice but to accept the inequities.

Water. The issue of how the water resources would be divided or shared was not fully
resolved. Some of the Israeli settlements that were to be annexed to Israel had been deliberately
built over important aquifers, making it imperative for the Palestinian state to be compensated for
their loss, primarily by the building of internationally financed desalination plants. The GA
stated that these and other technical economic and legal issues were “professional matters that
are being dealt with by teams of experts,” which later would submit their results to the Israeli and
Palestinian publics.

Jerusalem. Jerusalem would be divided into East Jerusalem and West Jerusalem, which would
become the capitals of each state. The line of division would be based on the general principle of
the Clinton Parameters: “What is Jewish is Israeli, what is Arab is Palestinian.” In some of his
earlier remarks, Arafat seemed to be calling into question the Jewish people’s historical
connection to Jerusalem; however, after the GA became public, he said that the Palestinians
“accept Jewish sovereignty over the Wailing Wall and over the Jewish quarter of the Old City . .
. because we recognize and respect the Jewish religion and the Jewish historical attachment to
Palestine.”20

Thus, the Palestinians agreed that Israel would keep the Jewish neighborhoods it had
established after 1967 within Arab East Jerusalem, and would hold sovereignty over the Jewish
Quarter of the Old City and the Western Wall; other religious sites, regarded as holy by Jews,
Muslims, and Christians alike, would be under international supervision, with free access to all.
The Palestinians would gain sovereignty over the remaining Arab areas of East Jerusalem and,
most important, over the mosques on the Temple Mount plateau.



The agreement would be administered and monitored by a multinational and multireligious
“International Group,” the membership of which would be subject to the approval of both sides.

Refugees. The accord generally followed the Clinton principles. There would be no overall
“right of return” to Israel, but some might be allowed to return, “at the sovereign discretion of
Israel.” Israel agreed to specify the number of refugees it would “consider” admitting; Beilin said
that Israel would “probably” admit something like 30,000 refugees.21 However, the key point
was that Israel would have a veto over any such arrangements, as was repeatedly emphasized by
Beilin and other supporters of the GA in their efforts to gain government and public acceptance
of the settlement.

Other than the small number of refugees who might, or might not, be allowed to return to
Israel, the refugees would be given the options of remaining in, or returning to, the state of
Palestine or locating permanently in any state that would accept them—most likely Lebanon and
Jordan, where hundreds of thousands already lived. As well, the refugees would be offered
compensation for their property losses in Israel and funds to enable them to resettle elsewhere.
The funds would be provided primarily by the international community, though no specifics
were offered. The amounts would later be determined by the International Commission.
In summary, it was the unresolved Jerusalem and refugee issues that had blocked the 2000
negotiations from reaching a comprehensive settlement—that is, before the intifada and the
election of Sharon ended those negotiations. The Geneva Accord resolved them by means of a
trade-off: the Palestinians essentially accepted the Clinton proposals on the refugees, thus giving
Israel a de facto veto over any return to Israel, and the Israelis conceded the division of
Jerusalem and Palestinian sovereignty over the Haram al-Sharif. The logic of this compromise,
Beilin wrote, “will undoubtedly be the basis for any future agreement.”22

Both Israeli and Palestinian public opinion generally supported the compromise agreement: a
variety of polls showed that over 60 percent of each group either supported or at least were not
strongly opposed to it. Even on the right of return, long thought to have been a deal-breaker,
there had been a major change: 46 percent of the Palestinians (up from only 25 percent in 2003)
accepted the principle that most of the refugees would have to choose between resettlement and
compensation rather than returning to Israel.23

The Outcome of the Geneva Accord

As the intifada escalated in 2003–4, leaders on both sides backed away from the accord. As
expected, Sharon furiously dismissed it, and while Arafat had effectively appointed the
Palestinian delegation and supported the compromises during the secret negotiations, he was
silent after the GA became public. Subsequently he was criticized by Mahmoud Abbas and
others for not throwing his support behind it. Some observers argued that the progressive Israeli
compromises at Camp David may have led Arafat to decide to wait for even more favorable
terms. Others, including Barak, asserted that it failed because Arafat still wanted all of Israel.

However, the most plausible explanation is that Arafat knew the compromises would arouse
Palestinian resistance, while Sharon would never accept them. Therefore, Arafat might have
reasoned, he had little to gain and everything to lose by endorsing them. Still, a braver and more
farsighted leader might have acted differently, but Arafat’s failure to do so does not shift to the
Palestinians the main responsibility for yet another lost opportunity.

The Arab Peace Initiative Reaffirmed



In March 2007, the 2002 Arab Peace Initiative was unanimously reaffirmed by all twenty-two
signatories; indeed, the section on the refugee issue was significantly modified in favor of Israel,
for the words “right of return” were omitted and, following the language of the Geneva Accords,
the API now stated that there had to be “a just and agreed solution” (emphasis added) to the
problem.24 A year later Marwan Muasher, a former Jordanian foreign minister who played a
major role in the development of the API, wrote: “For the first time, the Arab world committed
itself to an agreed-upon solution to the refugee problem, addressing Israel’s concern that Arabs
will demand that four million refugees be sent to Israel. . . . Not a single Arab state has
withdrawn its support [for such a settlement].”25

In short, the Arab states unanimously gave Israel a veto over any refugee plan. Even Iran,
considered the most radical Muslim state, had gone along, despite the threatening rhetoric of
Mahmoud Ahmadinejad, the country’s president from 2005 to 2013. An Israeli journalist wrote:
“Since the Arab Peace Initiative was proposed in 2002, Iran hasn’t expressed opposition to it.
Moreover, the initiative was adopted by the foreign ministers at a summit of the Organization of
Islamic Cooperation in 2003, in Tehran of all places.”26

The Arab Peace Initiative is still on the table, and there is no doubt that the Palestinian
Authority, headed by Mahmoud Abbas since Arafat’s death in 2004, supports it. To be sure, the
PA continues to give lip service to the right of return, but it has repeatedly made clear that it will
not allow that issue to become an obstacle to a fair two-state settlement.

Hamas’s position has been steadily evolving in the same direction, though not entirely
consistently. For example, in 2006 Hamas said it was “ready to consider” the API if Israel
accepted it first,27 but in 2012 its leader Khaled Meshal said that the organization would never
recognize Israel or abandon its claim to all of historic Palestine: “Palestine is ours from river to
the sea and from the south to the north. There will be no concession on an inch of land,” he told a
Gazan rally.28

Meshal’s statement was particularly shocking, since it was not consistent with the other signs
of change in Hamas policies, or even with his own previous statements, in which he was far
more moderate and supported the end of Palestinian violent resistance if Israel agreed to a two-
state solution. Of course, it was hardly irrelevant that Netanyahu had just announced a major
expansion of the Israeli settlements in the West Bank.29

In any case, a month later Meshal authorized King Abdullah of Jordan to tell President Obama
that Hamas had accepted the idea of a two-state solution and welcomed the API and efforts by
Mahmoud Abbas to gain international support for this outcome. Saeb Erekat, the PA official in
charge of relations with Israel, said that Hamas’s policy was now in line with that of the PA.30

In 2014, Munib al-Masri, a leading Palestinian official in the West Bank, wrote that Hamas’s
“readiness to sign off on the 1967 border is not a mere tactical move but reflects deeper strategic
calculations.”31 Since then there has been even more evidence (discussed in Chapter 19) that
Hamas would not be an obstacle to a two-state settlement, including one that denied any
Palestinian “right” of return and allowed Israel to decide how many, if any, refugees it would
admit.

Nonetheless, the Netanyahu administrations, in power since 2009, continue to claim that the
right-of-return issue makes a two-state settlement impossible. Thus, it has simply ignored the
API, much to the disapproval and even amazement of many non-“leftist” Israeli political and
military leaders. For example, in 2010 a retired Israeli major general wrote that the “absurd thing
is that the Israeli government has never even held a single organized debate of the initiative.



Some 22 Arab countries signed a peace initiative that Israel has not only not adopted, but has not
even discussed.”32 And in 2017 it was reported that “most of Israel’s former defense chiefs . . .
consider [the API] a suitable basis for starting negotiations, and many politicians, including
former right-wingers, believe we should respond to the proposal.”33

As a result of the government’s ignoring of the API, most Israelis didn’t know about it. After a
2013 public opinion poll found that almost 75 percent had never even heard of it, an astonished
Carlo Strenger, an Israeli psychologist, wrote:

The overwhelming majority of Israelis do not know that the Arab world as a whole would accept Israel’s existence! But
there was also a surprisingly positive finding in this poll. After respondents heard what the initiative entails, they were
asked what their position would be were Netanyahu to adopt the Arab League proposal. A full 69% said they would
support it!34

In a subsequent column, Strenger wrote that the unwillingness of the Sharon and Olmert
governments to give the API serious consideration was “puzzling,” in light of the fact that “for
most of its existence, Israel could only dream of an offer that explicitly includes peace,
recognition of Israel’s right to exist and normalization of its relationship with the Arab world.”35

Yet the explanation of why no Israeli government has been willing to explore the API proposals
for a two-state settlement is hardly difficult: no such settlement is possible unless Israel
withdraws from its 1967 conquests of the West Bank and East Jerusalem, and no Israeli
government, let alone Netanyahu’s, has been willing to even consider doing that.36

The Olmert-Abbas Negotiations, 2008–9

Ehud Olmert became the acting prime minister in January 2006, following Ariel Sharon’s stroke,
and was elected prime minister in March. Olmert was a longtime leading member of Likud and
had served as mayor of Jerusalem from 1993 through 2003. Prior to becoming prime minister,
his views were those typical of hard-line Likud members: he had opposed any Israeli withdrawal
from its 1967 territorial conquests and had “hit the roof,” Condoleezza Rice says, when the Bush
administration statement referred to the Arab Peace Initiative in issuing a call for an international
conference to settle the conflict.37 As well, he had opposed the Oslo Accords and the Camp
David compromises, and as mayor of Jerusalem had subscribed to the Likud view that there had
to be a “united, undivided Jerusalem under eternal Israeli sovereignty.” Acting on those views,
he had aggressively expanded the Jewish settlements in and near East Jerusalem, demolished
some 300 Palestinian homes, and in a variety of ways sought to marginalize the Palestinian
residents.

Moreover, in Olmert’s first few months as prime minister, he launched two heavy military
attacks that killed hundreds of Palestinian and thousands of Lebanese civilians: in June 2006
against Hamas in Gaza, in retaliation for the kidnapping of an Israeli soldier and the killing of
two others, and in southern Lebanon in July, in retaliation for a Hezbollah cross-border raid that
resulted in the death of several Israeli soldiers.

In a major surprise, however, in November 2006, Olmert gave a major speech at a memorial
service honoring David Ben-Gurion, announcing that he was ready to make a number of
compromises—some of them going beyond not just Barak’s policies but even those embodied in
the 2003 Geneva Accord—in order to reach a two-state peace settlement.

In subsequent interviews, Olmert admitted that his past views were wrong: “I thought that the
land from the Jordan River to the [Mediterranean] Sea was all ours, but ultimately, after a long



and tortured process, I arrived at the conclusion that we must share with those we live with if we
don’t want to be a binational state.”38

In his 2006 speech, Olmert quoted Ben-Gurion’s 1948 address to the Knesset, in which he
explained why he had not authorized an attempt to seize the West Bank: “When we were faced
with the choice between the entire land of Israel without a Jewish State, or a Jewish State without
the entire land of Israel, we chose a Jewish State without the entire land of Israel.” Then, Olmert
continued, Ben-Gurion agreed to withdraw from the Sinai after the 1956 war, opposed the Israeli
attacks on Egypt and Syria in 1967, and then called for withdrawal from most of the territories
seized by Israel in that war. Olmert then came to his central point:

Ben-Gurion ruled that in exchange for true peace, Israel must relinquish a vast majority of the territories occupied in
the Six Day War. I wholeheartedly identify with the statements made by Ben-Gurion regarding the duty of every
government in Israel to strive for peace. . . . I would consider it a great sin, not only towards our generation but towards
future generations as well, if we did not do everything in our power to reach a mutual understanding with our Arab
neighbors, and if future generations had cause to blame the Government of Israel of missing an opportunity for peace.39

A two-state peace agreement would be possible, Olmert continued, if the Palestinians end
violence, disband “the terrorist organizations,” and agree to border modifications. Those
modifications, however, must be based on George Bush’s 2004 letter to Ariel Sharon, in which
the US president said that the “new realities on the ground” had made it unrealistic for there to be
a complete return to the pre-1967 Israeli borders. The implication was that the new border must
be more or less along Sharon’s separation wall and include some West Bank territory beyond the
1967 border, thus allowing Israel to annex its major settlements there.

If the Palestinians accepted these terms, Olmert concluded,

I will invite Abu Mazen [PA chairman Mahmoud Abbas] to meet with me immediately, in order to conduct a real,
open, genuine and serious dialogue between us . . . [resulting in] an independent and viable Palestinian state. . . . We
will significantly diminish the number of roadblocks, increase freedom of movement in the territories, facilitate
movement of people and goods in both directions, and release Palestinian funds for the purpose of alleviating the
humanitarian hardship which many of you suffer. We can assist you in formulating a plan for the economic
rehabilitation of the Gaza Strip and areas in Judea and Samaria [the West Bank]. . . . We will agree to the evacuation of
many territories and communities which were established therein.

There is no question that Olmert’s apparent offers were striking and had apparently opened the
door to a peace settlement: “Greater Israel is over,” he told a cabinet meeting: “There is no such
thing. Anyone who talks like that is deluding himself.”40 Astonishingly, he even said that if
Israel did not soon agree to a two-state settlement, “the country is finished.”41

Leading Israeli commentators initially were impressed—Olmert’s plan “is the most dovish,
conciliatory and far-reaching of any offered by an Israeli leader in recent years,” Meron
Benvenisti wrote.42 However, in the next two years, instead of cutting back Jewish settlement of
the West Bank, Olmert continued to expand it; as well, the siege of Gaza continued. The
apparent disconnect between Olmert’s rhetoric and his behavior was noted by a number of Israeli
analysts who initially had been optimistic.43

Even so, Olmert had not abandoned his efforts to negotiate a two-state settlement with the
Palestinian Authority. Between his 2006 speech and his departure from office at the end of 2008,
he and Abbas secretly held some thirty-six meetings, in the course of which he laid out his
proposals. There are somewhat different versions of what Olmert was offering, because, as had
been the case with Barak at Camp David, he was not willing to put his offers in writing until
Abbas accepted them, and refused to show Abbas a map of his territorial proposals.44 Hardly



unreasonably, of course, Abbas was not willing to officially accept Olmert’s proposals until he
knew their exact nature.45

Still, there have been a number of leaks and inside accounts; in particular, the Guardian’s
2011 publication of the “Palestine Papers”—based on the WikiLeaks release of some 1,600
Israeli, Palestinian, and US classified documents—revealed the main lines of Olmert’s proposals:

Territory and Borders. Olmert proposed to annex 6.3 to 6.8 percent of the West Bank
(analyses differ on the precise amount), including all the Jewish neighborhoods that had been
established in East Jerusalem and the four main settlements in the West Bank, containing about
75 percent of the settlers. Three of those settlements were near the 1967 borders, but one of
them, Ariel, extended well into the heart of the West Bank. In exchange, Olmert offered a
territorial swap, in which Israel would give 5.5 percent of its territory to the Palestinians, most of
it along the borders of the Gaza Strip. As well, Israel would establish a territorial link or corridor
that would connect Gaza and the West Bank, which would nominally remain Israeli territory but
would be under Palestinian control.46

These offers were portrayed by Olmert as providing for the “establishment of a Palestinian
state on territory equivalent in size to the pre-1967 West Bank and Gaza Strip with mutually
agreed-upon land swaps that take into account the new realities on the ground.”47 In fact that was
a somewhat exaggerated estimate of the size of the Palestinian state; more important, Olmert
continued building Israeli roads and bridges in the West Bank—some of them reserved only for
Israelis—that would link the settlements and effectively cut the Palestinian state into four
sections. As well, almost half the territory Olmert was offering to swap with the Palestinian state
was in the Negev Desert.

Security. As in previous Israeli peace proposals, in Olmert’s plan the Palestinian state would
have no army or air force, though it would be allowed to have a strong police force to protect law
and order. Olmert did make a significant concession to the Palestinians by dropping the previous
Israeli insistence that Israeli security required its military forces, if not settlements, to remain in
the Jordan River Valley. Traditional Israeli defense strategies, he said, were outmoded, for they
were “all about tanks and land and controlling territories and this or that hilltop. All these things
are worthless. Who thinks seriously that if we sit on another hilltop, on another hundred meters,
that this is what will make the difference for the State of Israel’s basic security?”48

On another occasion he said: “I completely gave up on having an Israeli presence in the Jordan
Valley. That was because I could protect the line of the Jordan River through an international
military force on the other side of the Jordan River. There was no opposition on the Palestinian
side to our having a presence in warning stations along the mountain range.”49

Jerusalem. Olmert did not mention Jerusalem in his 2006 speech, neither offering a
compromise nor repeating the standard Israeli claim that “it will remain Israel’s capital
forever.”50 However, over the next two years he essentially adopted the Clinton Parameters’
proposals on Jerusalem, even explicitly recanting his previous policies, especially during his
years as mayor of the city: “I am the first who wanted to enforce Israeli sovereignty on the entire
city. I admit it. I am not trying to justify what I did for 35 years. For a large portion of those
years, I was unwilling to look at reality in all its depth.”51

Olmert now proposed to Abbas that Jerusalem be partitioned or “shared,” as he preferred to
put it. The Israeli areas—predominantly in West Jerusalem but also including some that had been
developed in East Jerusalem after the 1967 war—would remain under Israeli sovereignty, while
the Palestinians would be given sovereignty over the rest of East Jerusalem.52 Addressing his



shocked Israeli critics, Olmert responded: “Whoever wants to maintain control over the entire
city will have to absorb 270,000 Arabs into the borders of Israel proper. This won’t do.”53

Throughout the course of the Arab-Israeli and Israeli-Palestinian conflicts, one of the most
explosive issues was the status of the Old City of Jerusalem, especially the Temple
Mount/Haram al-Sharif. Olmert now proposed, in essence, that the Old City be internationalized,
as had been proposed in the 1947 UN partition plan. The Temple Mount/Haram al-Sharif and
other areas of religious significance would be ruled by a joint trusteeship of Israel, Palestine,
Saudi Arabia, Jordan, and the United States—though the Haram would continue to be
administered by a Muslim commission, as Israel had allowed since the 1967 war.

It was a complicated arrangement, of course, but in terms of Israeli policies it was
revolutionary. Even the Geneva Accords had proposed the division of sovereignty of Jerusalem
between Israel and Palestine rather than its internationalization.54

The Refugees and the “Right of Return.” Olmert proposed that an agreement on the refugees
would acknowledge their suffering since 1948 but include no language admitting Israeli
responsibility for their plight. As for their “return” to Israel, Israel would admit 1,000 refugees
per year for a period of five years, but only on a “humanitarian” or “family reunification” basis.
Later, Olmert said that if Abbas had proposed an agreement “that would require Israel to absorb
10,000–15,000 refugees over five years, I would have agreed.”55 As well, Olmert agreed to work
with international organizations to “generously compensate” refugees for their loss of homes and
property.

The Palestinian Response

The two sides were very close on the most important issues. Abbas’s proposals would allow
Israel to annex its three largest settlement blocs just over the pre-1967 borders, containing over
80 percent of the settlers in the West Bank. On security, Abbas accepted the Palestinian state as
“nonmilitarized,” with the exact details on the size and armaments of the internal security force
to be later negotiated. On Jerusalem, Abbas accepted the main outlines of Olmert’s proposals,
which were very close to the principles he had agreed to in the Beilin–Abu Mazen and Geneva
Accords, including the ceding to Israel of nearly all the Jewish areas of East Jerusalem and its
environs. Moreover, it was Abbas’s idea to establish a joint committee to administer the “holy
sites” in the Old City, thus getting around the symbolic “sovereignty” problem.56

As for the “right of return,” the Palestinian leaders reaffirmed that they had neither the
intention nor the power to undermine the status of Israel as a Jewish state by demanding the
“return” of millions of refugees; indeed, there were indications that they would agree to
recognize Israel as a Jewish state as long as the rights of the Israeli Arabs were preserved.57

Had the negotiations continued, it is highly likely that there would have been an agreement to
admit over a five-year period somewhere between 30,000 Palestinian refugees—Olmert’s offer
—and 100,000, as Abbas proposed.58 Addressing the issue of whether even the larger number
would result in what the Israelis euphemistically call “the demographic problem” (meaning the
loss of a large Jewish majority), the Israeli analyst Shaul Arieli pointed out that “the issue is an
argument over a symbolic return of refugees which would become demographically negligible”
once the 300,000 Palestinians in East Jerusalem became part of the Palestinian state.59

The main remaining gaps between Olmert and Abbas concerned the size and borders of the
projected Palestinian state, and the status of the settlements deep inside the West Bank heartland.
Abbas was willing to accept Israeli annexation of the area just beyond the 1967 borders



(comprising 2 percent of the West Bank), which contained the largest Israeli settlements,
provided the Palestinians were compensated with territory of the same size and quality.60

However, there was no agreement on the remaining smaller settlements in the heart of the West
Bank.
Both the Israeli and Palestinian negotiators believe that an agreement could have been reached if
Olmert had been able to complete his term and been reelected in March 2009. Olmert claimed,
“We were very close, more than ever in the past, to complete an agreement on principles that
would have led to the end of the conflict between us and the Palestinians.”61 On another occasion
he said he could almost “touch the peace deal.” While the Palestinians had not accepted his
proposals, they had not rejected them either: “And there is a difference. They didn’t accept them
because the negotiation hadn’t ended. . . . If I had remained prime minister for another four to six
months, I believe it would have been possible to reach an agreement. The gaps were small.”62

Palestinian leaders essentially confirmed Olmert’s appraisal, believing that despite his past
record and, for that matter, the ongoing expansion of the Jewish settlements, Olmert was
genuinely willing to compromise. “It’s very sad,” said Saed Erekat, Abbas’s chief negotiator.
“He was serious.”63 After the fact, Abbas was even more positive, telling members of the
Knesset that “we didn’t strike a deal but reached understandings in many of the core subjects”; if
Olmert could have remained in office for “maybe two months more,” he continued, a peace
agreement would have been reached.64

Why then, it is reasonable to ask, didn’t Abbas strike while the iron was hot and publicly state
that he had accepted the main outlines of Olmert’s proposals, with some details to be later
resolved? Some have argued that Abbas was playing a waiting game, in the expectation that
Israel would soon offer an even better deal. It is true that, between May 2000 and September
2008, Israel negotiators had retreated from their initial demands for about 35 percent of the West
Bank to just 6 or 7 percent.65 Even so, there simply is no evidence that Abbas was following
such a risky strategy, and it is particularly unlikely considering that he had a long history of
making compromises to bring about a peace settlement.

Indeed, in a 2008 interview on an Arab television network, Abbas said: “The opportunity for
the 1947 partition has been lost, and before that the opportunity for the Peel Commission
partition was lost. But we do not want to lose another opportunity. That is why we have accepted
the 1948 and 1967 partition . . . [even though they] do not include more than 22 percent of
historical Palestine.”66

The most likely explanation for Abbas’s failure to accept at least the principles of the Olmert
proposals was Olmert’s deteriorating political position. For some time he had been investigated
by the Israeli police on corruption charges (for which he was later convicted), and for other
reasons he had become extremely unpopular—astonishingly, one poll found that only 3 percent
of the Israeli public approved of his leadership. As a result, it was becoming increasingly likely
that he would soon lose his reelection bid to Benjamin Netanyahu, who almost certainly would
jettison or sabotage any agreement negotiated between Olmert and Abbas.

In July 2008, Olmert announced he was resigning as prime minister but would stay on until a
successor could be chosen or until the next general elections in March 2009. In effect, then, he
was conducting negotiations with Abbas as the lame-duck head of a caretaker government that
would probably be replaced by Netanyahu. Condoleezza Rice writes that “Tzipi Livni [Olmert’s
main advisor on the negotiations] urged me (and, I believe, Abbas), not to enshrine the Olmert
proposal. ‘He has no standing in Israel,’ she said.”67 As well, Yariv Oppenheimer, the director of



Peace Now, commented: “Under these circumstances, the Palestinians understood that even if
they attain a far-reaching agreement with the Israeli leadership, the likelihood that Olmert would
get the approval of the Israeli public and win the battle with the Israeli right wing led by
Netanyahu was slim.”68

Abbas had been placed in a dilemma: on the one hand, he had been offered a better deal than
by any previous Israeli prime minister, and one that was not likely to become much better. On
the other hand, there would likely be serious repercussions from his Palestinian opponents
because of his abandonment of the “right of return” and his willingness to finesse the sovereignty
issue on the Temple Mount/Haram al-Sharif.

Nonetheless, a strong case can be made that Abbas should have accepted an agreement with
Olmert when that was still on the table, an agreement that, at long last, could have ended the
Israeli-Palestinian conflict—and with it, the overall Arab-Israeli conflict as well. By December
2008, however, the issue became moot after Olmert authorized “Operation Cast Lead,” the
massive Israeli attack on Gaza. In any case, the February 2009 election of Benjamin Netanyahu
would have spelled the end, one way or another, of any agreement that had been reached.

Netanyahu—at the time of this writing still in power, following his election in 2009, his
reelections in 2013 and 2015, and the negotiated outcome of the inconclusive 2020 elections—
opposed all the proposed and actual settlements, not merely with the Palestinians but with the
Arab world as a whole. He opposed the peace treaties with Egypt and Jordan, and has ignored
the Arab Peace Initiative. As for a compromise peace with the Palestinians, Netanyahu opposed
the Oslo Accords, the Camp David and Taba proposals, the Clinton Parameters, and, of course,
the Geneva Accords, let alone the additional concessions that Olmert was considering.

Netanyahu is widely regarded as a cynical demagogue who panders to the Israeli right wing in
order to maintain his political power. However, Netanyahu is not merely cynical, he is also a
lifelong adherent to “Greater Israel” ideology. Thus, he routinely refers to the West Bank as
“Judea and Samaria,” which in Israeli discourse signals that because the area was part of biblical
Israel, it belongs solely to the Jews and contemporary Israel.69

In this respect, his views have even been to the right of Ariel Sharon’s. For example, in 2002
when the newly elected Sharon began hinting that he might accept a two-state solution,
Netanyahu angrily responded that “a Palestinian state means no Jewish state and a Jewish state
means no Palestinian state.”70 And in 2005 he resigned from the Sharon administration to protest
the withdrawal of Israeli settlers from Gaza.

To be sure, on a few occasions, Netanyahu claimed that he, too, supported a two-state
compromise. For example, in a 2011 speech before a joint session of the US Congress,
Netanyahu said that “I am willing to make painful compromises. . . . I recognize that in a genuine
peace we will be required to give up parts of the ancestral Jewish homeland.” However, he
offered no specifics on what a Palestinian state would include, except to say that Israel “will not
return to the indefensible borders of 1967.” As an Israeli analyst pointed out, the kind of “state”
that Netanyahu had in mind was “in reality, [only] a series of semiautonomous and demilitarized
enclaves, with Israel controlling its borders.”71

Knowledgeable American officials were not impressed; in a later public letter to Secretary of
State John Kerry, Zbigniew Brzezinski and a group of retired American diplomats, government
officials, and congresspeople said:

The terms for a peace accord advanced by Netanyahu’s government, whether regarding territory, borders, security,
water and other resources, refugees or the location of the Palestinian state’s capital, require compromises of Palestinian
territory and sovereignty on the Palestinian side of the June 6, 1967, line. They do not reflect any Israeli compromises,



much less the “painful compromises” Netanyahu promised in his May 2011 speech before a joint meeting of Congress.
Every one of them is on the Palestinian side of that line.72

Netanyahu repeatedly claimed that he was prepared to negotiate but that Abbas refused to meet
with him. It is true that in recent years Abbas has said that in light of Netanyahu’s unwillingness
to agree to a fair two-state settlement, there is no longer any point in his continuing to participate
in a charade. However, in the first few years after Netanyahu’s 2009 election, when Abbas was
willing to continue the negotiations, Netanyahu refused to do so. In 2012 Yuval Diskin, the head
of the Shin Bet from 2005 to 2011, was interviewed by Akiva Eldar, who wrote:

Diskin backed Abbas when the latter said Netanyahu had refused to launch real negotiations and never bothered to
respond to the Palestinian positions on borders and security. . . . “Don’t listen to those stories they’re trying to sell you
about how Abu Mazen [Abbas] doesn’t want to talk,” said Diskin. . . . “I was there until a year ago and I know what’s
happening from up close. This government has no interest in resolving anything with the Palestinians, and this I can say
with certainty.”73

In January 2020, Netanyahu ended all of his pretenses, enthusiastically endorsing the “Trump
Peace Plan” (discussed in Chapter 19), which marks the definitive end to any legitimate
compromise two-state settlement.

Barack Obama and the Israeli-Palestinian Conflict

Obama took office in January 2009, two months before Netanyahu defeated Olmert and once
again became prime minister. A number of observers hoped Obama would use US support as a
means to pressure Netanyahu to end the expansion of the settlements and agree to serious
negotiations with the Palestinians.

There were several reasons to do so, supporters of such pressures urged. First, they argued, it
was in the American national interest to support peace and stability in the Middle East and to
minimize friction with the Arab states and publics. Second, US pressures would be good for
Israel as well—at least, good for its rational self-interest—and in fact would be supported by a
significant number of Israelis who had lost hope for their own government. It was often said that
Israel “must be saved from itself,” and that the only way to do it was by “tough love” from its
most reliable friend.

Many Israeli observers made such arguments. For example, in remarkably candid terms a
leading columnist called for US pressures: “The worse thing for Israel now is if the U.S.
continues its policy of supporting Israel whatever it does. Israel is now standing on top of a cliff,
and a friend, the U.S., must do whatever is necessary to save this friend.”74

Similarly, another Israeli commentator wrote: “We should hope Obama will help Israel help
itself because that is how friendship is measured. So bring us an American president who is not
another dreadful ‘friend of Israel’ who blindly follows the positions of the Jewish lobby and the
Israeli government.”75

In addition to such Israeli support, if Obama had chosen to follow that advice he would have
had some important domestic US political cover, for the creation of a viable Palestinian state was
gaining important support. In particular, in March 2009, Brent Scowcroft and Zbigniew
Brzezinski, respectively national security advisors to Jimmy Carter and the first Bush
administration, joined other former government officials and congresspeople to issue a public
statement arguing that “it is essential that the Obama administration make Arab-Israeli peace a
high national security priority from the beginning,” which could only happen if negotiations



included “a legitimate, unified, and empowered Palestinian side.”
To that end, they argued, George W. Bush’s policy of “shutting out Hamas and isolating

Gaza” had failed: “There should be a shift from ousting Hamas to modifying its behavior,
offering it inducements that will enable its more moderate elements to prevail.”76

During his electoral campaign Obama had sought to convince Jewish organizations that he
was strongly “pro-Israel,” even going as far as disavowing the views of Brzezinski and other
supporters and advisors, such as Rob Malley, who had urged him to distance himself from the
Netanyahu government.77 Still, once he was elected, there were some initial indications that
Obama might be open to pressing Israel to agree to a two-state settlement. For example, in
January 2009 he appointed former senator George Mitchell as his chief representative for
negotiations on the Israel-Palestinian conflict—Mitchell had headed an international
investigation of the intifada in 2001, and his report was critical of Israel’s policies and behavior.

As well, the incoming president had praised the Arab Peace Initiative as the basis for a fair
settlement and according to some reports privately said that “Israel would be crazy not to accept
it.” Further, there were indications he intended to press Israel to at least freeze the ongoing
expansion of the settlements.

In particular, in what was initially taken to signal a rethinking of American policy in the
Middle East, in June 2009 Obama gave a major speech in Cairo that reached out to the Muslim
world. In it, he stated his support for a Palestinian state and asserted that “the United States does
not accept the legitimacy of continued Israeli settlements.”

However, Obama did not say that the settlements were illegal or, most important, call for the
removal of the existing settlements. As well, in other ways Obama signaled that he was not
willing to take on Israel or its US supporters on this crucial issue.78 For one thing, his choice of
Dennis Ross to be his primary advisor on Middle East affairs—Ross was often described as
“Israel’s lawyer in the American government” or, as one prominent Palestinian official put it, “as
more Israeli than the Israelis”—was completely at odds with the Mitchell appointment,
indicating that Obama had decided there would be no serious pressures on Israel. As Elgindy put
it, after his initial policies condemning the settlements had been ignored by Netanyahu, he
“essentially washed his hands of the issue.”79

In that light, it was not surprising that Obama refused to criticize Israel’s Cast Lead military
attack at the end of 2008, saying earlier that year, “If somebody was sending rockets into my
house . . . I’m going to do everything in my power to stop that and I would expect Israelis to do
the same thing.” On several occasions during Cast Lead, Defense Minister Ehud Barak quoted
Obama’s statement.80

Then, in January 2009 Obama refused to make any comment on the impending election of
Netanyahu—in contrast to the 1992 election campaign when George H. W. Bush made it clear to
the Israelis that the United States strongly favored Yitzhak Rabin over Yitzhak Shamir, an
intervention that Israeli analysts concluded had a significant role in Rabin’s election.

Following Netanyahu’s election, the administration decided that there would be no cut in the
$30 billion in military aid that had been promised by the Bush administration over the next
decade.81 Then, during the summer of 2009, as Netanyahu increased settlement construction in
the occupied territories, especially in East Jerusalem, Obama backed away from his Cairo
promise to seek a settlement freeze. On the contrary, in 2011 the United States vetoed a UN
resolution condemning the settlements. As well, the administration worked to ensure the defeat
of Arafat’s efforts to have the United Nations declare a symbolic recognition of a Palestinian
state in the occupied territories.



Moreover, disregarding the strong recommendation of the Brzezinski-Scowcroft group, the
administration revealed that, like the Netanyahu government, it would not negotiate with Hamas,
despite Obama’s repeated campaign statements about the need to engage in diplomacy with
one’s adversaries. In fact, Hamas’s control over Gaza had actually been solidified by Israeli
military attacks, making it still more unlikely that there could be a settlement of the conflict
without the participation of the organization.

The Chas Freeman Affair

Obama’s unwillingness to take on Israel and its US supporters became even more obvious during
the Freeman affair. At the end of February 2009, Dennis Blair, the director of US National
Intelligence, named Charles “Chas” W. Freeman Jr., one of the most experienced and respected
American diplomats of recent decades, to chair the National Intelligence Council.

However, because Freeman had made a number of unusually candid and forceful statements
criticizing Israeli policies, AIPAC and other “pro-Israeli” organizations mounted a fierce public
attack on him. The powerful senator Charles Schumer of New York, then the third-ranking
Democrat and today the minority leader of the Senate, charged that Freeman had an “irrational
hatred of Israel.”82

Under these pressures, Obama declined to defend Freeman, leaving him dangling in the wind;
as a result, Freeman announced that he was no longer willing to serve. He did not go quietly,
though, publicly charging that the affair had “conclusively shown” that the Israel lobby was
“determined to prevent any view other than its own from being aired, still less to factor in
American understanding of trends and events in the Middle East.”

There can be no doubt that the Freeman affair is one of the strongest arguments for the power
of the lobby. Yet Schumer and other strongly “pro-Israeli” congresspeople did not need to be
lobbied to resist the appointment of Freeman, and even Obama had a long record of “pro-Israel”
attitudes, friends, and alliances—many of Obama’s Jewish friends and allies from Chicago
termed him “America’s first Jewish president.” That said, it could scarcely be denied that the
Freeman affair demonstrated that the Israel lobby continued to play a major role in the US
policymaking process on the Arab-Israeli conflict.

Finally, in October 2009, the administration rejected out of hand the findings and conclusions
of the Goldstone report on Israel’s behavior in Cast Lead, and its recommendation that the UN
consider taking Israel’s “war crimes” to the International Criminal Court. Effectively stopping
any international action, Obama’s UN representative termed the Goldstone Commission Report
“unbalanced, one-sided and basically unacceptable.”83 Israel’s ambassador to the United States
was pleased, saying that the American position “could have been drafted in Tel Aviv, it was so
wonderful.”

The Kerry Negotiations

In summer 2014, Secretary of State John Kerry began an effort to negotiate an Israeli-Palestinian
settlement. Over the next eight months, until the negotiations broke down in March 2015, Kerry
sought to establish a personal relationship with Netanyahu, evidently on the naïve assumption
that if he did so, the Israeli prime minister might soften his position on a two-state settlement.

By contrast, Abbas and the Palestinians were treated as distinctly less important. After the
breakdown of the negotiations, an Israeli official who participated in the talks was strongly
critical of Kerry’s failure to treat Abbas seriously:



“At one point we discovered that throughout the entire period, the Americans didn’t actually talk to the Palestinians,
only to us,” a senior Israeli official said. “The result was a crisis of expectations. How many times did we [emphasis
added] say to them: What about Mahmoud Abbas? Did you talk to him? Does he agree to all these points?” The
Americans neglected Mahmoud Abbas throughout this period. A senior official in the US administration who took part
in the talks acknowledges that the biggest mistake made by the Americans was in dealing with Abbas. “It’s true, we
weren’t sensitive enough toward him and we didn’t understand how he felt,” this source says. “In retrospect, we should
have behaved differently.”84

In June 2017, Haaretz published the text of Kerry’s proposals;85 astonishingly, to one degree or
another all of them backed away from the compromises embodied in the Clinton Parameters, the
Taba conference, the Geneva Accord, and especially the Olmert offers to Abbas.

Territory and Borders. As in previous peace plans, Kerry proposed that the borders should be
based on the 1967 lines, “with mutually agreed swaps whose size and location will be
negotiated.” However, he added: “In negotiating the borders, the parties will need to take into
account subsequent developments, Israel’s security requirements and the goal of minimizing
movement of existing populations while avoiding friction.” That was a circuitous if not evasive
way of saying that the “facts on the ground” that Israel had been creating since 1967 would
remain in place.

The Settlements. Not only would all or most of the settlements remain, but when Netanyahu
refused to agree even to a three-month freeze on new settlements, Kerry dropped the issue. After
the failure of the Kerry negotiations effort, in an interview with Nahum Barnea, a prominent
Israeli journalist, the American official quoted above explained why: “The negotiations had to
start with a decision to freeze settlement construction. We thought that we couldn’t achieve that
because of the current makeup of the Israeli government, so we gave up.” (emphasis added). As
well, the official confessed, only after the negotiations broke down did the US government
realize that Netanyahu’s plans for building new homes for the settlers was “also about
expropriating land on a large scale.”86

Evidently, the Americans were also surprised, somehow, by Netanyahu’s position on
negotiating with the Palestinians. When the American official was asked by Barnea, “Were you
surprised when you discovered that the Israelis don’t really care what happens in the
negotiations?” He answered, “Yes, we were surprised. It surprised us all along the way.”

The Security Issues. Kerry’s draft stated that there would be a “full and final” Israeli
withdrawal from the territory allotted to the Palestinian state, but it would be phased and gradual.
However, rather than setting out an explicit timetable, the Kerry plan said only that the timetable
would be negotiated by the two sides. In effect, then, Israel was given a veto on when and where
it would remove its military forces. Given Netanyahu’s views, it was entirely predictable that he
would insist the Israeli forces would indefinitely remain—at the least—in the Jordan River
Valley and on the Palestinian state’s border with Jordan. Barnea’s analysis was blunt: “Israel
demanded complete control over the territories. This told the Palestinians that nothing was going
to change. . . . Israel was not willing to agree to time frames—its control of the West Bank would
continue forever.”87

Refugees. Here the Kerry proposals mostly mirrored the previous compromises: there would
be no right of return to Israel, only resettlement in the Palestinian state or elsewhere. Kerry was
dismissive of Palestinian rights: “The establishment of an independent Palestinian state will
provide a national homeland for all Palestinians, including the refugees, and thereby bring an end
to the historic Palestinian refugee issue and the assertion of any claims against Israel arising from
it.” As in previous proposals, some might be admitted on a humanitarian basis, but Kerry’s
language made it absolutely clear that Israel would not be required to admit any. The matter



would “be decided by Israel, without obligation, at its sole discretion.”88

Jerusalem. In an initial draft, the Kerry plan followed the Clinton Parameters in stipulating
that a final peace accord would have “to provide for both Israel and Palestine to have their
internationally recognized capitals in Jerusalem, with East Jerusalem serving as the Palestinian
capital.”89 However, the US proposal postponed until later negotiations the crucial issues of the
status of the Old City, sovereignty on the Temple Mount/Haram, and the Jewish settlements in
East Jerusalem. When Netanyahu predictably rejected even that formulation, Kerry backed away,
in the end merely describing the disagreements and blandly noting that “Israel seeks to have the
city of Jerusalem internationally recognized as its capital and the Palestinians seek to have East
Jerusalem as the capital of their state.”90

Prisoner Releases. During the negotiating process, Kerry told the Palestinians that Netanyahu
had agreed to a mutual exchange of prisoners. However, Netanyahu failed to fully comply, so the
Palestinians demanded that Kerry make good on what he had promised, However, Barnea wrote,
“Netanyahu [now] demanded something in return. Kerry persuaded Obama to give him Pollard.”

That was Jonathan Pollard, an American government intelligence analyst who was serving a
life sentence for passing highly sensitive top-secret documents to Israel, some or all of which
were thought to have found their way to the Soviet Union. Pollard had been “controlled” by a
high Israeli intelligence officer, and after his conviction he had been awarded Israeli citizenship.
When it became known that Obama was considering pardoning Pollard, a number of active and
retired high-level officials, including Vice-President Joe Biden, were outraged, leading Obama to
cancel the deal.91

The Jewish State Demand. Netanyahu was now demanding that the PA recognize Israel as a
“Jewish state,” not just as part of a final deal but as a precondition for even entering into
negotiations. The senior US official told Barnea:

Abbas refused to recognize Israel as a Jewish state. We couldn’t understand why it bothered him so much. For us, the
Americans, the Jewish identity of Israel is obvious. We wanted to believe that for the Palestinians this was a tactical
move—they wanted to get something (in return) and that’s why they were saying “no.” The more Israel hardened its
demands, the more the Palestinian refusal deepened. . . . They suspected there was an effort to get from them approval
of the Zionist narrative.92

Obviously.
In February 2014, Kerry presented his proposed plan to Abbas. Haaretz described the

outcome: “When Kerry presented this kind of formula to Abbas, the Palestinian leader became
visibly angry, saying he could not put his signature on such a document, according to former US
officials.”93 Kerry was said to be “stunned” at the reaction.94 Likewise, Obama was said to have
been “disappointed and frustrated” by Abbas’s reaction: “Obama asked Abbas to ‘see the big
picture’ instead of squabbling about this or that detail.”95

Elgindy explains that Abbas’s “non-response” was partly because of his weak domestic
political position and partly because he “had reason to doubt Obama’s ability to bring Netanyahu
on board for the more difficult issues later on.” He then quotes Ben Rhodes, one of Obama’s
closest foreign policy advisors, on the Netanyahu government: “They used us as cover, to make
it look like they were in a peace process. They were running a play, killing time, waiting out the
administration.” Elgindy comments: “Rhodes’s revelation seemed to vindicate Abbas’s silence in
response to Kerry’s framework; if even American officials felt they were being played by
Netanyahu, why should the Palestinians gamble everything on their ability to get concessions out
of the Israeli leader?”96



Actually, Abbas continued to make concessions. The American official described them:

He agreed to a demilitarized state; he agreed to the border outline so 80 percent of settlers would continue living in
Israeli territory; he agreed for Israel to keep security sensitive areas (mostly in the Jordan Valley) for five years, and
then the United States would take over. . . . He also agreed that the Jewish neighborhoods in East Jerusalem would
remain under Israeli sovereignty, and agreed that the return of Palestinians to Israel would depend on Israeli
willingness. “Israel won’t be flooded with refugees,” he promised.97

However, Abbas would not make any additional concessions until Israel agreed to specified and
fair borders, a timetable for evacuating its forces from the Palestinian territories, and above all,
agreement that East Jerusalem would be the capital of the Palestinian state.

Netanyahu rejected all Abbas’s conditions, later stating that “I never agreed to return to ’67
lines, I never agreed to recognize the right of return and I never agreed to forgo our presence in
the Jordan Valley. Never.”98 On the eve of his reelection in March 2015 Netanyahu said that
“there would be no Palestinian state on my watch.”99

In his account of the Kerry negotiations, Barnea concluded: “The last chapter of the American
initiative was borderline pathetic.” An even harsher judgment might well have been warranted.
How was it possible for the Obama administration not to realize that Abbas could never agree to
the plan’s wholesale retreat from the previous compromise plans? Or that Abbas would agree to
the kind of “state” that Netanyahu had in mind? Or that he would accept Netanyahu’s demand
that East Jerusalem remain under Israeli rule?

Some critics, frustrated by the ineptness of the Kerry mission, correctly argued that there had
been no chance of moving Netanyahu unless Kerry had delivered a serious ultimatum: either end
the occupation and agree to a two-state settlement or forfeit US support. The problem, however,
is that there was no chance that Congress would support such action.

Moreover, it is far from obvious that Israel would have had no choice but to bow to such a US
ultimatum—then or now. By the early 2000s, Israel was no longer dependent on US support—as
opposed to being happy to accept it, so long as it was unconditional. Even in the all but
unimaginable circumstance that Netanyahu had been willing to order a withdrawal of the settlers
and military forces from the occupied territories and agree to a viable Palestinian state, with
sovereignty over East Jerusalem, he would have faced a revolt, quite possibly a violent revolt,
from the settlers and their supporters. Indeed, a number of Israeli analysts feared that even the
armed forces, in which settlers and right-wing religious forces were becoming increasingly
strong, would refuse to obey such orders.

In light of Netanyahu’s known views and the swing to the right of the Israeli public, it is at
least as likely that rather than acceding to serious US pressures, the Israelis would conclude that
since the whole world was against them anyway, they could do whatever they wished, and to hell
with them all. As Ben-Gurion had said: “What matters is not what the goyim say, but what the
Jews do.” In that frame of mind, what Israel might do, especially in the face of continued
Palestinian resistance to the occupation, might be even more violent, morally insupportable, and
potentially more dangerous to Middle East peace than what it was already doing.

Under these circumstances, then, perhaps Obama faced an intractable dilemma: if he had
sought to engage in the only kind of pressure that had even a chance of working he could not
have gotten the necessary legislative approval and at the same time would have jeopardized the
chances of getting his domestic programs through a Congress that was controlled by the
increasingly “pro-Israel” Republican Party during most of his presidency. Indeed, a number of
Democrats would also have been outraged at serious pressures on Israel and might well have



joined with the Republicans in holding Obama’s domestic policies hostage against such a course
of action.

In addition to undercutting Obama’s domestic program, pressures on Israel could well have
put at risk congressional support for the 2015 US-Iranian agreement over the Iranian nuclear
program. In these circumstances, it was understandable that Obama was unwilling to engage in a
quixotic and possibly dangerous quest to force Israel to agree to a compromise peace with the
Palestinians. Indeed, in 2016, despite Netanyahu’s fervent opposition to US policy on Iran,
Obama agreed to a ten-year, $38 billion military assistance program to Israel, one of the largest
such programs in US history.100

So, the president’s predicament was real. It is plausible that under the circumstances, Obama
was willing to let Kerry see what he could do, but without committing himself to confronting
either Israel or Congress in the event his secretary of state failed. Robert Malley, a member of
Obama’s White House staff during the period, put it this way: “I believe President Obama felt
that if the parties were not going to move, and if he could not take the kinds of decisions that
would make them move, it was better to do nothing than to perpetuate the illusion that the peace
process would lead to peace.”101

Even so, the administration, in particular John Kerry, at least might have avoided the
inconsistencies, the odd proposals, and even the sheer ineptness that characterized some of their
rhetoric and policies. The stage was now set for the final abandonment by the Trump
administration of a constructive US role in a meaningful Israeli-Palestinian “peace process.”



19

The Arab-Israeli and Israeli-Palestinian Conflicts in the
Netanyahu/Trump Era, 2017–20

Throughout his political career, Netanyahu has opposed the creation of a Palestinian state: “The
Arabs have twenty-two states,” he often argued. “They don’t need another one.” That’s like
saying to a separatist movement in Europe—say, the Welsh nationalist movement in the United
Kingdom—“The Europeans have fifty-one states. They don’t need another one.”

The West Bank

Ever since Israel captured the West Bank in the 1967 war, its annexation by Israel has been
under consideration in Israeli political discourse. In July 1947, Yigal Allon, perhaps the most
prominent Israeli general during the 1948 war and later a government minister and high Labor
Party official, proposed annexation of the West Bank, in what came to be known as “the Allon
Plan.” Though never adopted as government policy, the Allon Plan has played a major role in
Israeli annexationist sentiment—“an unchanging way of thinking over the years,” wrote Shaul
Arieli, one of Israel’s leading experts on the Israeli-Palestinian conflict.1

Until 2019, Netanyahu deflected pressures from the Israeli right wing to annex the West Bank,
which would have put a definitive end to the two-state solution. Whether it reflected his own
views or his efforts to solidify his alliance with the right wing, during the April 2019 election
campaign Netanyahu announced that if reelected he would start annexing much of the West
Bank.2

Even before Netanyahu began talking about official annexation of the West Bank, he had
returned to the traditional Israeli policies of “transfer,” though not labeling them as such.
Although certainly less violent than the Nakba, as described in the Israeli press Netanyahu’s
version of transfer sought to expel Palestinians from East Jerusalem, from the expanded “Greater
Jerusalem” region, and from “Area C,” covering most of the West Bank. The methods included
home demolitions as well as preventing the Palestine Authority from constructing new homes,
laying new water and electrical lines, building sewage purification facilities, paving roads, or
building schools. In addition, in the areas he sought for settlement expansion or annexation,
Netanyahu severely limited Palestinian access to fresh water for both drinking and irrigation
purposes, and the Israeli Defense Forces or border police tolerated or even sometimes
collaborated with settler violence against their Palestinian neighbors and their orchards.3

In April 2019, a major analysis clearly based on discussions with the Netanyahu
administration concluded that Netanyahu’s goal was Israeli control, with or without formal
annexation, of about 60 percent of the West Bank, containing all of the Jewish settlements, the
Jordan River Valley and the nearby mountainous area, Jerusalem and its surroundings, corridors



of territory linking these areas, and the West Bank’s main water aquifer, supplying about 40
percent of Israel’s drinking water.4

In a July 2019 speech at an Israeli settlement in the West Bank, Netanyahu said that his
policies were based on several “principles”: the West Bank is “our homeland,” no settlements
would ever be uprooted, Israel would continue to build and develop them, and “Israeli military
security forces will continue to rule the entire territory.”5 Since then, Netanyahu has continued
the de facto “creeping annexation” process in the West Bank, especially in the Jordan River
Valley.

At least until recently, there was no Israeli consensus on the need to formally annex the Jordan
River Valley, as opposed to simply regarding it as Israel’s “security border,” even as it continues
to be under nominal Palestinian sovereignty. As well, at the time of this writing (May 2020)
there was no strong demand for annexation of the West Bank from the Israeli public; on the
contrary; according to a March 2019 poll, only 42 percent of Israelis supported annexation of the
West Bank,6 and a January 2020 poll found that almost half of Jewish Israelis remained
opposed.7

Perhaps more importantly, serious opposition to formal annexation has developed in Israel,
especially from its security establishment. In October 2018 the “Commanders for Israel’s
Security”—a group including some 220 retired generals and high-ranking members of the
Mossad and Shin Bet—warned that even partial annexation could lead to the end of the
Palestinian Authority and its security cooperation with Israel, the necessity for a military
occupation of the entire West Bank, and the absorption of its 2.6 million Palestinian inhabitants.
If that should occur, “the damage to Israel’s interests in the security, diplomatic, economic, legal,
and domestic spheres will be unprecedented.”8 In April 2020 the Commanders reiterated their
opposition to annexation, saying that it could “jeopardize the peace treaty and security
cooperation with Jordan, coordination with the Palestinian security forces, and the very Jewish
character of the state.”9

In the United States, there also has been growing opposition to formal Israeli annexation of the
West Bank, despite Secretary of State Mike Pompeo’s statement that annexing part of the West
Bank was “ultimately Israel’s decision to make.”10 In December 2019, the House of
Representatives approved a resolution advocating a two-state settlement and expressing
opposition to “the unilateral annexation of territory.” In particular, even strong supporters of
Israel who previously had voiced little or no criticism of the Israeli occupation voted for the
resolution.11 Even Republican stalwarts, like Senator Lindsey Graham, said that they opposed
Israeli annexation of the West Bank.
Since 2004, except for incidents in which individual Palestinians have attacked Israelis, the West
Bank has been largely quiet, in good part because President Mahmoud Abbas and the PA
decided to put down Palestinian terrorism before it undermined any remaining possibility of a
two-state solution. As a result, Palestinian security forces, effectively as much under the
direction of the Israeli army and intelligence officials as the direction of the PA, have largely
ended West Bank terrorism.12

As of early 2020, there were some 400,000 Jewish settlers in the West Bank, principally in
Area C—where they actually outnumber the Palestinian residents—as well as another 200,000 in
East Jerusalem; these numbers will increase as Netanyahu continues to construct housing for
many thousands more. In particular, largely because of security concerns over “an invasion from
the East,” all Israeli governments since the 1967 war have sought to depopulate the Jordan River



Valley of its Palestinians. Evidently today’s transfer methods are working, for the Palestinian
population in the region has declined from 250,000 before 1967 to some 50,000 today—and by
some estimates, considerably less.

Elsewhere in the West Bank, and despite the PA’s security cooperation with Israel, Netanyahu
and the Trump administration have increased economic pressures on the PA in an effort to
further undermine its chances of forming the nucleus of an independent state. Among such
measures have been major cuts in American aid to the Palestinians and Netanyahu’s freeze on
the Oslo-mandated tax transfers to the PA, supposedly as punishment for PA subsidies to the
families of Palestinian “terrorists” in Israeli prisons.13

Gaza

In 2015, a UN study predicted that by 2020 Gaza would become “unfit for human habitation.” It
attributed the process of “de-development,” as it called it, to the continuing Israeli economic
blockade and the lasting consequences of Israel’s three major military attacks on Gaza since
2009, the last of which (Operation Protective Edge in 2014) had “effectively eliminated what
was left of the middle class, sending almost all the population into destitution and dependence on
international humanitarian aid.”14

Since the UN and other reports, the Netanyahu government, fearful that a total economic
collapse would force Israel to reoccupy Gaza—a prospect opposed by the armed forces and
intelligence services—has allowed increased international economic assistance (principally from
Qatar) to reach Gaza, and from time to time has eased the blockade to allow external
humanitarian aid, to provide fuel for Gazan industries, and to expand the zone off Gaza in which
Gazan fishermen can ply their trade.15

On the other hand, during periods in which tensions with Hamas or, more often, Islamic Jihad
have increased, Israel again clamped down. As a result, Gazan poverty continues to be extreme.
In terms of 2011 purchasing power, 46 percent of Gazans live on $5.50 a day and unemployment
is among the highest in the world—the rate is at least 40 percent among young people.16 Beyond
that, electricity is often scarce and unreliable; unpolluted fresh water sources are declining, with
an estimated 95 percent of the available water unsafe to drink; raw sewage flows into the ocean,
devastating the fishing industry, one of Gaza’s most important sources of food and income; and
the medical situation is deteriorating as drugs are in short supply, hospitals are closing, and
doctors and other professionals are leaving in what has been termed “a massive brain drain or
human capital flight.”17

The Netanyahu administration continues to claim that a continuing economic blockade is
necessary to deter terrorism. Aside from the probability that deliberate impoverization creates as
much terrorism as it deters, it is clear that the blockade or siege also has other goals: to keep
Hamas dependent on occasional Israeli forbearance and to maintain Israel’s effective control
over Gaza—but without the need for a major war and a possible military occupation of the area.

Israel, then, wants to avert a total collapse of the Gazan economy. As a result, the Israeli army
and intelligence services are increasingly in favor of easing the economic blockade; in June
2018, Haaretz reported that “senior military officers have asserted repeatedly that the dangerous
situation in Gaza stems first and foremost from the ignominious poverty, severe unemployment,
terrible overcrowding, and lack of basic services. All of these are generating frustration and rage
among the residents. . . . Hamas is in distress and cannot cope with the economic burden of
running the Strip.”18



A year later it was reported that “the Shin Bet continues to support easing of the blockade;
even the prime minister recognizes the need for at least an economic solution that will reduce the
potential threat from Gaza, and was persuaded to allow an influx of millions of dollars to
Gaza.”19 And as of the end of 2019, the IDF was continuing to support a deal on Gaza that would
improve its economy and lessen the risks of Hamas attacks against Israel.20

Perhaps most importantly, Netanyahu wants to make Gaza’s separation from the West Bank
permanent, thereby making a two-state settlement even more unattainable. To this end, the
Netanyahu government as well as leading military officials have evidently concluded that so
long as Hamas ends attacks on Israel from Gaza, Israel should not let it collapse.21 On the other
hand, Israel increases its economic pressures against both Hamas and the PA in the West Bank
whenever they may be close to reconciling, which would strengthen their political position
should serious negotiations with Israel take place. And as long as the Palestinians remain
divided, Israel can continue to claim there’s no one who can speak for all of them, therefore no
one with whom to negotiate.

If that sounds like an updated version of Catch-22, that’s because it is.

Hamas Today

In view of the recent changes in Israeli policies toward Hamas, it is evident that a significant, if
limited, convergence of interests between the two sides has emerged: Hamas cannot achieve its
practical goals of ending the military attacks and economic blockade, of consolidating its power
over Gaza, and of remaining independent of the PA in the West Bank until it ends all attacks on
Israel from Gaza and definitively and unambiguously gives up hope of “liberating” all Palestine
from Israel.

Hamas leaders have often publicly stated that they want no new wars with Israel. For example,
following a brief exchange of fire, Yahya Sinwar, the main Hamas leader in Gaza, called for a
ceasefire with Israel that could lead to “a historic opportunity for change. . . . A new war is in no
one’s interest, certainly not our interest. Who really wants to confront a nuclear superpower with
four slingshots? War doesn’t achieve anything.”22 In November 2019, a Haaretz commentator
wrote: “In April 2018, Sinwar made what now seems a strategic decision to stop launching
rockets at Israel and not respond militarily [to Israeli attacks].”23

As a result, there have been no major armed conflicts between Israel and Hamas in the last few
years. In August 2018, Haaretz’s military correspondent wrote:

Israel is not looking for a war in the Strip. Israel’s political leadership is concerned about the consequences of sending
infantry and tank divisions into the heart of a densely populated area in Gaza and is bothered by projections over losses
among its forces, asking itself if at the end of such a war, the situation would necessarily be better than it is now. . . .
[As well] the IDF has long stated that there is no military solution to the Gaza problem.24

Israeli leaders have sometimes explicitly acknowledged Hamas’s efforts to avoid a new war, as
when in 2016 Defense Minister Moshe Ya’alon said that since the Israeli attack on Gaza in 2014,
Hamas had “not fired a single rocket, nor even a single bullet” from Gaza and that the few
rockets that had been fired were sent by small Palestinian factions.25 To be sure, since then there
have been military clashes between Israel and Hamas, but they have been relatively brief and
followed by periods of calm, as neither side has sought an escalation.

Potentially the greatest danger of a prolonged armed clash that neither Israel nor Hamas wants
would be an escalation of the periodic border clashes between Gazan protest marchers and Israeli



soldiers. Since late 2018, following Israeli refusals to implement tentative agreements with
Hamas to ease the blockade, Hamas has sometimes allowed mostly unarmed Gazan protesters to
advance toward the fence separating Gaza from Israel; some of them sought to breach the fence
separating Gaza from southern Israel or sent incendiary balloons across the border, leading
Israeli snipers to kill or wound hundreds. However, when things have threatened to get out of
hand and risk another full-scale Israeli attack on Gaza, Hamas has quickly clamped down on the
protesters and confiscated their weapons. Indeed, it even issued a religious fatwa prohibiting any
individual armed attacks on Israel, including on its soldiers.26 As a result, as of May 2020 the
border had been quiet for a number of months; a high Israeli official told a Haaretz columnist
that the quiet was a result of “a silent agreement between Israel and Hamas and Islamic Jihad . . .
to maintain it.”27

Hamas’s New Charter

Hamas clearly has recognized the need to moderate not only its practical goals and behavior but
also its ideology. As early as 2009, Hamas began moving away from its 1988 Charter, which was
openly anti-Semitic and called for the violent destruction of Israel. In May of that year, Hamas
leader Khaled Meshal said that the charter should be ignored because circumstances had
changed. “We are shaped by our experiences,” he said, clearly implying that the extremist Hamas
goals were unattainable and now irrelevant.28

In the next few years Meshal and other Hamas leaders reiterated that the charter no longer
described the practical goals of the organization. Finally, in May 2017 the more pragmatic
Hamas leaders overcame the opposition of the hardliners and a new charter was issued. There
were still ambiguities and apparent inconsistencies, but there was a clear change: the new charter
downplayed the religious fundamentalism of the original one, dropped the anti-Semitic language,
and stated that the Islamist movement was not at war with the Jewish people but only with
“Zionism” and the Israeli occupation of Palestine.

Most importantly, while continuing to assert that it would not recognize the “Zionist entity,”
that “armed struggle” for the liberation of all Palestine remained “a legitimate right and duty,”
and that the Palestinian people had the right to return to Israel, Hamas again suggested that it
could accept a two-state settlement. The key passage stated:

Hamas considers the establishment of a fully sovereign and independent Palestinian state, with Jerusalem as its capital
along the lines of the 4th of June 1967 [emphasis added], with the return of the refugees and the displaced to their
homes from which they were expelled, to be a formula of national consensus.29

Still, ambiguities remain: on the one hand Hamas seems to accept an Israel that returns to its pre-
1967 war boundaries—that is, a two-state solution—but on the other hand, it continues to
demand the right of the refugees to return to their original homes inside Israel. That doesn’t
cohere; however, an Israeli government seriously interested in a political settlement would have
treated the new charter, as well as other indications of moderating Hamas policies, as the basis
for exploratory talks.

Hardly surprisingly, though, Netanyahu immediately tore up a copy of the new charter in front
of television cameras, while his spokesman said that “Hamas is attempting to fool the world, but
it will not succeed.”
During the last year, reports have claimed that Israel and Hamas are on the verge of a deal,
negotiated with Egyptian mediation, in which Hamas will end all military attacks from Gaza and



Israel will ease—though not end—its economic pressures and allow increased international
economic support, principally from the oil-rich Persian Gulf states, to flow into Gaza.30 In
particular, Israeli military and security leaders continue to see Hamas as a stabilizing factor in
Gaza, especially because of its strong opposition to Islamic Jihad. Consequently, they now favor
agreeing to the Hamas proposals for a long-term truce and substantially easing the Israeli
economic blockade.31 So far, though, the deal has not materialized, reportedly because the
Netanyahu government has only partially, and inconsistently, moved in that direction,
presumably because of both ideological and electoral considerations.32

If such a deal should be reached and a long-term or even a permanent truce is negotiated in
Gaza, it actually would be a further blow to an overall Israeli-Palestinian peace settlement: it
would leave the West Bank and the PA out in the cold, as intended by both Hamas and the
Netanyahu government. For that reason, and because of other political conflicts between Hamas
and the PLO, Mahmoud Abbas and other PA leaders have been strongly opposed to a limited
deal that leaves Hamas, tacitly backed by Israel, in power in Gaza.

In some ways Israeli policies toward the Islamic movements in the occupied territories have
come full circle. From the 1960s through the late 1980s Israeli governments often tolerated and
sometimes even helped Palestinian Islamic movements, rather than deal with the more moderate
Palestinian nationalists led by Arafat and the PLO. A number of Israeli scholars, journalists, and
former officials have discussed the matter. As quoted earlier, a high Israeli official who
implemented these policies later admitted: “Hamas, to my great regret, is Israel’s creation. . . .
Instead of trying to curb Gaza’s Islamists from the outset . . . Israel for years tolerated and, in
some cases, encouraged them as a counterweight to the secular nationalists.”33

Consider the irony, if not the perversity, of Israel’s policies. In order to kill any chances for a
two-state settlement, Israel today is more willing to negotiate with Hamas than with the PA: in
effect, then, it favors a group with a history of violence and religious fundamentalism whose
willingness to support a formal two-state settlement is at best lukewarm, rather than to
compromise with the far more secular and moderate Abbas and the PA, whose long-held and
repeatedly demonstrated commitment to nonviolence and compromise is not open to question.

Even before the Trump Plan, Netanyahu had almost certainly killed the chances of a genuine
two-state settlement. Ten years ago, various polls found that up to two-thirds of both the Israeli
and Palestinian publics supported such a settlement (depending on how the question was asked),
but in June 2018 a new poll found that less than half of the relevant publics did so.34 And in
March 2019 another poll found that only 34 percent of the Israeli public supported the two-state
solution, whereas 42 percent favored partial or complete annexation of the West Bank.35

As a result, during the 2019 and 2020 Israeli electoral campaigns none of the significant
political parties called for an end to the Israeli occupation and peace negotiations with either the
PA or Hamas. If anything, the future looks even bleaker, as post-election surveys and analyses
found that the younger generation of Israeli voters were far more likely to support Netanyahu
than were their elders: voters from eighteen to twenty-four years old preferred Netanyahu to his
main opponent, former IDF chief Benny Gantz (himself hardly a dove) by the astonishing
margin of 65 percent to 16 percent.36

For many years—and even more so today—despairing Israeli liberals have hoped that
pressures from the “international community” could force changes in Israeli policy. Even if such
pressures had materialized, though, they might well have resulted in even more hard-line
attitudes and policies. In any case, the issue is moot, for where would such pressures come from?



The Arab World

Not from the Arab world. Even in the early stages of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, from the
mid-1930s to the 1960s, most of the Arab states subordinated the Palestinians to their own
goals.37 Today, none of the leading Arab states have the interest or capacity to pressure Israel to
agree to a two-state settlement, whether because of lack of interest in the fate of the Palestinians
or even outright hostility to them, as well as because of their unwillingness to cross Israel and the
United States.38 More specifically, consider the position of the leading Arab states:

Egypt. Egyptian governments have never been willing to commit to a Palestinian state,
choosing to give priority to ending their bilateral conflict with Israel. In addition, today Egypt is
engaged in an ongoing struggle with local Islamic radicals, as a result of which it is openly
collaborating with Israel’s punitive economic measures against Hamas to ensure that it remains
too weak to assist its Egyptian counterparts. In particular, the military dictatorship of Abdel
Fattah el-Sisi is supporting the Israeli siege of Gaza by its tight controls over the goods it allows
Hamas to import and export over its Sinai border with Gaza; in January 2019, el-Sisi confirmed
that Egypt and Israel now had a wide range of military cooperation.39

Jordan. Recently tensions between Israel and Jordan have been growing, among other reasons
because of the indications that the Netanyahu government is still considering annexing the
Jordan River Valley, which King Abdullah fears would lead to an influx of unwanted
Palestinians into his country. Still, all indications are that—as in the case of Egypt—Jordan has
no intention of jeopardizing its peace treaty with Israel and risking a crushing military defeat.
Moreover, Abdullah has his own reasons to oppose Islamic fundamentalism, which if it took root
in Jordan would almost certainly spell the end of the Hashemite monarchy.

Syria. The Assad regime is occupied with the civil war, and even if, as seems likely, it regains
full control, almost certainly it will continue its decades-long policies of avoiding war with a far
stronger Israel. Indeed, even Israel’s annexation of the Golan Heights led to no Syrian military
response: if the loss of its own territory did not cause it to confront Israel, then certainly the
plight of the Palestinians will not do so.

Saudi Arabia and the Gulf States. The conservative autocracies that rule these states fear
Iranian expansionism and revolutionary messianism as well as Hamas and Hezbollah Islamic
fundamentalism. As a result, they not only have no interest in taking on Israel over the
Palestinian cause, they are increasingly close to a de facto political and military alliance with the
Jewish state over “the common threat of Iran.”40

As a result of these developments in the Arab world, “for the most part, the Palestinian issue has
fallen off the agenda.”41 Or worse: Muhammad Shehada, a Palestinian columnist for Haaretz,
writes that during a brief clash between Israel and Hezbollah forces in Lebanon, over
Hezbollah’s military collaboration with Iran, “for the first time in the Israeli-Arab conflict,
significant Arab officials (and mouthpieces for Arab regimes) openly and unabashedly took
Israel’s side over their fellow Arabs, while others fell silent. One word has changed it all:
Iran.”42

The West

The countries of Western Europe, in the past much more critical than the United States of Israeli
policies, have given up seriously pressing for a two-state settlement, in part because they
recognize the futility of doing so, in part because of their unwillingness to confront both
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Netanyahu and Trump, and in part because their increasingly powerful internal right-wing
political competitors are “pro-Israel.”

The plight of the BDS (Boycott, Divestment, and Sanctions) movement, once widely
considered to have real potential for exerting serious pressures on Israel, illustrates the futility of
relying on outsiders to force Israel to agree to a two-state settlement. Founded in 2005 by
Palestinian intellectuals and initially attracting support around the world, BDS called on
businesses, universities, civic bodies, and international institutions to boycott, divest from, or
impose sanctions on Israel until it ended the occupation, recognized and protected the rights of
the Israeli Arabs to full equality, and agreed to the Palestinian refugee right to return to their pre-
1948 homes and properties.43

However, even many critics of Israeli policies balked at the demand for a full right of return,
which had no chance of being implemented and drove away many who otherwise would have
supported it. For example, Noam Chomsky, one of the most prominent early supporters of
outside pressures on Israel, wrote that while there was “near-universal international support” for
a two-state settlement, “there is virtually no meaningful support” for the right of return,44 let
alone the end of Israel as a Jewish state, which is implied by an unlimited right of Palestinian
return.

As a result, after some initial enthusiasm by critics of Israel, including Israeli dissidents, the
BDS movement has had little success. As early as 2016, the signs were emerging: “No reduction
in aid to Israel or in commercial cooperation is on the agenda in either the European Union or the
United States. Even the EU’s decision to label products from the settlements isn’t really causing
damage. . . . Last year, foreign investment in Israel totaled some $285 billion, three times its
level in 2005, the year the BDS movement began operations.”45

That trend has continued, and today BDS has little significant support in either the Arab or the
Western world. Indeed, in what might be a final blow to its relevance, in May 2019 the German
parliament resolved to not cooperate with BDS, which it termed “anti-Semitic.”46

Trump and Israel

Since the 2016 election of Donald Trump, the US government no longer is seeking or even
supporting a two-state solution; it simply supports what Netanyahu and the Israeli right wing
want.

Since he became president in January 2017, Trump has taken the following actions:

Appointed David Friedman as ambassador to Israel, Jason Greenblatt as Middle East
advisor, and Jared Kushner as his senior NSC advisor; behind the scenes the billionaire
Sheldon Adelson is reported to be highly influential. All were far right wingers with no
diplomatic or foreign policy experience and no claim to expertise in the Middle East;
moreover they were increasingly at odds with the changing views of much of the American
Jewish community.
Broken with seventy years of American foreign policy and defied nearly the entire
international community by moving the US embassy from Tel Aviv to Jerusalem and
officially recognizing the city as Israel’s “undivided” capital—thereby effectively denying
the Palestinians the right to establish their capital in East Jerusalem. That step alone makes a
two-state settlement impossible.
Closed the PLO’s offices in Washington and the US consulate in Jerusalem, which had
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functioned as an unofficial diplomatic mission to the Palestinians, thereby eliminating
almost all negotiations with the PLO.
Supported the Netanyahu government’s official annexation of the Golan Heights, which
almost certainly has made impossible a future Israeli-Syrian peace treaty.
Ended all US economic assistance to the Palestinians in both the West Bank and Gaza,
including its programs that had annually provided $200 million support for Palestinian
development projects in the West Bank and $25 million for East Jerusalem hospitals. In
addition, the administration cut off all US funding for the UN Relief and Works Agency
(UNRWA), the main UN agency for economic and social assistance to the impoverished
Palestinians.47

Rejected for the first time the overwhelming consensus in the UN and among international
law experts that the Israeli occupation of the West Bank is illegal and that Israel had no legal
right to build settlements there. The State Department dropped the term “occupied” from its
longtime description of the status of the West Bank, and the administration announced in
November 2019 that the US government no longer considered the Israeli settlements to be
illegal.48 A number of Israeli analysts pointed out that the American declaration could open
the door to Israeli annexation of its West Bank settlements.49

The Trump Plan

On January 28, 2020, the long-expected “Trump Peace Plan” was announced.50 Under its terms,
the so-called deal of the century, Israel would be allowed to annex the Jordan River Valley and
all of the West Bank’s Jewish settlements—altogether some 30 percent of the entire territory.
The Palestinians, for their part, would receive a “state” comprising non-contiguous separated
enclaves in the rest of the West Bank, as well as some territory in the Negev desert, adjacent to
the Gaza Strip, along Israel’s southern border. The Palestinian leadership immediately rejected
the plan, correctly charging that it was heavily biased in Israel’s favor. The Trump Plan would be
better described as the Netanyahu Plan.51 In books and speeches over the last thirty years,
Netanyahu has described his vision of a peace settlement with the Palestinians, beginning with
his insistence that they must accept Israel as “the nation-state of the Jewish People”52—that is,
not merely “a Jewish state.” (The difference is significant, as discussed in Chapter 20.) The
Trump Plan follows Netanyahu in stating, several times, that “the State of Israel has a legitimate
desire to be the nation-state of the Jewish people and for that status to be recognized throughout
the world.”

Further, the plan adopts the patronizing, if not contemptuous, tone that Netanyahu and other
Israeli rightists typically adopt toward the Palestinians. For example, the Trump Plan’s architect,
Jared Kushner, said: “They [the Palestinians] are proving through their reaction that they are not
ready to have a state; the hope is that, over time, they can become capable of governing.”

Worse, the plan dismisses established historical facts about the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. For
example, it proclaims that the history of the conflict is irrelevant: “Reciting past narratives about
the conflict is unproductive.” However, since the plan adopts the Israeli mythologies throughout,
what Trump and Netanyahu really mean is that the Palestinian “narrative,” which in fact is far
more persuasive than the Israeli one, is irrelevant.

Arguing that Israel’s actions are always purely defensive, and that “Israel is not a threat to the
region whatsoever,” the plan dismisses the history of Israeli expansionism and military attacks
on neighboring states. For example, it asserts that Syria and Lebanon are “extremely hostile” to



Israel but fails to mention the history of major Israeli military attacks on those nations, or the
seizure of their territories, such as the Golan Heights, which Israel has annexed. And on Iran,
Trump echoes Netanyahu, asserting that Iran’s missiles, especially if they carry nuclear
warheads, are designed “to wipe the State of Israel off the map.”53 Furthermore, it is claimed,
Iran seeks to “encircle” Israel, using Lebanon, Syria, and Gaza to establish a “land bridge” that
“stretches from the Iran-Iraq border to the Mediterranean Sea.”54

The plan repeatedly states that the West Bank and Gaza potentially pose “existential threats”
to Israel’s security and even its very existence. It cites missile attacks on Israel from those areas,
without mentioning the Israeli occupation, economic siege, military attacks, and repeated
assassinations as possible causes of those attacks.

The Trump Plan has a long section in which the United States pledges to create a $50 billion
international fund (most of it from Arab countries and, according to a number of reports, none
from the United States) for the economic, political, and social “development” of a new state of
Palestine—all contingent, however, on full Palestinian compliance with a long list of US and
Israeli conditions. Further ensuring that the economic component of Trump’s proposal plan has
no chance of Palestinian acceptance, the Trump Plan insists, in ridiculous detail, on the creation
of a business-friendly capitalist economy that embodies right-wing Republican economics.

Trump’s economic plan for Palestine therefore can be disregarded, so the focus should be on
its political and military components.

Territory. “Israel needs defensive borders,” the plan asserts, which requires further expansion
into Palestinian lands and the annexation of all the Jewish settlements in the West Bank, even the
most isolated ones deep in Palestinian territory. All past peace plans envisaged only, at most,
Israeli annexation of its relatively large “settlement blocs” just over the 1967 borders, but not the
small isolated Jewish settlements scattered throughout the rest of the West Bank.

In particular, except for the Palestinian city of Jericho, the plan supports the annexation of the
Jordan River Valley, which Israel claims is essential to its security as the first line of defense
against what it often calls “an invasion from the east,” meaning a coalition of Iranian, Iraqi, and
Syrian forces large enough to invade and conquer Israel. Aside from the extreme unlikelihood
that such an Arab coalition could ever come into existence, the plan ignores the fact that Israel
has hundreds of nuclear weapons, which have deterred even far less risky Arab intrusions into
Israel.55

The plan also includes some “territorial swaps.” As in past peace plans, as compensation for
the Palestinians’ loss of territory in the West Bank, some largely uninhabited Israeli territory in
the Negev Desert close to the Gaza Strip will become part of the Palestinian state. In addition,
another proposed “swap,” contemplated in no previous peace plan but representing a long-held
goal of Netanyahu and other prominent Israeli rightists, would remove a number of towns and
villages in central Israel, containing some 200,000 Israeli Arabs, and “transfer” them into the
projected Palestinian state. In effect, the “swap” is just a new form of Israeli transfer, with no
provision for the affected population, most of them citizens of Israel, to reject the proposal and
remain in place as Israeli citizens.56

The plan does not affect the major Palestinian cities and allows their towns and villages in the
areas that will be annexed to Israel to remain in place, linked to each other by roads, railroads, or
tunnels. However, they will be small islands or enclaves, completely surrounded by Israeli
territory and under its military control: “Bantustans,” as many Israeli critics term them. Israel
would retain complete control of the air space over Palestine—the Palestinians would have no



airport of their own—and Israel would continue its military control over the territorial waters
near Gaza.

To be sure, the plan calls on Israel to allow the Palestinians the use of its ports at Haifa and
Ashdod, but it leaves it to Israel to decide when, if, how, under what conditions, and for how
long the Palestinians will actually be afforded that “privilege” (see Map 19.1).





Map 19.1 “Vision for Peace Conceptual Map” of “A Future State of Palestine.”

Security. The Trump Plan is based on the premise that the Palestinians have no need for
protection against foreign states, and certainly not from Israel. By contrast, the stated premise is
that Israel’s security has always been under attack and remains so today:

The State of Israel suffers from extraordinary geographic and geostrategic challenges. Simply put the State of Israel has
no margin for error. As dangerous as Gaza, run by Hamas, is to the State of Israel’s security, a similar regime
controlling the West Bank would pose an existential threat to the State of Israel.57

No analysis accompanies this assessment which, as I have argued, is wildly overstated, in light of
the PA’s long-held adherence to nonviolence in the West Bank, Israel’s formal peace treaties
with Egypt and Jordan, the clear decisions by Syria and Saudi Arabia to avoid threatening
behavior toward Israel, the fragmentation of Iraq and its lack of capability or interest in
threatening Israel, the remoteness of an “existential” threat from Iran, and Israel’s overwhelming
conventional and nuclear superiority.

Nonetheless, the Trump Plan gives carte blanche to any measures that Israel deems necessary
to meet the Palestinian “threat”: “The security portion of this Vision was developed based on our
best understanding of the security” requirements of the State of Israel, as presented by successive
Israeli governments to the United States.”58

Key provisions of the security section of the Trump Plan require that the territory under
Palestinian control will be fully demilitarized, so as to ensure Israel’s “ironclad security. The
Palestinians will have no army or heavy weapons and will not have control over its airspace or
territorial waters. The only “security forces” allowed to the Palestinian state are a lightly armed
military, essentially a police force sufficient to ensure its “internal security.” And if Israel
becomes dissatisfied with the “security” measures undertaken by the Palestinian authorities, it
will have the right to restore its “security footprint” in the West Bank and Gaza.

Jerusalem. Jerusalem “will remain the sovereign capital of the State of Israel.”59 While
religious freedom for all faiths must continue, politically Jerusalem will not be divided or even
shared between Israel and the Palestinians, as had been proposed by the Clinton plan, the Geneva
Accords, and every other serious peace proposal. The Palestinian state can have its capital
principally in the small, run-down, and dangerous town of Abu Dis,60 which it will be allowed to
rename “Al Quds,” the Arabic name for Jerusalem.

Described as an East Jerusalem “suburb,” Abu Dis is not even physically connected to
Jerusalem, from which it is divided by the Israeli Wall or “separation barrier.” Israel will retain
full control and its declared sovereignty over all Jerusalem, including the Old City, the Temple
Mount, and the Western Wall. As at present, a Muslim commission would continue to administer
the Haram al Sharif and the Islamic mosques, where Israel has conceded “religious sovereignty”
to the Muslims, even as it retains full control and indeed has often blocked Arab access to it.

In short, for all practical purposes the Palestinians will have no political rights in Jerusalem
and their religious rights on the Haram will be subject to periodic closures and other restrictions.

Gaza. The Trump Plan states that “the people of Gaza have suffered for too long under the
repressive rule of Hamas,” and attributes the desperate plight of the Gazan people to their being
“held hostage by Hamas, Palestinian Islamic Jihad (PIJ) and other terrorist organizations
committed to Israel’s destruction.61 The plan blames Hamas for Gaza’s massive unemployment,
widespread poverty, and drastic shortages of electricity and potable water.



The dishonesty is breathtaking. There is no mention of the fact that Hamas came to power in
2006 as the result of free elections that the United States and the PLO tried to violently overturn;
there is no mention of the continuing Israeli blockade or siege that began even before Hamas
came to power and that has had devastating effects on the Palestinian people; there is no mention
of the fact that with few minor exceptions, Hamas has sought long-term ceasefires and ended
most of its own attacks on Israeli territory as well as actively sought to prevent Islamic Jihad
attacks; and there is no mention of Hamas’s efforts to get the Israeli government to end its siege
in return for the end of Gazan attacks on Israel.

Refugees and the “Right of Return.” According to the Trump Plan, “The Arab-Israeli conflict
created both a Palestinian and Jewish refugee problem. Nearly the same number of Jews and
Arabs were displaced by the Arab/Israeli conflict.”62 Therefore, its argument is that Israel has no
legal or moral responsibility for the Palestinian refugees—it took care of its fellow Jews in its
own country, so the Palestinians must also take care of their fellow Palestinians in their own
country. Indeed, the plan says, not only the Palestinians but also the Israelis deserve
compensation for the costs of absorbing refugees.

The alleged symmetry is false. It is true that many Jews left the Arab world and emigrated to
Israel, but there was no Arab Nakba against their Jewish citizens: few were driven out or killed,
and most left voluntarily because they became uncomfortable or fearful of the future or because
they voluntarily chose to emigrate to a Jewish state. In fact, many emigrated not because they
were pressured by Arab governments but because they were pressured by the Israeli government
to do so, especially in Iraq.63

In any case, even if the Jews had been ruthlessly driven out of the Arab states, only those
states would have a moral responsibility for compensation. But there is no serious dispute over
the fact that the Israelis were responsible for the Nakba against the Palestinians.

Another problem with Trump’s treatment of the refugee issue is truly startling. Every previous
peace plan, even those rejecting a right of return of the Palestinians to Israel, had held that they
had the right to return to a Palestinian state. However, the Trump Plan no longer provides even
that right, for it states:

The rights of Palestinian refugees to immigrate to the State of Palestine shall be limited in accordance with agreed
security arrangements. . . . The rate of movement of refugees from outside Gaza and the West Bank into the State of
Palestine shall be agreed to by the parties and regulated by various factors, including economic forces and incentive
structures, such that the rate of entry does not outpace or overwhelm the development of infrastructure and the
economy of the State of Palestine, or increased security risks to the State of Israel.64

Palestinian Foreign Relations. The Palestinians are prohibited from joining in defense
alliances with other states and may not join any international organization without Israel’s
consent. In particular, the Palestinians are prohibited from bringing war crimes charges against
Israel to the International Criminal Court.
Over the next four years, all the above conditions must be met to the satisfaction of Israel and, by
clear implication, the United States. If not, Israel will have the right to “reverse the process,”
ending the Palestinian chances of gaining even the highly restricted “statehood” envisaged by the
Trump-Netanyahu Plan.

How Should the Palestinians React?

Naturally enough, both the PA in the West Bank and Hamas in Gaza have angrily rejected the



Trump Plan in its entirety, but they will be more alone than ever in their struggle for justice. The
Netanyahu government, Israel’s general population, and even Benny Gantz, Netanyahu’s
opponent in the March 2020 Israeli elections, announced their support for the Trump Plan,
including the annexation at least of the Jordan River Valley.65 Most European countries have, at
most, expressed mild disapproval of the plan; the European Union actually stated that it
welcomed Trump’s efforts toward a “viable two-state solution.”66

As for the Arab states, most of them clearly intend to largely ignore the Trump Plan. The Arab
League confined itself to a brief statement calling the plan “unfair”; an Arab scholar described
this statement as “purely formalistic, declarative, and insignificant.”67 Similarly a few states, like
Jordan, have mildly criticized the plan but clearly intend to do nothing more. And others,
including Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates, have stated that they view the plan as a
“serious initiative” that addresses the main issues.

With Europe and the Arab states remaining on the sidelines, radical changes in US policy are the
only remaining Palestinian hope for serious outside pressures on Israel. The only prospect of new
US policies rests on a Democratic sweep of the 2020 presidential and congressional elections—
at the time of this writing, most polls show that some 60 to 70 percent of Democratic voters are
disenchanted with Netanyahu’s policies and an even larger number with those of Trump.68 Even
if such a sweep should occur, though, the likelihood that a new US government would seriously
pressure Israel to reach a genuine two-state settlement with the Palestinians would be low, as
would the likelihood that such pressure would overcome Israeli intransigence, at least for the
foreseeable future.

In short, more than ever before, the Palestinians are all alone, and their plight is highly likely
to get even worse. In that light, there may be a case for them to not simply dismiss the Trump
Plan in its entirety. Moreover, if justice can ever be attained—or, more realistically, greater
justice than now prevails—a change may be necessary in the goals and methods of the
Palestinians. This issue is discussed in Chapter 20, Summary and Conclusions.
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Summary and Conclusions

Note to Readers

The first section of this chapter summarizes the arguments of the book and the evidence that
supports them. For those who have read through all the previous chapters, this summary may be
too long and repetitious, so you may wish to skim or bypass it and go on to the second part (“Is
There Any Solution?”), where I discuss possible solutions to the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. For
those who have not read or only skimmed the main body, this summary is important—but please
bear in mind that the detailed evidence on which the arguments of this book are based can only
be found in the previous chapters.

Israeli Mythology

The Arab-Israeli and Israeli-Palestinian conflicts have led to many myths that have been
decisively refuted by serious historical inquiry but are still widely believed, especially in Israel
and the United States, with devastating consequences for the cause of peace. The most important
of these is, “The Arabs never miss an opportunity to miss an opportunity,” as Abba Eban
famously put it in 1973.

Eban was wrong about the history of the conflict, wrong about the failure to settle it in the
1970s, and wrong in his often repeated assessment. The reality is closer to the converse. While
the Arab states and the Palestinians have certainly contributed to the conflict, it is Israel—almost
always supported by its key ally, the United States—that has been mostly responsible for the
tragedy.

The main purpose of this book has been to examine this and other Israeli mythologies, not
merely for the sake of historical truth but also because the conflict is unlikely to be settled as
long the mythologies continue to prevail in Israel and the United States.

Since 1947, Israel has fought eight to ten wars against the Arab states and the Palestinians
(depending on what counts as a “war” as opposed to lesser-scale “armed conflicts”). None of
them, probably not even the 1948 war, was unavoidable. Israel’s independence and security
could have been protected had it accepted reasonable compromises on the four crucial issues: a
partition of the historic land of Palestine; Palestinian independence and sovereignty in the land
allotted to them in the 1947 UN partition plan, including Arab East Jerusalem; the return of most
of the territory captured from the Arab states in the various wars; and a small-scale symbolic
“return” to Israel of some 10,000 to 20,000 Palestinian refugees (or their descendants) from the
1948 war.

Throughout most of the conflict, all the key Arab states and the most important Palestinian
leaders were, or soon became, willing to reach peace with Israel if it accepted these



compromises. Had it done so, there would have been few if any wars, justice would have
prevailed, and Israel’s independence and security would have been greatly enhanced.

The Israeli Narrative

In the Israeli narrative, the stories the Israelis tell themselves to justify their policies and actions,
the Arabs bear the responsibility for the Arab-Israeli and Israeli-Palestinian conflicts.
Throughout history, the narrative holds, the Zionists in the pre-state era and then the Jewish state
of Israel were willing to share or partition the historic land of Palestine. They agreed, it is said, to
the 1937 Peel and the 1947 UN partition plans, but both were rejected by the Palestinians and the
leading Arab states, who then launched a war of annihilation against the newly established state.

Despite the Arab attack and subsequent Palestinian terrorism, the narrative continues, after the
war Israel continued to seek fair compromise settlements with the Arab states and the Palestinian
people, but the Arabs refused to negotiate and provoked the later Arab-Israeli wars of 1956,
1967, and 1970–73, leaving Israel no choice—“Ein Breira,” in the Hebrew phrase—but to
defend itself. After their repeated defeats, Egypt and Jordan finally decided to reach peace
settlements with Israel. However, the rest of the Arab world, particularly the Palestinians,
continued to seek the destruction of the Jewish state, primarily by terrorist attacks against its
homeland.

While there are some elements of truth in this narrative, most of it does not stand up to
historical examination. This book undertakes that examination, and is divided into three general
sections: on the origins and early years of the Arab-Israeli conflict, on the Arab-Israeli state
conflict from 1948 through today, and on the Israeli-Palestinian conflict from 1917 through
today.

In each chapter, the role of the United States is examined. The book begins with an overall
analysis of US policies, focusing especially on the question of what accounts for the remarkable,
often nearly unconditional US support for Israel. I argued that these policies are best explained
by a number of factors, including (1) moral and religious values and beliefs (“the Judeo-
Christian heritage”) and pro-democracy; (2) public and elite opinion that is strongly “pro-
Israeli”; (3) the evolution of perceived US strategic and national interests in the Middle East—
the containment of the Soviet Union and “international communism” during the Cold War and
resistance to Islamic expansionism and terrorism in the Middle East since then; and (4) the
power of the “Israel lobby.”

Because the last explanation has been the subject of much disagreement, I analyzed it in
considerable detail, concluding that while the power of the lobby over Mideast policy is real and
often unmistakably demonstrated, it can also be exaggerated, as has been shown by its defeat on
some major issues.

In the final analysis, then, it is the convergence of a number of factors, all working in the same
direction and not balanced by strong countervailing forces, that explains US policies toward the
Arab-Israeli conflict since 1948 and through today.

Zionism and the Conflict

Zionism has played a strong role in the origins and perpetuation of the conflict. The central
argument is that while there was clearly a strong reason for the creation of a Jewish state as a
refuge against murderous anti-Semitism, which has occurred repeatedly throughout history,
Zionist ideology was also based on weak and even intellectually indefensible arguments that still



block the most promising possibilities for peaceful settlement of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict.
The first such argument was that the Jews had a permanent right to sovereignty over all of

historic or biblical Palestine, and for that reason no other place would do as the location for a
Jewish state. That was a tragic error, for the insistence on Palestine—even when other sites for a
Jewish state were still being considered—was based on erroneous religious, archaeological, and
biblically based stories that have long been shown by Israeli and other historians and
archaeologists to have little or no factual foundation.

Even if the ancient stories and religiously based claims had a strong factual basis, they would
be irrelevant. There is no dispute over the facts that for 2,000 years Jews constituted only a tiny
minority in Palestine. Consequently, even if 2,000 years ago—that is, before the Roman
“expulsion” of the Jews—there had been a reasonable argument for Jewish sovereignty in
Palestine, a (metaphorical) “statute of limitations” for that claim had long ago expired. As I
argued, there is scarcely any place on earth that at one time or another has not been conquered,
subjugated, and populated by other peoples; yet nowhere is the argument for permanent
sovereignty of the “original” inhabitants—itself an impossibly murky concept—accepted,
whether in law, moral reasoning, or plain common sense.

With the crucial exception of the argument for existential necessity, the twentieth-century
arguments for Zionism were also unpersuasive. The argument that the 1917 British Balfour
Declaration gave the Jews the right to a Jewish state in Palestine is unpersuasive, both because
the promise was for a Jewish “homeland” rather than a state, and more fundamentally because
colonial states—or even the League of Nations, itself dominated by the colonial West—had no
moral right to dispose of their imperialist “possessions” as they pleased, particularly over the
opposition of most of the inhabitants of these places.

Consequently, the only persuasive argument for the creation of the state of Israel in Palestine
—but one that could reasonably be seen as sufficient—was that by 1948 there was no longer any
other place to put it. Hence the tragedy: had the Zionists jettisoned all their unpersuasive
arguments that Palestine belonged, forever, to the Jewish people, they would have been far more
likely to have recognized the injustices done to the Palestinians, then and after. And, in that case,
they would have been much more likely to accept the moral and security necessity to
compromise with them, as well as with the neighboring Arab states.

After reviewing Zionism and its consequences, I examined the onset of the Israeli-Palestinian
conflict during the 1917–47 period, and argued that because the Zionists wanted to ensure a large
Jewish majority in the coming state of Israel, their leaders repeatedly discussed the means by
which most of the Palestinians could be expelled or induced to flee; the euphemism they
employed was “transfer.” The scholarship on “transfer”—especially by Israeli historians—leaves
no doubt about its importance in the thinking of every major Zionist leader before and after the
creation of Israel.

To be sure, many non-Israeli or non-Jewish political leaders and writers also believed that
some form of transfer was a necessity for the creation of a Jewish state in a partitioned Palestine.
Included among them were the 1937 British Peel Commission; US president Franklin D.
Roosevelt; Reinhold Niebuhr, the celebrated American liberal theologian and moral philosopher
—and even some Arab monarchs who were indifferent to the Palestinians. However, none of
them believed that massive violence was an acceptable method to accomplish this otherwise
defensible goal.

Despite the Israeli mythology, the evidence is irrefutable that Ben-Gurion and other Zionist
leaders were not willing to compromise over Palestine and therefore “accepted” the 1947 UN
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partition plan only as a temporary tactic to gain time until Israel was strong enough to take over
all of Palestine, which in the early Zionist program had been defined to include Jerusalem, the
West Bank, Gaza, southern Lebanon, the Golan Heights, and large sections of Jordan beyond the
Jordan River.

Indeed, because the Zionists hardly concealed their true objectives, the Palestinian rejection of
partition was a function not only of their anger that their land would have been taken away by the
UN plan but also of their legitimate fear that Israel would later seize opportunities to take even
more.

That said, in practice the Palestinian rejection of partition backfired, in part because if they had
accepted it, it would have been harder for the Israelis to immediately seize more land than the
UN plan had allocated to them, and in part because their rejection gave rise to the Israeli
argument—mostly tacit but sometimes overt—that because the Palestinians rejected a
compromise settlement in 1947, their treatment by Israel since then is legitimate: as they sowed,
so have they reaped, is the implicit argument.

This argument lacks force at every level: in logic, in law, and in common morality. The
Palestinian “mistake” (if indeed it was a mistake) in 1947, the argument implies, justifies their
ongoing punishment, even though since the 1980s the main Palestinian leaders (increasingly
including Hamas, de facto though not yet officially) have been willing to accept a two-state
peace settlement. Yet the argument based on the alleged original Palestinian culpability for the
conflict has been widely accepted among Israelis, and it contributes to their unwillingness to
compromise now.

The Israeli-Arab State Conflicts

The second part of the book focuses on the Israeli-Arab state conflicts, beginning with an
analysis of the 1948 war. Though it is still widely accepted in Israel and the United States, no
serious scholars and historians—least of all Israeli ones—subscribe to the dominant Israeli
narrative, as summarized by Avi Shlaim:

Seven Arab states sent their armies into Palestine with the firm intention of strangling the Jewish state at birth. . . .
[Then] hundreds of thousands of Palestinians fled to neighboring states, mainly in response to orders from their leaders
and despite Jewish pleas to stay and demonstrate that peaceful coexistence was possible.1

As Shlaim and many other Israeli historians have shown:

The David and Goliath story is false. The Arab invasion was small, uncoordinated, and the
consequence more of rival monarchical claims to parts of Palestine than of the goal of
driving the Israelis into the sea. Moreover, even in the early days of the war Israel had more
troops in the field than the Arab invaders, superior military technology, better leadership,
and greater motivation—and all of these gaps continued to grow throughout the war.
It is false that the war was unavoidable. Jordan and Egypt both sought agreements with
Israel to avert war, based on certain minor territorial compromises. Israel agreed to
Jordanian king Abdullah’s terms, and although there still were some military clashes
between the two sides, especially in the Jerusalem region, a full-scale war was avoided. On
the other hand, Israel rejected Egyptian king Farouk’s request for a territorial buffer zone
between the two states and deliberately provoked clashes in order to seize more Egyptian
territory. Syria played only a minor role in the war, and its goals had much more to do with



•

preventing territorial gains by its Jordanian rival than with destroying Israel, which it had
neither the capability nor the intention of doing.
It is false, as the standard Israeli claim holds, that there would have been no killing and
expulsions of hundreds of thousands of Palestinians if the Arab states had not invaded Israel
in May 1948. In fact, the Israelis had already expelled over 200,000 Palestinians before the
invasion. Indeed, the Arab leaders at the time pointed to that fact as justifying a decision to
intervene and save their fellow Arabs from further deaths and expulsions. Many Israeli and
other historians agree that the Arab governments had to take into account the outrage of their
own people at the Israeli behavior.

Nevertheless, it is undeniable that much of the Arab rhetoric—“throwing Israel into the sea,” and
the like—was murderous and could hardly be ignored by a people who had just lost 6 million of
their fellow Jews in the Holocaust. Therefore, even though the invasion was partly a
consequence of their own behavior, the Israelis had the need and the right to defend their state.

On the other hand, they did far more than “defend” themselves, for they also took advantage
of the Arab attack to seize large areas of Palestine that the UN plan had designated for an Arab
state, thus taking the first steps toward the long-held Zionist goal of Jewish rule over not only all
of Palestine, but neighboring areas in Egypt, Lebanon, Syria, and Jordan.

Finally, the legitimate goal of self-defense cannot possibly justify the Nakba. It is no longer a
matter of serious dispute that in the 1947–48 period—beginning well before the Arab invasion in
May 1948—some 700,000 to 750,000 Palestinians were expelled from or fled their villages and
homes in Israel in fear of their lives—an entirely justifiable fear, in light of massacres carried out
by Zionist forces.

While Israeli historians still argue about whether the Nakba was the intended or explicit
“policy” of the Israeli government, no one doubts that the indisputable desire of Ben-Gurion and
other Zionist leaders to ensure a large Jewish majority in Israel had a great deal to do with it.

To be sure, a strong case can be made that a heavily Jewish majority in the state of Israel was
a historically justifiable goal, but it by no means follows that ethnic cleansing—as we would call
it today—was the only way to bring that about. In Chapter 5 a number of possible alternative
means of achieving that goal were discussed—such as economic incentives , compulsory but
largely nonviolent exchanges of population (as recommended by the Peel Commission), or
simply waiting for a few years until the expanding Jewish population, by itself, created a near 80
per cent Jewish majority—that were ignored by the Zionist and Israeli leadership.

The book continues with an examination of the period from the end of the 1948 war through
the 1956 war, when Israeli unwillingness to make fair territorial compromises with Jordan,
Egypt, and Syria, based principally on a return of Arab lands captured in 1948, prevented peace
settlements with the leading Arab states and resulted in the unnecessary wars of 1956 and 1967.

The 1956 War

Before the 1956 war, Israel rejected overtures from the Egyptian government to end the conflict
if Israel agreed to Egyptian control over Gaza and small neighboring areas of the Negev Desert,
which King Farouk wanted as a defensive buffer zone against feared expansionism by Jordan
and Israel itself. However, at that time Ben-Gurion still had not abandoned his occasional hopes
that Israel could take over Gaza, and as a result Israel engaged in a series of provocative actions
against Egyptian forces. The purpose of these actions was both expansionist and defensive: Israel
wanted to create a pretext to seize Gaza, but it also saw an attack as a “preventive war,” designed



to deal a heavy blow to Egypt and Syria before they could build up their forces and again attack
Israel. Therefore, it is impossible to separate the genuinely defensive fears of Israeli leaders from
their expansionist ambitions and plans.

Between 1954 and 1956 the new Egyptian government led by Gamal Abdel Nasser secretly
offered compromise peace proposals to Israel. The Israeli prime minister, Moshe Sharett, long
the leading dove among the early Israeli leaders, sought to avoid a new war and favored
negotiations with Nasser, but he was undercut by Ben-Gurion and Moshe Dayan, who continued
their efforts to provoke a new war with Egypt.

They were aided in these efforts by the still-imperialist Britain and France, which had their
own reasons to seek the overthrow of Nasser, the most important nationalist and anti-colonial
Middle East leader. In the summer of 1956, therefore, they reached a secret agreement with
Israel for a tripartite invasion of Egypt, in the course of which not only would Nasser be
overthrown but Israel could implement its long-held expansionist goals in the Sinai peninsula,
the West Bank, southern Lebanon, and the Golan Heights.

The subsequent October 1956 joint attack of the allies easily succeeded, and Israel quickly
seized the Sinai peninsula, including the Gaza Strip. However, under heavy pressures from the
Eisenhower administration and the threat of Soviet military intervention, Israel was forced to
withdraw from the Egyptian territories it had conquered. Because of the indecisive outcome of
the war—Nasser still in power and Israel’s goals unrealized—the stage was set for the next
round.

The 1967 War

The mythology holds that Israel’s surprise attack against Egyptian, Syrian, and Jordanian
airfields in June 1967 was a defensive “pre-emptive” one, forced on Israel by an imminent
Egyptian attack on Israeli forces in the Sinai peninsula as well as by threatening Syrian rhetoric
over the Golan Heights. No serious study today would support that mythology: the evidence is
that despite Nasser’s provocations, especially his demand that UN peacekeeping forces withdraw
from Sinai, he had no intention of initiating a war because he knew that Egypt would almost
certainly be defeated again. Both US and Israeli intelligence analyses concluded—entirely
correctly, as was shortly revealed—that the Egyptian forces (and those of its reluctant ally, Syria)
were in defensive positions, and that if war did come it would end with an overwhelming Israeli
victory.

Just the same, Israel decided to attack Egypt’s forces in the Sinai, and a few days later the
Syrian forces in the Golan Heights. In part, it was reacting to Nasser’s irresponsible and bellicose
rhetoric and threats, but the primary reason, most historians agree, was that Israel was again
seeking a pretext to deliver another blow to Egypt, especially Nasser, as well as to further expand
into the Sinai and the Golan Heights, and this was its opportunity. None other than Menachem
Begin bluntly revealed the truth: “In June 1967, we again [as in the 1956 war] had a choice. The
Egyptian army concentrations in the Sinai approaches did not prove that Nasser was about to
attack us. We must be honest with ourselves. We decided to attack him.”

To be sure, Nasser’s reckless moves and threatening rhetoric made it much easier for the
Israelis to claim that they had no choice.

Within six days, Israel seized new territory in the Sinai, the Golan Heights, the West Bank,
and all of Jerusalem—as had been their objective from early Zionist days. After the war the
Israeli government decided it would keep most of their conquests, returning only part of the
Sinai. Had it decided differently, the evidence is overwhelming that it could have quickly



reached peace settlements with Egypt, Syria, and Jordan. Another opportunity to have ended
Arab-Israeli conflict had been lost.

The Cold War and the Israeli-Arab State Conflicts

In some ways, the extension of the Cold War into the Middle East, with the Soviets supporting
the Arabs and the United States supporting Israel, worsened the conflict and made it potentially
more dangerous, as on several occasions, especially during the 1973 Israeli-Egyptian war, the
superpowers may have come close to directly confronting each other. But because neither
superpower wanted such a war, during the 1970s there were several opportunities for them to
impose a settlement on Israel and its Arab enemies. That these opportunities were squandered is
almost entirely the responsibility of the Nixon administration, especially of Henry Kissinger.

The prevalent view in the United States was that the Soviets sought to exploit the Arab-Israeli
conflict in order to drive the West from the Middle East and secure their own domination over
the area. For this reason, the US government sought to exclude the Soviet Union from all efforts
to reach a negotiated settlement. However, Soviet goals were misperceived, for the evidence is
that they were best explained not in terms of Soviet expansionism or support of communist
revolutions, but by a combination of traditional Russian defensive concerns about hostile states
on or near their southern borders and by the dynamics of the Cold War rivalry with the United
States.

Thus, the Soviets sought to counterbalance the US ties with Israel and the growing American
power in the Middle East by their alliances with Egypt and Syria. At the same time, however,
they feared—with good reason—that future Arab-Israeli wars, in which each side was armed and
supported by its superpower ally, could end in a direct superpower military confrontation.
Therefore, they repeatedly sought a political settlement of the conflict, with the United States and
the Soviet Union acting as co-equals in ensuring the peace.

On several occasions, Nixon and a number of high State Department officials gave serious
consideration to such a settlement, but eventually the president was persuaded by Kissinger that
the US goal in the Middle East must continue to be the “containment” of the Soviet Union—
indeed as much as possible to eliminate its influence in the region. Therefore Kissinger, by his
own admission, deliberately sabotaged peace proposals that would have continued the Soviet
role in the Middle East.

Israel and Egypt

Meanwhile, the conflict between Israel and Egypt (and, to a lesser extent, with Syria) continued,
each state armed and assisted by its superpower ally, and then escalated into the major 1973 war.
Precipitated by Israel’s refusal to withdraw from the Egyptian and Syrian territories it had
conquered in 1967, the 1973 war again came uncomfortably close to a direct superpower
confrontation.

As a result, the Soviets again sought to convince the United States to join with them in a joint
superpower-imposed Arab-Israeli peace settlement—but the Soviets were again rebuffed,
initially by the Nixon administration and then even by the Carter administration, which bowed to
Israeli intransigence.

After the election of Ronald Reagan in 1980, US cooperation with the Soviets that would have
preserved their role in the Middle East became unthinkable. The result was tragic: several
opportunities to have ended the Arab-Israeli conflict were squandered, largely because of Israeli



intransigence and American Cold War ideological rigidity.
Even so, the deadlock between Israel and Egypt, and to a lesser extent with Jordan, began to

break up, primarily because Nasser’s successor Anwar Sadat decided to reach a separate peace;
his dramatic 1977 visit to Israel convinced the Israelis of his sincerity and that the few costs of a
peace treaty would be outweighed by its benefits. Consequently, Israel agreed to return the Sinai
—though not Gaza—to Egypt, in exchange for the 1979 peace treaty that resulted in Egypt’s
withdrawal from the Arab-Israeli conflict.

Israel and Jordan

After the 1967 war, King Hussein of Jordan sought to reach a separate peace with Israel, on the
condition that Jerusalem and the West Bank were returned to Jordanian rule. Israel repeatedly
rebuffed Hussein, even after he made a number of concessions to alleged Israeli security
concerns—among them to withdraw all but a few of his forces from the area, to allow Israel to
retain military bases there, and to continue his efforts to suppress the PLO. Israel’s rejections of
these overtures demonstrated that the real obstacle to a settlement with Jordan was less
“security” concerns than its ideological or religious insistence that it must have full control and
sovereignty over all of “Judea and Samaria,” including Arab East Jerusalem.

Had Israel been willing to give up the West Bank to Jordan as well as Gaza to Jordan or
Egypt, it would have ended the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, transferring the Palestinian “problem”
to those countries. Its unwillingness to do so was one of the greatest lost opportunities for peace
between Israel and the entire Arab world.

However, by the early 1990s, Hussein had decided that holding on to the West Bank and
Jerusalem was not worth its costs, which were not only the possibility of war with Israel but the
growing threat to his rule by militant Palestinian nationalism in his kingdom. Consequently, he
decided to renounce the Jordanian claim to the West Bank. As a result, the last obstacles to peace
were overcome, resulting in the 1994 Israeli-Jordan treaty which, as in the case of the Israeli-
Egyptian settlement, has been maintained ever since.

Israel and Lebanon

From the outset of the Arab-Israeli conflict the major Israeli leaders, especially Ben-Gurion and
Dayan, looked for opportunities to invade Lebanon in order to annex its southern region and
install a friendly Christian government in the rest of the country, one that would accept the Israeli
conquests and collaborate with Israel in its conflict with the Palestinians and other Islamic
organizations.

One of Ben-Gurion’s goals in the 1956 war was to create the conditions in which his Lebanon
ambitions could be realized. While that failed, by the 1970s the growing conflict between Israel
and the PLO, which was then largely based in Lebanon, had broadened Israel’s concerns beyond
expansionism, for there now were security concerns.

In 1978, Israel attacked and defeated PLO forces in southern Lebanon, withdrawing only
under pressure from the Carter administration. In the next two or three years, Israeli-PLO attacks
and counterattacks resumed, though at a lesser level. However, by the early 1980s, Yasser Arafat
was in the process of abandoning his original goal of destroying the state of Israel, which he now
concluded was unattainable, in favor of establishing a Palestinian state in the West Bank and
Gaza. As a result, the PLO was scrupulously observing a ceasefire with Israel that had gone into
effect in 1981.



For just that reason, though, Prime Minister Menachem Begin and Defense Minister Ariel
Sharon worried that the growing PLO moderation would increase the pressure on Israel to accept
the creation of a Palestinian state. To prevent that, in 1982 they seized upon a pretext to again
invade Lebanon and attack the PLO, this time on a far larger scale than in previous conflicts. The
attacks resulted in tens of thousands of Lebanese civilian casualties; however, the PLO forces in
southern Lebanon, still led by Arafat, who escaped Israeli efforts to kill him, were soon
reconstituted.

Moreover, the Israeli attack led to the creation of Hezbollah, the militant Islamic movement
that after the 1982 war became the dominant military force in Lebanon. During the 1990s, armed
clashes between Israel and Hezbollah continued, resulting in Israeli invasions of southern
Lebanon in 1993, 1996, and 2006, all of them again resulting in heavy casualties in the Lebanese
civilian population.

None of these attacks resulted in serious damage to Hezbollah’s dominant political role in
Lebanon or to its military power, though, particularly its rocket forces, which have continued to
grow. However, since the end of the 2006, the borders have been quiet, as a state of mutual
deterrence—often explicitly acknowledged by both sides—has prevailed; both Israel and
Hezbollah now generally realize that a new conflict would be as inconclusive as the previous
ones, yet even more damaging to both of them.

Still, the dangers of a new war may not have passed, and recently may even be growing
because of Hezbollah’s direct or indirect support of the Iranian forces that back the Assad regime
in Syria’s civil war. Israel has frequently attacked Hezbollah’s military forces in Syria, and while
no escalation into open Israeli-Hezbollah war has yet occurred, the possibility that it will do so
continues to exist.

Israel and Syria

In the early years of the Syrian-Israeli conflict, Israel repeatedly rejected opportunities to reach
peace agreements with Syria, because they required Israel to give up its dreams of annexing
southern Syria, especially the Golan Heights. In 1920, the Zionists rejected an opportunity to
reach a negotiated settlement with the Syrian monarchy of King Faisal, who accepted the Balfour
Declaration and chose not to oppose the creation of a Jewish state in Palestine. After a nationalist
movement took control of the government, the new leaders rejected Faisal’s policies and joined
in the Arab attack on Israel in 1948. However, Syria sent only a small and largely symbolic force
of some 3,000 men, whose goal was not to destroy Israel, which it had no capability of doing; its
purpose primarily was to prevent its Jordanian rival from seizing control over the waters of the
Jordan River and Lake Tiberias.

After the war, Israel repeatedly violated the terms of its 1949 truce agreement with Syria,
encroaching on the agreed-upon demilitarized zones along the Jordan River and on occasion
deliberately provoking armed clashes so as to justify its violation of the truce and create pretexts
for seizing the Golan Heights. In 1949, two Syrian governments proposed formal peace
agreements with Israel, provided Syria could keep the Golan Heights and its access to the Jordan
River and Lake Tiberias. The Truman administration urged Israel to enter into negotiations with
Syria on that basis, but Ben-Gurion refused.

It is worth repeating Dayan’s later admission, published only after his death, that during the
1940s and 1950s, Israel had been deliberately provoking the Syrians so that it could seize the
Golan Heights. When an interviewer protested that Syria was a serious threat to Israel, Dayan
responded: “Bullshit. . . . Just drop it.”



During 1966, Israel continued to provoke clashes with the Syrian army; as a result, as well as
because of its military alliance with Egypt, Syria was drawn into the 1967 war, though again
only marginally. This gave Israel the opportunity and justification it had long sought to seize the
Golan Heights. Syria sought to recover the area when it joined with Egypt during the 1973 war,
but its forces were again routed and Israel seized additional territory in or near the Golan.

Syrian president Hafez Assad then decided that his country could not regain the Golan by
military action but only by a negotiated settlement with Israel. From 1973 until his death in 2000,
Assad repeatedly offered to end Syria’s conflict with Israel, to prevent any attacks from Syrian
territory by Palestinian or other Islamic guerrilla forces, and even to fully normalize relations
with Israel by means of a formal peace treaty, provided that Israel withdrew from the Golan and
allowed Syrian forces to retain a small strip of land bordering on Lake Tiberias.

During this period there were intensive secret negotiations between Syria and Israel, many of
them mediated by the US government, which urged Israel to accept Assad’s terms. Israeli prime
ministers Rabin, Peres, Barak, Olmert, and perhaps even Netanyahu came very close to agreeing
to such a peace settlement, especially because most Israeli military leaders believed that Israeli
security would be better served by a peace pact than by continuing to hold on to the Golan
Heights. However, on the brink of success the Israeli governments backed away, mostly because
of expected resistance from the Israeli right wing.

Hafez Assad was succeeded by his son, Bashar Assad, who reaffirmed to the Israeli and US
governments his willingness to sign a peace treaty with Israel on the same conditions as had his
father. Once again the Israeli military and the US government urged the Israeli governments of
Olmert, Sharon, and Netanyahu to accept the Syrian offers, but they continued to refuse to do so.

Netanyahu ended the talks after the outbreak of the Syrian civil war in 2011; as well, with the
support of the Trump administration, the first US government to formally recognize Israeli
sovereignty over the Golan Heights, he made it clear that Israel had no intention of ever
returning the area to Syria. Thus, over forty years of peace negotiations have failed,
overwhelmingly because of Israeli intransigence.

The Israeli-Palestinian Conflict

The third part of this book focused on the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. During the 1960s the PLO
and Yasser Arafat became the leaders of Palestinian nationalism and in the early years sought to
“liberate” all of Palestine, carrying out terrorist attacks against Israel. After the 1967 war, the
Israeli government briefly considered but rejected a two-state solution—effectively, partition—
so the conflict continued. Nonetheless, by the mid-1970s, especially after Israel’s rout of Egypt
and Syria, Arafat and the PLO became more pragmatic; recognizing that they had no chance of
defeating Israel, they gradually moved toward acceptance of the two-state principle, finally
agreeing officially in 1988 to end the conflict in return for the creation of a largely demilitarized
Palestinian state in the West Bank and Gaza, with East Jerusalem as its capital. Supported by the
Nixon and Reagan administrations, Israel refused the Arafat-PLO offers.

Starting in the mid-1970s, a number of Arab states began seeking a two-state solution to the
Israeli-Palestinian conflict. After the 1973 war it was clear that Egypt under Anwar Sadat and
Hosni Mubarak favored such a settlement, and within a decade Saudi Arabia joined with them,
offering to accept Israel within its pre-1967 borders once it had permitted the creation of a
Palestinian state in the occupied territories. And in 2002 an Arab League summit conference,
attended by twenty-two Arab states, unanimously adopted the Saudi proposals, soon to be known



as the Arab Peace Initiative (API). In March 2007, not only did all twenty-two of the signatories
unanimously reaffirm the API, but they also dropped any mention of a “right of return” and
substituted language that made it clear that Israel would have a veto over how many Palestinian
refugees, if any, it would admit.

To this day, most observers of the conflict are astonished that Israel has never been willing to
acknowledge the API, especially its 2007 version, let alone agree to negotiate a settlement based
on its principles.

The next major peace effort was the Oslo Accords of September 1993, the product of intensive
secret negotiations between representatives of Israel and, in effect, the PLO. The accords
mandated a series of gradual Israeli withdrawals from the occupied territories and the initiation
of a number of steps toward Palestinian self-government which, if all went well over a five-year
period, were expected by both negotiating teams to result in the creation of a fully independent
Palestinian state. However, the accords soon broke down because of violations by both sides;
however, the greater responsibility was Israel’s.

As it became clear that the Oslo process was not likely to lead to a two-state settlement,
Palestinian terrorism, mostly by Hamas and other Islamic extremists, was resumed. However,
Arafat and the PLO had sought to prevent that terrorism, and in any case its resumption was
hardly unconnected to Israel’s policies: Israeli prime minister Yitzhak Rabin not only refused to
withdraw the settlers from the West Bank, but he actually increased them. As well, he insisted on
retaining sole Israeli control of Jerusalem and in a number of other ways demonstrated he was
not ready to accept a Palestinian state.

Bill Clinton took office in January 1993, and in the next eight years he sought to bring about a
two-state solution, actively mediating peace talks between Israel and the Palestinians, which
culminated in the intensive and months-long talks in 2000, known as the Camp David/Taba
negotiations.

However, those failed as well. A dispute continues among observers and participants in the
negotiations over the responsibility for their failure. Both sides made mistakes, Israeli prime
minister Barak principally because of his ambivalence about compromising with the Palestinians,
particularly over sharing Jerusalem, and Arafat because he was not willing to officially abandon
the Palestinian demand for an unlimited right of return to Israel.

However, Barak bears the greater responsibility for the collapse of the peace talks in early
2001. The most important issues on the table were the territory and borders of a Palestinian state
in the West Bank and Gaza, the status of the Israeli settlements in those areas, the sharing of
Jerusalem, and the refugee right of return. Initially Barak had agreed to the principle of a two-
state settlement, and some of his verbal territorial proposals were more forthcoming than
previous Israeli positions. However, he was still conflicted over whether Israel should allow the
creation of a Palestinian state. Consequently, when some of his initial offers were rejected by
Arafat, his position hardened, especially over the refugee and Jerusalem issues.

Though he was not always consistent, Arafat and the other leading PLO officials—especially
Mahmoud Abbas after his 2004 assumption of the leadership of the PLO and the PA after
Arafat’s death—were willing to compromise over the refugees: if Israel acknowledged some
responsibility for the creation of the refugee problem (the Nakba), the Palestinians would drop
their demand for a complete “right of return.” For example, according to an authoritative
analysis, in his secret 2008 discussions with Israeli prime minister Ehud Olmert, Abbas asked
Israel to gradually accept 100,000 refugees over a five-year period. Olmert countered with an
offer to accept 30,000 refugees over a ten-year period.2 The relatively small difference in



numbers suggests that the issue was bridgeable, as was concluded by peace negotiators on both
sides.

The Jerusalem issue, however, was harder, for there was and remains no possibility that Arafat
and the Arab world could accept Israeli rule over Arab East Jerusalem—or what’s left of it, after
over fifty years of Israeli takeovers of Palestinian homes and neighborhoods. Above all, the
Palestinians and, for that matter, the entire Arab and Muslim world will never agree to Israeli
sovereignty over the mosques on the Temple Mount/Haram plateau.

After it became clear that Israel and the Palestinians could not reach an agreement on their
own, Clinton made his own proposals, which sought to bridge the differences on the major
issues. Though in the end he blamed Arafat for the breakdown of the process, Clinton had also
been critical of Barak’s rigidity and inconsistency. Many officials in his administration and in the
State Department urged him to use US leverage, especially its military and economic assistance
to Israel, to seriously press Barak to be more forthcoming. The president, however, refused, and
after some additional progress at the Taba negotiations at the end of 2000, the election of Ariel
Sharon in early 2001 made a continuation of the peace process impossible.

The breakdown of the peace process in 2001 led to an increase in Palestinian resistance to the
occupation. Hamas grew increasingly powerful and in 2007 took over Gaza as the result both of
its victory in free elections and its defeat of a coup attempt led by the PA and supported by the
US government. That, in turn, led to an intensification of the Israeli blockade or siege of
Palestine.

The siege is largely still in effect today. Together with four highly destructive attacks on Gaza
and Hamas in 2002, 2008, 2012, and 2014 (and many other smaller ones) that killed thousands of
Gazan civilians, the siege has wrecked the Gazan economy and reduced most of the population
to poverty.

Nonetheless, whether despite the Israeli repression or because of it, during the 2000s, Hamas
began a gradual and inconsistent but nonetheless increasingly significant shift in its policies
toward terrorism and the possibility of a de facto two-state settlement. As evidence of the Hamas
changes mounted, a number of former high Israeli officials, including retired generals and
previous heads of the Mossad and Shin Bet, began urging the government to explore Hamas’s
willingness to reach a compromise settlement.

The Sharon administration refused. It was willing to withdraw the isolated Jewish settlements
from Gaza, which it did in 2005, but it then intensified its repressive measures and military
actions against Hamas and the Gazan population. Still, leading Israeli and Palestinian doves
continued to work on the main issues that needed to be resolved if a two-state solution were ever
to become a reality. In 2003, the result of their unofficial but high-level negotiations was made
public. Known as the Geneva Accords (GA), the agreement called for the end of the Israeli
occupation of the West Bank and Gaza and the creation of an independent but largely
demilitarized Palestinian state.

The fifty-page agreement included compromises on all the major issues: the territory and
borders of the Palestinian state, the Jewish settlements in those areas, the sharing of water
resources, the division of Jerusalem, and the Palestinian refugee problem. The latter two issues,
the most contentious ones in all previous negotiations, were resolved on the basis of a trade-off:
the Palestinians agreed to give Israel a de facto veto over refugee return, and the Israelis agreed
to divide Jerusalem and give the Palestinians sovereignty over the remaining Arab sections of
East Jerusalem and the Muslim religious sites in the Old City.

It is widely understood that the Geneva Accord would be the foundation for any future two-



state settlement—in the (highly) unlikely event that it should become a realistic possibility—and
while Sharon denounced it, according to many leaked documents and Israeli reports, Olmert and
Abbas essentially accepted the GA principles and main provisions. However, before a formal
agreement could be negotiated, the increasingly unpopular Olmert lost his political power and
was succeeded by Benjamin Netanyahu.

Yet another opportunity for peace had been lost. The Obama administration made several
efforts to revive the two-state solution, but they were doomed to fail by Netanyahu’s
intransigence and Obama’s unwillingness to threaten Netanyahu with meaningful pressure,
probably because Obama realized that doing so would have jeopardized his domestic political
power and policy programs and might have failed anyway.

The 2016 election of Donald Trump and his complete support of Netanyahu and the Israeli
right wing, together with the expanding Israeli control over, settlement in, and creeping
annexations of the West Bank and Jerusalem, have almost certainly spelled the end of the two-
state solution to the Israeli-Palestinian conflict.

What Has Gone So Wrong?

There are several explanations for why things have gone so wrong. The history of anti-Semitism
in general and, of course, the Holocaust in particular obviously explain much of Israeli
psychology. In the early years of Jewish statehood, Arab rhetoric was often murderous—and
among Arab extremists, still is—cementing the Israelis’ view of themselves as a beleaguered
minority and permanent victims in a hostile world.

In addition, as Colonel Mordechai Bar-On, a former IDF chief of education, observed: while
the Palestinian hostility to Zionism was understandable, the Arab state invasion of 1948,
however limited in its intentions and capabilities, was lastingly traumatic for the Israeli people,
who had little knowledge of, or interest in, the Palestinian narrative. In 1996, Bar-On wrote:

Israelis have been revisiting the events of the 1948 war for the past fifty years, not only because they were branded with
the personal memories of the generation that lived through them . . . but primarily because they still occupy a major
segment of the collective memory that constitutes’ Israel’s mental space and identity. . . . [The events] imprinted on
[our] collective memory a sense of weakness and vulnerability that subsequent victories could not eradicate.3

So, yes, up to a point the attitudes of most Israelis toward the Arabs in general and the
Palestinians in particular are understandable. Yet they have persisted long after it should have
become clear to them that their own behavior has had a great deal to do with the conflict. In
particular, most Israelis, amazingly, fail to see any connection between Arab hostility and their
own early expansionism and, especially, the decades of the occupation and repression of the
Palestinians.

The Israeli historian Avi Raz, now teaching at Oxford, quotes a 1969 Israeli song, which he
says “appropriately captured the Israeli collective spirit”:

The whole world is against us,
Never mind, we’ll overcome.
And everybody who’s against us
Let him go to hell.4

The continuing influence of the Israeli historical myths on most Israelis, including the vast
majority of its politicians, is another explanation for Israeli behavior. For a tragically brief
period, the Israeli “New History” promised to correct the myths. The implications of this



historiography were profound, for it conclusively demonstrated that the narrative of Israeli
innocence and fanatical, monolithic Arab/Palestinian determination to destroy Israel was false.

From the late 1980s through the early 2000s the New History seemed poised to have a
significant impact on Israel—not merely on historical scholarship but in the Israeli school
system, where the major New History works became part of the curriculum. However, with the
sharp turn to the right throughout Israel since 2000, the New History has to a great extent been
dropped from the school curriculum, and the dominant mythology has reemerged in most of
Israeli politics and society, though certainly not among the overwhelming majority of Israeli
scholars. Ilan Pappé, one of the leading New Historians, along with Benny Morris and Avi
Shlaim, writes: “From the vantage point of 2013 . . . the saddest and in many ways most
disappointing aspect of [the New History] . . . is its almost complete lack of influence on the
education system in Israel.”5

Consequently, blinded by Zionist ideology and the past Jewish history of victimization, today
the Israelis continue to be either largely ignorant of, or indifferent to, their own history and its
implications for the continuing conflict with the Palestinians, as the discredited mythology has
once again become dominant in Israeli politics, society, and public discourse.

A more general explanation for why Israel, a state founded not only to ensure the survival of
the Jewish people but to serve as a moral exemplar to the world—“a light unto the nations”—has
failed to do so is to be found in its unconstrained power. As the nineteenth-century British
historian and politician Lord Acton famously observed, “Power tends to corrupt, and absolute
power corrupts absolutely.” Since 1957, Israel has exercised, if not absolute, then certainly great
power over the Palestinians. In 2018, an Israeli columnist wrote: “The Holocaust is not
responsible for our disengagement from Western liberalism. What is responsible for this
disengagement is the transition from the ruled to the rulers. Power went to our heads.”6

Where Do Things Stand Now?

Throughout this work I have emphasized the Israeli responsibility for both the origins and the
continuation of the hundred-year Israeli-Palestinian conflict. The Palestinians, of course, share in
that responsibility, in part because of their early refusal to accept the Peel and UN partition plans
to divide the land of Palestine into Jewish and Arab states, and in part because until relatively
recently their primary leaders and organizations—principally, Arafat, the PLO, and Hamas—
turned to violence as their main form of resistance.

It is true, of course, that the Israelis have suppressed—often violently—all forms of
Palestinian resistance, including nonviolent resistance. Perhaps if the Palestinians had eschewed
armed resistance from the outset of the conflict—especially terrorism—it is possible that the
Israelis would have been responsive to a two-state solution of the conflict. While that is
unknowable, there is no doubt that terrorism has utterly failed, resulting only in a hardened
Israeli resistance to a political compromise peace settlement.7

As a consequence of both Israeli intransigence and the continuation of terrorism by Palestinian
Islamic extremists (though on a far lesser scale than in the past), the prospects have never been
worse for a two-state solution that would require Israel to withdraw its settlers and military
forces from the West Bank and East Jerusalem.

Until about 2018, Israeli public opinion polls usually indicated that a majority accepted the
general principle of two states for two peoples, though even that was misleading, since there was
no Israeli majority for the kind of concessions necessary to bring about such a settlement—for



example, an equal division of Jerusalem. In any case, an Israeli majority supporting a single
solution no longer exists, even for the principle of a two-state settlement. For example, a March
2019 poll showed that only 34 percent supported a two-state solution, whereas 42 percent
favored some form of annexation of the West Bank.8

In light of these and similar findings, even if a future Israeli government wanted to revive the
two-state solution, according to many Israeli experts it would be risking civil war. For example,
Menachem Klein, an Israeli political scientist and former advisor to Ehud Barak, writes that
because “almost the entire state is invested in [the settlements] . . . any solution to the Israeli-
Palestinian conflict is likely to lead to an armed revolt against the legitimate government, or even
a civil war in some form. . . . The possibility that a revolt or civil war will break out is not
hypothetical: It is in the air and exists in the consciousness of the decision-makers.”9

In particular, many Israeli political analysts are worried about the future role of the army in the
event that a future Israeli government seeks to revive a two-state settlement: the growing influx
of the settlers as well as religious fundamentalists into the army, including at high levels of the
officer corps, raises the question of whether the army could be relied on to remove the West
Bank settlements or to put down a right-wing uprising.10

In any case, all the indications are that the standard two-state solution is dead. What, then, are
the prospects for the Palestinians in the foreseeable future? Since they have no workable options,
Israel may simply seek to maintain the status quo, meaning the direct occupation of the West
Bank, with or without de facto or formal annexation, and a continued “indirect occupation,” as it
has been termed, of Gaza.

A second option, favored by some despairing Israeli dissidents and their supporters in the
United States and elsewhere in the West, is a “one-state” or “binational” solution, meaning the
creation of a single democratic Israeli-Palestinian state and society.

The third option would be—must be, I will argue—a renewed effort to reach some kind of
limited two-state settlement, one that admittedly would be far less fair to the Palestinians than all
previous two-state plans—but nonetheless better than no settlement at all.

Maintaining the Status Quo

To be sure, if moral considerations are ignored, it can be argued that living by the sword has
worked for Israel. Its military power clearly induced the PLO to abandon its hopes of defeating
Israel and led the Arab states either to reach a political settlement with Israel (Egypt in the 1970s,
Jordan in the 1980s, and recently, Saudi Arabia—de facto if not formally), or at least to refrain
from major military attacks against it (Syria, Lebanon, and Iraq). In a 2019 book, Israel’s former
deputy national security advisor Chuck Freilich concluded that Israel’s security situation was a
“dizzying success”:

We aren’t under any existential threats; there’s no immediate nuclear threat. The friction with the Arab states has
decreased considerably. With some of them, the conflict has basically ended and been replaced by a commonalty of
interests.11

As well, Israel’s overwhelming military power and its repeatedly demonstrated will to employ it
ruthlessly have quashed any meaningful Palestinian resistance. For a number of years, the PA in
the West Bank has actively collaborated with Israeli military and intelligence organizations to
prevent Hamas and Islamic Jihad from launching armed attacks or terrorism against Israel.
Moreover, as I have argued, the weight of the evidence indicates that Hamas has increasingly



•

•

•

•

•

•

•

recognized the futility of any effort to destroy Israel and will now settle for retaining its power in
Gaza, increasingly with the tacit acceptance of Israel.

Nonetheless, it is not difficult to imagine changed circumstances that could once again
threaten Israel’s security. For one thing, the Arab “street,” as it is often termed, does not share
the attitudes toward Israel of their rulers—all of them monarchs or autocrats, possibly vulnerable
to a renewed Arab Spring. In that case, populist Arab states might support, or at least tolerate,
Islamic fundamentalist terrorism or guerrilla warfare against Israel or, at a minimum, end their
collaboration with Israel’s occupation and suppression of the Palestinian people.

Israeli governments have long cited “security” as the reason they need to maintain occupation
of Arab territories—but when Israel withdrew from Lebanon and Egyptian territory, the attacks
against it ended. It is unlikely that an Israeli withdrawal from the Palestinian territories would
have a different result—and if it did, there would be little to prevent Israel from reinvading and
occupying those territories. Moreover, in those circumstances repression of any continuing
Palestinian violence would have a legitimacy that it currently lacks. For these reasons, Israel has
a security problem with the Palestinians only in the same way that colonial powers had “security
problems” with nationalist uprisings that eventually forced them to withdraw.

For these reasons, many retired Israeli military and intelligence officials are increasingly
making public their continuing concern—often in strikingly blunt terms—that the Israeli
occupation could once again threaten Israeli security:

In 2013, in a dramatic and widely viewed Israeli documentary, The Gatekeepers, six former
heads of the Shin Bet forcefully opposed the continuation of the Israeli occupation of the
West Bank as inconsistent not only with Israeli security, but because they believed (in the
words of Dror Moreh, the maker of the documentary) that “Israel’s occupation is eating
away at the country’s political and moral substance.” Moreh also claimed that most current
members of the Israeli security establishment privately had come to the same conclusion.12

In 2014, more than 100 retired Israeli generals, Mossad directors, and national police
commissioners sent a letter to Netanyahu urging him to reach peace with the Palestinians:
“We’re on a steep slope to an increasingly polarized society and moral decline, due to the
need to keep millions of people under occupation on claims that are presented as security-
related.”13

In 2015, former Shin Bet leader Admiral Ami Ayalon and the retired chief of police General
Alik Ron published a statement in Haaretz in support of Breaking the Silence, an
organization of former military combatants who opposed the occupation; “I too am breaking
the silence,” they said.14

In 2016, six former IDF chiefs of staff, five former directors of Shin Bet, and five former
heads of Mossad signed a full-page ad in the New York Times entitled “Separation into Two
States Is Essential for Israel’s Security.”15

In 2018, a report by retired military and intelligence officials warned that annexation would
cause “unprecedented damage” to Israel’s national security.
In April 2019, Admiral Ayalon said: “We are doing everything in order to create a virtual
reality in which Palestinians cannot exist. It is not a just war. It will be catastrophe if we
should win. It is the end of our Zionist dream.”16

In 2020 the same group, led by former high generals, Mossad directors, and Shin Bet
directors, reiterated their strong opposition to annexation, arguing that it would undermine
the peace treaties with both Jordan and Egypt, could destabilize King Abdullah’s



government in Jordan, and endanger continued PA military cooperation with Israel.
“Risking all that for annexation of territory over which Israel already has full security
control makes no sense,” they concluded.17 Even Moshe Ya’alon, one of the most hawkish
former IDF chiefs, said that large-scale annexation would be “a grave mistake.”18

The Nuclear Danger

In 2011, a group of retired security officers issued a long report arguing that while Israel no
longer had to worry about conventional attacks from Arab states and could therefore withdraw
from much of the occupied territories in the context of peace agreements, the threat to Israeli
security of long-range missiles and weapons of mass destruction was increasing.19

It is astonishing that the Israelis evidently pay so little attention to the problem. The global
spread of nuclear weapons is irreversible, so surely the greatest danger to Israel—and the only
truly “existential” one—is an attack by non-state terrorist groups that might not be deterred by
the threat of Israel nuclear retaliation, whether precisely because they are fanatics or because
their very lack of statehood and dispersion throughout the Arab world—and even beyond—leads
them to think, whether correctly or not, that they are invulnerable to retaliation.

It is true that this nightmare scenario has been predicted for many years, but the fact that it
hasn’t yet occurred hardly means that the danger is past. In effect, Israel is betting that it can
continue to suppress the Palestinians, even at the cost of enraging their supporters throughout the
Arab and Muslim world indefinitely. As the American historian Peter Viereck once said:
“Reality is that which, when you don’t believe in it, doesn’t go away.” In that light, the Israelis
should realize that even if there were no other reasons, their long-term security—perhaps their
very existence—requires a peaceful settlement with the Palestinians.

The Moral Argument

Aside from the long-range security considerations, the moral case for a fair settlement with the
Palestinians should be self-evident to a state that proudly promised to serve as “a light unto the
nations.” Defenders of Israeli behavior often bitterly claim that Israel is the victim of Western
moral “double standards,” arguing that many far worse offenders against human rights—Russia,
China, Syria, and Iran are often cited—receive much less criticism or opprobrium.20

A variation of this defense is that Israel is just an ordinary state, “a nation like all other
nations,” and as such should not be held to higher standards than all the others. However, while it
is obvious that there are many more states in the world, or just in the Middle East, with worse
human rights records, Israel is certainly the worst in the West. It’s a long way from “a light unto
the nations” to “better than Syria.”

There are many problems with the “double standards” argument. It is hardly the case that the
human rights violations of the leading world or Middle East autocracies are underreported in the
West. Moreover, none of those states claim that they serve as beacons of enlightenment or that
they have “the world’s most moral army.” As none other than Abba Eban once admitted, “The
world is only comparing us to the standard we set for ourselves.”21

Put differently, little is expected from non-Western autocracies, and in any case, not only do
Westerners have little or no influence on them, but criticism of their human rights records has
often backfired and led to even harsher violations, as has been the case with the Soviet Union in
the past and possibly with China and Syria today. By contrast, in the case of Israel, which
proudly proclaims its adherence to “Western civilization,” there has been the expectation—or, at



least, the hope—that criticism would matter. So far, however, it must be admitted that Western
criticism of Israeli policies and behaviors has had little effect, and today probably less than ever.

Indeed, Israel is much more often the beneficiary than the victim of moral double standards, at
least in the United States and the West, a point often made by Israeli dissidents. For example, the
Israeli journalist Larry Derfner writes: “If you look at the serious, painful punishments the world
metes out to oppressor nations, Israel is not being singled out, it’s being let off the hook.”22

Derfner goes on to compare the heavy sanctions against Iran with the absence of them against
Israel. He might have added that far from facing sanctions, Israel is the recipient of great US
largesse, creating a moral obligation for this country to end its complicity with Israeli human
rights abuses and instead use its influence and leverage with Israel on behalf of Palestinian
human and political rights. Needless to say, America has no such moral obligations to, say,
China or Syria.

There are a number of reasons for the moral free pass granted Israel in the West, beginning
with what has been called “Holocaust guilt,” the widespread sense of shame in the West that so
little was done to prevent the Holocaust and the resulting “never again” determination to support
the creation of a strong Jewish state. Indeed, in part because of ignorance or disregard of Israel’s
record of dispossession, occupation, and repression of the Palestinians, for many years Israel
was, as Zeev Sternhell has put it, “the favored child of the international community.”23

As well, of course, foreign policy considerations contributed to the unwillingness of Western
states, especially the United States, to seriously criticize Israel’s human rights record: during the
Cold War Israel was regarded as a strong ally against communism in the Middle East and since
then in “the war against Islamic terrorism.”

Finally, although this may now be changing somewhat, in the United States domestic political
considerations nearly always mitigate against serious and sustained criticism of Israeli policies,
let alone meaningful pressures against them.
Although this book has not discussed the effect on Israel itself of its policies toward the
Palestinians, harm to its own democracy, society, and proclaimed values was surely inevitable,
as has long been predicted by its internal critics. Today the situation is worse than it has ever
been, to the despair of Israeli liberals. Since going into detail is beyond the scope of the book,
perhaps a single quote will convey the point. In a 2014 op-ed column entitled “American Jewish
Leaders Fiddle While Israeli Democracy Burns,” the Israeli journalist Chemi Shalev summed up
the situation:

American Jewish leaders must be fully aware of the evil winds blowing in the Israeli public arena; of the rising
intolerance, racism and xenophobia; of the efforts inside and outside the Knesset to stifle free speech and to inhibit
freedom of the press; of the spreading use of violence and intimidation to instill fear among those who would stray
from the government-inspired right wing line; of the ongoing delegitimization of liberal values and human rights and
the organizations that safeguard them; of the increasingly vile and abusive language used in the public sphere and on
social media against divergent views; of the growing official and unofficial intolerance and incitement directed at
Israel’s Arab minority.24

In the last five years the situation has only gotten worse. In February 2020 former prime minister
Ehud Barak warned that “Israeli democracy is at the height of a political collapse.”25

The “One-State Solution”

The collapse of hopes for a two-state solution has led a number of observers, including some
Israeli and Palestinian intellectuals and their supporters elsewhere, to call for its replacement



with a binational state. Such a state might not only be the last chance for the Palestinians to get
justice and relief from Israeli occupation and repression, it is argued, but the merger of the
Israelis and the Palestinians into a single democratic state with equal rights for all its citizens
would be morally superior to the enforced separation—“divorce,” as it has been called—of two
hostile peoples.

The idea is not a new one: in the pre-state era, some leading Jewish intellectuals, including
Martin Buber, Judah Magnes, and Hannah Arendt, argued that the state of Israel should be a
democratic and binational one, with full equality between the Jews and the Palestinian Arabs—
who at that time would have been nearly equal in numbers within the projected boundaries of the
new state. However, this view attracted little support among the pre- state Jewish population and
lost its influence after the creation of the state of Israel in 1948 and the escalation of the Arab-
Israeli and Israeli-Palestinian conflicts.

Though attractive in principle, the merger of the Israelis and the Palestinians into a peaceful
democracy with equal power and rights for each people is less likely—better said, more utopian
—than ever. In the first instance, it has little popular and even intellectual support among both
the Israelis and the Palestinians.

Not only have repeated Israeli polls shown that the vast majority of the Jewish public, for
historical, cultural, or religious reasons, want to live in a Jewish state, not in a binational state on
co-equal terms with the Palestinians,26 but many leading Israeli opponents of current Israeli
policies are also dismissive of the feasibility and even desirability of a binational solution. For
example, Menachem Klein writes:

The one-state solution doesn’t remove the possibility of the outbreak of civil war. Instead of a struggle between the
State of Israel and a rebel Jewish group, within one state the struggle would be between two ethnic-religious-linguistic
collectives. . . . The Jewish ethnic group would not agree to give up its privileges for the creation of an egalitarian
regime between Jews and Palestinian Arabs. . . . One state is a guaranteed prescription for an ongoing civil war, similar
to what happened in the Balkans with the breakup of Yugoslavia, or in Lebanon.27

Yossi Sarid, an Israeli political activist, government official, and Labor and Meretz Party leader,
who was outspoken in his criticisms of Israeli policies toward the Palestinians, wrote that “the
dream of one state for two peoples is a nightmare to both. If we couldn’t integrate Israel’s one
million Arabs, how will we live together with five million?”28

Amos Oz: “If anyone would have proposed that in 1945 Germany and Poland immediately
become a binational state they would put him in a madhouse. How can anyone in Israel or
elsewhere think that Israelis and the Palestinians can simply jump into a honeymoon bed
together? After generations of hatred, we need a divorce, a fair divorce.”29

Support for a binational solution is not much greater among the Palestinians, where only about
one-third of the general public is in favor.30 Ghassan Khatib, a prominent Palestinian political
leader, PA minister, and member of the two-state negotiating teams in the 1990s, wrote:

The reality created by Israel rendered the one-state idea a utopian dream. . . . The vast majority of the public, according
to public opinion polls, and the majority of the [Palestinian] political elite consider the idea of a bi-national state a
dangerous alternative strategy.31

In a 2011 article, Ghada Karmi, a Palestinian academician and prominent intellectual, reported
that only 20 percent of the Palestinian public supported a binational state, ensuring that for the
indefinite future, “it is likely to remain an idealistic dream.”32

Yasser Abed Rabbo, a former long-term PLO leader, peace negotiator with Israel, and PA



minister, bluntly dismissed the binational idea as a fantasy: “Do these ‘one-state solution’ people
imagine that if Israelis do not accept the return of a few hundred thousand refugees to Israel . . .
that they will accept adding over three and a half million Palestinians . . . as voters in the coming
Knesset?”33

Today, the population figures make the binational dream even more unrealistic. As of 2019,
there were about 7 million Palestinians and Israeli Arabs in Israel, the West Bank, and Gaza, and
about the same number of Jewish Israelis. At least in the past—though that may be changing—
most demographic estimates were that the Arabs had a higher birth rate than the Jewish Israelis,
meaning that they might soon become a majority.34 If most Israelis reject a co-equal binational
state, how could they be expected to accept the prospect of becoming a minority?

In short, the binational solution is a utopian fantasy. And in the current circumstances, if it was
tried it could end in disaster, as has been the case in a number of other attempts to create stable
binational states, such as the civil war that followed efforts to create a binational Greek-Turkish
state in Cyprus in the 1970s; the many periods of violent Muslim-Christian conflict within
Lebanon; the breakup of Yugoslavia and the ensuing nationalist or religious wars of the 1990s;
the ongoing Hindu-Muslim communal violence in India, and the unending tribal or religious
intrastate conflicts in Africa since the end of the colonial era.

The Jewish State Issue

In 2014, Netanyahu introduced a new demand—the Palestinians must recognize Israel as a
Jewish state, not just as the outcome of a peace settlement, but as a precondition before
negotiations could begin. Moreover, he and his ally Donald Trump have upped the ante even
further, as they now demand Palestinian recognition of Israel “as the nation-state of the Jewish
people.” The difference is significant: Israel today has less than 7 million Jews, whereas the core
Jewish population in the rest of the world is over 8 million, including some 7 million in the
United States alone. The intended implication of the “nation-state of the Jews” formulation is
that all Jews outside of Israel must be regarded—and regard themselves—as a “diaspora,”
yearning to return to their true home, Israel.

The disconnect between the diaspora concept and reality is startling. If anything, the converse
is the case; for example, though the figures are not precise, some studies have estimated that
since 1948, only about 150,000 American Jews have relocated to Israel, whereas estimates of the
number of Israelis who have moved to the United States range between 500,000 to 1 million. If I
may interject a personal note, as a member of the American Jewish community, I have yet to
meet who thinks of him- or herself as part of a “diaspora,” yearning to “return” to their real
homeland.

The importance of the Jewish state demand, even in its more modest version, as an obstacle to
a two-state settlement warrants a more detailed discussion. In May 2011, Netanyahu said, “It’s
time for President Abbas to stand up before his people and say, ‘I will accept a Jewish state,’ ” a
demand that has been repeatedly reiterated by Netanyahu—and now by Trump—since then.

There has been some ambiguity over how the Jewish state demand is to be understood. Is it an
Israeli precondition before negotiations for a two-state settlement can even begin, or only a
necessary outcome of such negotiations? The weight of the evidence suggests that Netanyahu
and most members of his coalition intend it as a precondition, and that is certainly how the
Palestinian political leaders have interpreted it.

Although the UN partition plan specifically called for the creation of an independent “Jewish
state,” alongside an “Arab state,” for more than fifty years after the creation of Israel, its leaders



did not make formal Arab recognition of Israel as a Jewish state a central demand in the
negotiations for peace settlements. Consequently, Israel signed peace treaties with Egypt in 1979
and with Jordan in 1994 without asking or receiving official Arab recognition of Israel as a
Jewish state. Indeed, even in negotiations with the Palestinians, there was no such demand
included in the Oslo negotiations of 1992–93 or at the 2000 Camp David and Taba negotiations.

The issue apparently arose for the first time in 2002, when Sharon declared that a peace
agreement with the Palestinians must include “references to Israel’s right to exist as a Jewish
state and to the waiver of any right of return for Palestinian refugees to the State of Israel.”35 In
2007, Israeli prime minister Ehud Olmert reportedly took the same position.36

Nonetheless, neither Sharon nor Olmert had made the Jewish state demand a central issue, or
insisted that the Palestinians explicitly accept the demand as a precondition for a two-state
settlement. For these reasons, Netanyahu’s demand is best understood as a cynical ploy to raise
yet another obstacle to a two-state agreement.37

That said, it does not necessarily follow that the Palestinians are wise to reject out of hand the
Jewish state demand, for it has now become a major issue not only for Netanyahu—who in any
case would almost surely find other grounds to reject a serious two-state settlement—but for the
Israeli general public, which, in theory at least, might under certain circumstances accept some
kind of Palestinian state.

To be sure, in light of Israeli policies and the irreversible situation on the ground, it is hard to
imagine any circumstances in which the international consensus two-state solution could again
become feasible. However, it is at least conceivable that under certain circumstances, beginning
with a future election of an Israeli centrist government (the chances that a “leftist” government
can be elected in the foreseeable future are nonexistent), Israel might allow the Palestinians to
have a more limited state.

Before that can happen, the Palestinians must forthrightly accept that Israel is and will remain
a Jewish state, generally understood to mean a state in which Jews are a large majority and have
political sovereignty, whose armed forces and other security institutions are overwhelmingly
Jewish—that is, predominantly Jewish in culture and religion—and that allows, as a matter of
right, unlimited Jewish immigration.

It was understandable that the Palestinians rejected Netanyahu’s demand that they formally
recognize Israel as a Jewish state as a precondition to even begin negotiations for a two-state
settlement. There were several reasons for their decision. First, it is obvious that Netanyahu’s
demand was a pretext for avoiding such negotiations, and that if the Palestinians accepted it he
would find other pretexts. Second, the Palestinians feared that defining Israel as a Jewish state
would prejudice the political and civil rights of the Israeli Arab citizens, some 21 percent of the
population. As well, they feared that formal Palestinian recognition of Israel as a Jewish state
would make even more unlikely the implementation of a “right of return” for Palestinian
refugees.

These are significant arguments. Even so, the Palestinian leadership has erred in continuing to
refuse the Jewish state demand, if for no other reason than that, once Netanyahu raised the issue,
an overwhelming majority of the Jewish Israelis have supported it, if not necessarily as a
precondition but certainly as a necessary outcome of peace negotiations.

In any case, aside from the practical considerations, there is a strong argument, on the merits,
for Israel to continue as a Jewish state, at least until dramatically changed circumstances make
possible the implementation of the utopian binational or “state of all its citizens” concept. To
begin, though it has often been argued that democracy does not allow for discrimination between



different groups, it is not difficult to show that in reality there are many other basically
democratic states that, in one way or another, privilege their ethnic or religious majorities; the
literature on the subject cites Greece, Ireland, the Slovak Republic, Slovenia, and in some
respects even France and other Western democracies.38 Since even genuine democracies often, in
one way or another, privilege some of its people over others, the extent to which there are
departures from the ideal of full and equal rights for everyone matters a great deal.

It is also relevant that the UN Partition plan explicitly divided Palestine into “Arab and Jewish
states,” and that from the time of its creation, Israel has been recognized by most of the world as
a Jewish state. In the past, even many Palestinian leaders, including Yasser Arafat, also did so,
and there are many indications that despite their public statements, the private position of many
of the current Palestinian leaders is much more flexible.

For example, in a 2002 New York Times op-ed, Arafat strongly implied that there could be
Palestinian recognition of a Jewish state in the context of a two-state agreement.39 In the 2003
Geneva Accords, Arafat said that so long as the Israelis granted equal rights to the Israeli Arabs,
they had the right to “determine the identity” of their state. In 2004, Arafat told Haaretz that he
“definitely” understood and accepted that Israel must continue to be a Jewish state: “[The
Palestinians] accepted that openly and officially in 1988 at our Palestine National Council . . .
and they remain completely committed to it.”40

To be sure, Arafat—characteristically—was inconsistent, sometimes contradicting himself by
saying he would not recognize Israel as a Jewish state. As well, Mahmoud Abbas, despite his
unmistakable commitment to a two-state settlement, has sometimes publicly rejected the Jewish
state demand, but at the same time left himself an out:

The “Jewish state.” What is a “Jewish state”? We call it, the “State of Israel.” You can call yourselves whatever you
want. . . . It’s not my job to define it, to provide a definition for the state and what it contains. You can call yourselves
the Zionist Republic, the Hebrew, the National, the Socialist [Republic], call it whatever you like.41

Other high Palestinian officials have gone further than Abbas; for example, in 2010, Yasser
Abed Rabbo, secretary general of the PLO, bluntly stated that in the context of a two-state
settlement, Palestine would offer “recognition of Israel under any formula,”42 and in 2011 the
prominent PLO and PA negotiator Saeb Erekat told Israeli negotiators that “if you want to call
your state the Jewish state of Israel . . . call it what you want,” and he told his own staff that the
matter was “a non issue.”43 Thus, there are good reasons to believe that the moderate Palestinian
leadership would recognize Israel as a Jewish state as a final component in an overall Israeli-
Palestinian two-state settlement.

The Anti-Semitism Problem

The most important reason for Israel to continue as a Jewish state is the persistence and recently
the apparent intensification of anti-Semitism in the world, even in Europe, where an increasing
number of Jews are considering emigration to Israel, the United States, or Canada.44 Even in the
United States, the recent individual attacks on Jews is worrisome—though both public
authorities and the general public have unreservedly condemned them and instituted measures to
prevent further attacks and protect Jewish synagogues and other potential targets. Nonetheless,
though present-day anti-Semitism remains far short of threatening the lives of global Jewry, in
light of past history, particularly but not limited to the Holocaust, it can never be said that
murderous anti-Semitism is a thing of the past. Consequently, there is no basis for the claim that



there is no longer a need for a Jewish state. As the American political philosopher Alan Wolfe
has put it:

Jews [can] never succumb to any illusion of security the Diaspora seemingly offers. . . . Jews must keep their mental
suitcases constantly packed. It is only a matter of time before societies long known for their record of anti-Semitism,
especially those in Eastern Europe such as Hungary, Ukraine, and Russia, return to their pattern of hating the Jews.45

None of this to deny what ought to be obvious: that Israel’s treatment of the Palestinians has had
a lot to do with growing anti-Semitism, especially among Muslims in the Middle East and
Europe. Still, while it is likely that a fair peace settlement with the Palestinians would do a lot to
mitigate the problem, in the meantime Israel can hardly be expected to agree to give up its status
as a Jewish state that can serve as a refuge for Jews wishing to emigrate there.

The Right of Return Issue

The Israeli political philosopher Zeev Sternhell writes:

If I were a Palestinian . . . I would instantly agree to Benjamin Netanyahu’s demand to recognize Israel as the nation-
state of the Jewish people. . . . At the same time I would loudly declare that I relinquish the right of return of Palestinian
refugees, since only delusional people really believe that they will one day return to Haifa, Ramle or Tiberias.46

His argument is persuasive. As I have discussed, for all practical purposes most Palestinian
leaders have already abandoned the right of return demand, except perhaps for a symbolic return
of a few thousand refugees. The Israeli political leaders know this, so the right of return “issue”
is just another pretext for them to avoid a settlement with the Palestinians—not so much a lost
opportunity as a deliberately discarded one. Nonetheless, while it is understandable that
Palestinian leaders have not been willing to publicly and unambiguously drop the right of return
demand, they must do so and candidly explain why to the Palestinian people if there is to be a
chance for even a greatly modified two-state settlement.

Paradoxical as it may be, the Israelis evidently need Palestinian reassurances, for they fear that
their country is becoming “delegitimized”—its very existence supposedly threatened by a
coordinated and deliberate “international campaign.” Of course this concern is entirely
misplaced: most Israelis are blind to the consequences of their country’s policies and actions and
simply deny the obvious, namely, that it is not the “existence” of Israel but its occupation and
repression of the Palestinians that is regarded as illegitimate. Yet, for historical and
psychological reasons, the Israeli fears are real, so they are genuine obstacles to peace. In that
light, Palestinian formal recognition of Israel as a “Jewish state” and its dropping of the
essentially symbolic “right of return” demand that has no chance of being accepted is essential to
pave the way toward a revival of a peace process.

The Israeli Arabs

Finally, what of the argument that the continuation of Israel as a Jewish state, formally accepted
as such by the Palestinians, would prejudice the rights of the Israeli Arab minority? So long as
the current 21 percent Arab minority does not become far larger, there is no inherent
inconsistency between Israel as a Jewish state and equal civil, political, and economic rights for
the Israeli Arabs. In fact, the Israeli Declaration of Independence—explicitly creating a Jewish
state—promised to “ensure complete equality of social and political rights to all its inhabitants
irrespective of religion [or] race . . . [and] guarantee freedom of religion, conscience, language,



education and culture.”
Of course, that promise has been broken, for in a variety of ways the Israeli Arabs have always

been treated as second-class citizens. Even the Israelis have acknowledged this, and over the
years their leaders have repeatedly committed themselves to end this injustice, only to renege.
Consequently, it could be argued that even if Israel agreed to full equality for the Palestinian and
other minorities in a Jewish state, there would be no guarantee that it would honor its new
commitments and no means of enforcement if it didn’t.

True, but it stands to reason that the rights of the Israeli Arabs would have a greater chance of
being realized if a peace settlement included a formal commitment by Israel that it will grant and
enforce full citizenship and equality to them. And in the context of real peace between the Israeli
and Palestinian people, there would be a much greater likelihood that Israel would honor its own
declared principles and formal guarantees.

Yet an uncomfortable question remains: What if the current Israeli Arab minority became
much larger, perhaps because its birth rates continue, as in the past, to be higher than that of the
Israeli Jews? And how much higher would it have to be to challenge Jewish predominance in an
Israeli democracy? Perhaps surprisingly, Moshe Arens, long one of Israel’s most prominent
right-wing political leaders, has addressed this issue in an interesting and forthright manner:

Most Israelis are determined to assure the state’s Jewish character . . . while respecting its Arab citizens. We insist on
continuing the mission that the Jewish state has set for itself of providing a haven for those Jews throughout the world
who may need one. What happened during the Holocaust can never be allowed to happen again. This requires a
substantial Jewish majority.

How big a majority? That’s a question that needs to be pondered. Is the present 80 percent Jewish majority
sufficient? Would a reduction to a 70 percent Jewish majority be a catastrophe? Is it solely a question of numbers or is
it also a function of the degree to which Israel’s minority population has been integrated into Israeli society?47

In fact, the differentials between the Jewish and Arab populations of Israel have changed very
little since late 1948, as the Jews have continued to maintain the roughly 80 percent majority that
the founders of Israel thought necessary to ensure that Israel would be a Jewish state. As well,
there is increasing evidence that the birth rate differential that many Israelis feared is
disappearing, at least as of 2013, when according to Israeli government statistics, the Israeli Arab
birthrate was only slightly higher than the Jewish birthrate. As well, most demographers think
that today the differential has further declined. Moreover, if global anti-Semitism worsens, the
immigration of Jews into Israel would almost certainly increase, and if a Palestinian state, even a
small one, is created, it is likely that some of the Israeli Arabs—or “Palestinian Israelis,” as they
are often called—would relocate to it. In short, the hypothetical problem—or dilemma—of an
ever-growing Arab population in a state that wanted to preserve a large Jewish majority while
remaining a democracy for all its citizens is highly unlikely to occur.
In the final analysis, it has become tragically necessary to separate the Jewish state demand, in
principle, from the kind of Jewish state Israel has become. Zionism’s drive to create a state for
the Jewish people was designed to serve two purposes. The most fundamental was to provide a
refuge that would ensure the well-being and security of the Jewish people, wherever they were
endangered by the ever-recurring historical cycles of murderous global anti-Semitism—most
recently, of course, the Holocaust. But beyond that, the Jewish state of Israel was to be a moral
exemplar for all mankind, the famous “light unto the nations.”

If only. As Henry Siegman, a former national director of the American Jewish Congress,
eloquently put it: “Israel’s problem is not the Palestinian or Arab refusal to recognize it as a
Jewish state. It is, rather, the increasing difficulty of Jews familiar with Jewish values to



recognize it as a Jewish state.”48 In that light, it is tempting to conclude that while there may
continue to be a strong case for a Jewish state, this one won’t do: meaning, of course, not that
Israel should “cease to exist,” whatever that is supposed to mean, but only that Israel’s behavior
continues to undercut the argument that a Jewish state is still a good idea.

A Palestinian Ministate: A Possible Solution?

The Trump Plan (or as I have termed it, the Trump-Netanyahu Plan) is the final nail in the coffin
of the international consensus two-state settlement. As well, there is no chance for a democratic
binational one-state solution. The Israelis will not agree to either, and there will be no significant
outside pressures on them to do so, whether from the United States, Western Europe, or the Arab
states. And even if there were such pressures, they would likely fail, as they always have in the
past. Likewise, Palestinian nonviolent protest and resistance would fail, and violent resistance,
terrorist or not, would be ruthlessly crushed.

Whether formally or de facto, it is likely that whether under Netanyahu or Gantz or any other
electable leader, Israel will annex the Jordan River Valley, except for the Palestinian city of
Jericho. And even if Israel does not formally annex much of the rest of the West Bank, the most
likely prospect in the near future will be the continuation of its traditional strategy—and, it must
be admitted, so far a successful one—of creating irreversible “facts on the ground,” also known
as “creeping” or de facto annexation. Moreover, the strategy is all too likely to be accompanied
by a “transfer” process—already in fact underway—as Israel continues in a variety of ways to
deliberately make the lives of the Palestinians so unpleasant that increasing numbers of them,
especially in the Jordan River Valley, give up and relocate elsewhere. For those who remain,
unless an alternative solution is found, it is probable that the Palestinians will become
increasingly marginalized and confined to impoverished and beleaguered Gaza and West Bank
“Bantustans.”

For this reason, it may not be wise for the Palestinians to reject the Trump Plan in its entirety,
for it just possibly could open the door for the creation of a Palestinian ministate. Clearly the
creation of such a state would be morally and in many other ways far inferior to a true two-state
settlement; nonetheless, it would have a good chance of being better than the unending misery
that otherwise the Palestinians are likely to face.

The territory that could comprise a Palestinian state would be principally in Gaza and the
Oslo-designated “Area A” of the West Bank. Though that area comprises only about 18 percent
of the West Bank, it includes the eight largest Palestinian population centers and their nearby
surroundings, which together contain most of the 2.7 million to 2.8 million Palestinians in the
West Bank.

To be sure, the creation of a Palestinian state in Area A and Gaza would leave Israel free to
annex the Jewish settlements in the rest of the West Bank. However, as I have argued, that is
going to happen in one form or another, if indeed it hasn’t already, in practice, occurred. In that
light, the end of futile Palestinian resistance to that inevitable outcome could make it more likely
that Netanyahu or at least a more centrist Israeli government could support the creation of a
Palestinian ministate.

Perhaps one could think of this as a “Luxembourg solution.” The prosperity and security of
Luxembourg—and even that of the yet smaller European “microstates” of Lichtenstein, San
Remo, and Andorra—provide a model for very small states that can become prosperous,
democratic, and safe, so long as they are not perceived as threatening to the far larger states that



surround them; for example, the obviously defenseless Luxembourg is wedged between
Germany, France, and Belgium.

Although the general principles that could guide such a solution to the Israeli-Palestinian
conflict can only be briefly sketched out here, the Luxembourg model illuminates the conditions
in which ministates can work:

First, instead of having the capacity to defend themselves, the European ministates must rely
on the lack of interest of nearby far stronger states in taking them over. A Palestinian ministate
could meet that condition, for even if Israel formally or de facto annexes Area C, constituting 60
percent of the West Bank, almost certainly it will continue to have no interest—far from it—in
annexing the approximately 4.8 million Palestinians in Gaza and the major Palestinian cities in
the West Bank.49

Second, as is the case with Luxembourg, the ministate must not be seen as threatening to its
neighbors. The necessary precondition for a Palestinian ministate to be accepted by Israel, then,
is its renunciation of all forms of violence, radicalism, and intransigence, including by Hamas
and other Islamic fundamentalist groups. And if those groups fail or refuse to do so, they must be
excluded from political power and brought firmly under the control of the Palestine government,
with or without Israel’s help.

Those are not utopian conditions, at least in the case of Hamas, for there is strong evidence
that the leading Palestinian Islamic organization has become increasingly resigned to either some
kind of two-state solution or, alternatively, to limiting its rule to Gaza. Indeed, there is also
increasing evidence that Israel is ready to accept the continuation of Hamas rule in Gaza, so long
as it ends attacks on Israel from its territory. In any case, Israel would hardly have to “trust” the
Palestinians not to return to violence at a later point—any more than Germany, Belgium, and
France have to “trust” Luxembourg—for within a few days Israel could end Palestinian
independence and resume the occupation.

Third, the ministate must be economically viable. Though it is lacking mineral resources,
Luxembourg—thanks largely to the thriving banking and trading services that it provides to
Western Europe—is regarded as one of the most prosperous states in the world.50 The other
European ministates are almost equally prosperous.

It is often said that the Palestinian people are a literate, well-educated, and industrious people
with a talent for entrepreneurship—or would be, if given any chance to develop their economy.
If so, a ministate, despite its grave limitations, just might be an opportunity for them to do so.
Undoubtedly it would require substantial international economic assistance at the outset, but
there is every reason to expect that this would be forthcoming from a world that would welcome
the end to the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. Note, for example, that the Trump Plan calls for a $50
billion economic development program for the Palestinians, if the kind of settlement it envisages
materializes.

It must be admitted that there are significant problems with the Palestinian ministate solution
that European ministates did not have to face. First, the lack of geographical contiguity between
sections of the state would have to be ameliorated in one way or another; at present, the
Palestinian cities in the West Bank are not connected to each other or to East Jerusalem, and
Gaza is not connected to any part of the West Bank. Still, the distances are quite small and
manageable—provided that Israel refrains from interfering with the roads, rail lines, and small
corridors that the Trump Plan proposes as a means of connecting all Palestinian territories to
each other.

That may seem to be a utopian condition, and in the context of continued Israeli-Palestinian



conflict, it surely would be. However, if the Palestinians adhere to the main conditions demanded
by Israel—a demilitarized state under the firm political control of a moderate government
resigned to a ministate solution, a definitive Palestinian rejection of a refugee “right of return” to
Israel, and the disarmament of Hamas and other rejectionist Palestinian organizations—it is hard
to see why Israel would have an incentive to break the agreement and return to occupation,
repression, and ongoing violence.

Moreover, the Israelis would have significant economic and other incentives not to disrupt
such an agreement. Not only would a return to occupation be highly costly in the broadest sense
of that word—a fact that explains the reluctance of the Israeli military to resume major attacks on
Gaza—but a modern Palestinian economy would benefit Israel as well, through trade, mutual
investment, joint development projects, and other ways.

Finally—and probably the most difficult problem—there would have to be an agreement on
the location of the Palestinian capital. The Trump Plan’s proposal that the town of Abu Dis—
which no longer is even physically connected to East Jerusalem—be accepted by the Palestinians
as their capital has no chance of being accepted. However, if every other issue were resolved,
and a more reasonable government is elected in Israel, perhaps the Israelis would agree to some
variation of previous proposed settlements, such as “shared sovereignty” of the Old City. Lest
that seem far-fetched, it is well to remember that such a Jerusalem solution was a central part of
Prime Minister Ehud Olmert’s 2008 peace plan.

It is sometimes argued that the Palestinian people would never accept such a truncated state.
Maybe not now, and not unless the Jerusalem issues can be resolved, but if it were, the
Palestinian leaders could then put the matter to a referendum and state something like this: “If we
accept the plan, we will get a state of our own, with control over our religious sites and our
capital in part of East Jerusalem; the unlimited right of all Palestinian refugees to return to their
own state within the historic land of Palestine; the end of Israeli attacks and economic blockades
or other sanctions; and international assistance in developing our economy. But if we reject it,
the opportunity may never come again, and we will face an indefinite future of Israeli
occupation, repression, violence, poverty, and forced or voluntary exile.”

All of that said, and even if the central issues can be resolved, it is obvious that a Palestinian
ministate in noncontiguous areas of the West Bank would be inferior in every way to the kind of
two-state solution embodied in the international consensus and would constitute yet another
injustice to the Palestinian people. However, the key issue is, compared to what? It can only be
recommended because the probable real-world alternatives are much worse.51

Finally, I am painfully aware not only that the Palestinians may reject the argument I have
made here, and indeed resent what might be seen as patronization—and from an American Jew,
no less. Yet, I’d like to hope it will be seen as a good-faith effort to at least introduce into
political discourse a possible alternative to the otherwise bleak prospect for the future of the
Palestinian people.

Israel and the US National Interest

The nearly unconditional American support for Israel is explained by a number of factors: the
widespread belief in the United States that the history of Western anti-Semitism has made it a
moral obligation; political affinities, especially the belief that Americans have both the national
interest and the moral obligation to support “the only democracy in the Middle East”; shared
religious beliefs, or “the Judeo-Christian heritage”; admiration for Israel’s military prowess;
shared anti-communism during the Cold War; the joint struggle against Islamic radicalism and



terrorism in the post–Cold War era; and finally, domestic politics, especially the influence and
power of the Israel lobby in the United States.52

The interplay of a number of these factors, especially the moral and religious beliefs and
electoral considerations, greatly influenced President Harry Truman to support the creation of
Israel. He took this stance despite the opposition of most of the foreign and defense policy
officials in the US government who believed that supporting Israel was not in the nation’s
interest, as it would almost certainly antagonize the Arabs; the fear was that the Arab countries
might turn away from the United States and toward the Soviet Union for military support in the
Arab-Israeli conflict, and also possibly decrease US access to Middle Eastern oil, then crucial to
the American economy.

These arguments, based strictly on the perceived national interests at stake, were not so much
rebutted as they were overridden by Truman. In any case, as the Cold War intensified and the
Ben-Gurion government decided to end its early neutrality and align itself with the United States
and the West, Israel came to be seen as a “strategic asset,” crucial to the goals of containing
possible Soviet expansionism in the Middle East.

In fact, the growing US ties with Israel actually opened the door to the spread of Soviet
influence, as the leading Arab states, especially Egypt, turned to the Soviets for military
assistance to offset the rising power of Israel. Rather than containing Soviet “penetration” of the
Middle East, then, US support of Israel and its growing power in the region gave the Soviets
both the motive and the opportunity to acquire its own allies in the region, in an essentially
defensive and reactive effort to balance US influence. Put differently, if the United States had not
decided to support Israel in the Arab-Israeli conflict, it likely would have had no need for a
strategic ally in the Middle East.

As for the oil issue, it is true that the potential conflict between US support of Israel and
access to Arab oil did not materialize, except for the leaky Saudi “oil embargo” that was briefly
imposed on the United States after the 1973 Israeli-Egyptian war. Even so, had the United States
remained neutral in the Arab-Israeli conflict, there would have been no risk at all to its access to
Middle Eastern oil.

Since the end of the Cold War, the most important American national interests in the Middle
East have been the maintenance of regional stability, the containment of Islamic fundamentalist
expansionism, and—above all—the avoidance of international terrorism as well as interstate war
in an environment in which weapons of mass destruction and the means to deliver them are
rapidly spreading. American support of, or collaboration with, current Israeli policies toward the
Palestinians undercuts all these interrelated interests.

Today, though, the oil issue is far less important. As a result of numerous factors—among
them the expansion of American domestic oil production and the increasing turn toward to
natural gas and other energy sources—the United States today not only has little need for Middle
Eastern oil (or, for that matter, imported oil from anywhere), but has become a net exporter of
oil.53 These trends are expected to continue in the foreseeable future.

The stability and terrorism issues, however, are another matter. Although the rise of Islamic
fundamentalist fanaticism and terrorism has had much more to do with Arab poverty as well as
the corruption and authoritarian misrule of Arab leaders, it is exacerbated by populist rage at
Israel and the United States and has thus endangered this country, as demonstrated in the 9/11
attacks on the World Trade Center and the Pentagon.

Israel and its supporters frequently deny that 9/11 had anything to do with US support of Israel
—George Bush said that its cause was that “they hated our values”—but there is now a wealth of
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evidence on the motivations of Islamic terrorists to attack the United States:

Osama Bin Laden repeatedly stated that the 9/11 attacks in 2001 were primarily motivated
by US support of Israel as, for example, in a 2009 video message addressed to the American
people: “This is my message to you: a reminder of the reasons behind 9/11 and the wars and
the repercussions that followed. . . . Are your security, your blood, your children . . . dearer
to you than the security of the Israelis?”54

As well, Khalid Sheikh Muhammed, described by the US 9/11 Investigation Commission as
“the principal architect of the attacks,” told his American captors that his hatred of the
United States “stemmed from . . . his violent disagreement with U.S. foreign policy favoring
Israel.”55

In 2010 General David Petraeus, then head of the US Central Command in the Middle East,
told the Senate Armed Forces Committee that the Israeli occupation was fomenting anti-
American sentiment throughout the Islamic world and hindering the development of
America’s partnership with Arab governments. Similarly Petraeus’s successor, General
James Mattis, publicly stated: “I paid a military security price every day as a commander of
CENTCOM because the Americans were seen as biased in support of Israel, and that
[alienates] all the moderate Arabs who want to be with us because they can’t come out
publicly in support of people who don’t show respect for the Arab Palestinians.”56

To be sure, one could acknowledge the painfully obvious connection between the US-Israeli
alliance and anti-American Arab and Islamic rage but still argue that US support for Israel should
continue on the grounds that the military power of Israel is a strategic asset that offsets its
political liabilities. However, in practice, Israel’s vaunted military strength has proven to be of
little or no value to the United States. For example, when this country went to war against Iraq in
1991 and 2003, it not only didn’t need but actively discouraged a direct Israeli military
contribution. The policy assumption was that the military value of whatever assistance Israel
could provide would be far outweighed by its political costs, particularly in terms of gaining the
support or at least acquiescence of America’s major Arab allies in the Middle East.

The only truly vital national interests of the United States in the Middle East today are to
avoid either being drawn into regional conflicts or becoming a target for terrorist attacks,
especially weapons of mass destruction attacks, on our own country. Both of those interests are
harmed, not furthered, by US support of Israel in its continuing conflict with the Palestinians.

The Moral Issues

Aside from the national interest of the United States in settling the Israeli-Palestinian conflict,
moral considerations should play a major role in determining US policies. The moral argument
for continued US support for the existence and basic security of Israel is still strong, of course,
but Israel today faces no such “existential” threat, except perhaps from a nuclear attack by
Islamic fanatics—a possible threat that would be greatly lessened by an Israeli-Palestinian peace
settlement.

In light of the absence of overriding national interests, considerations of morality and justice
should be at the heart of US policies toward the Palestinians, who have paid, and continue to pay,
a very high price for the creation of Israel. Some of that price—though hardly all—may have
been unavoidable at the outset of the conflict, but since then the conflict could have been
resolved had it not been for Israeli intransigence, in collaboration with the United States.
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Consequently, more than seventy years of strong support for Israel has created for the United
States a compelling obligation to now counterbalance unconstrained Israeli power and level the
playing field.

In short, for reasons of both the national interest—avoiding Middle East wars or terrorist
attacks on the American homeland—and justice, the United States should make its support of
Israel political conditional on Israeli acceptance of some kind of limited Palestinian state,
perhaps something along the lines of what I have called a “Luxembourg solution.”

US Pressure

The American government has a variety of means that might be used as leverage over Israeli
policies. US political, diplomatic, economic, and military support of Israel has been crucial to
that country since its creation. Economic assistance began in 1948 and was gradually increased
until it ended in 2008, when Israel agreed it no longer needed it. Since then, however, Israel has
continued to benefit from US laws specifically designed to encourage private financial support—
for example, the granting of “nonprofit” status to pro-Israeli US organizations, making
contributions to them tax deductible.

US military assistance to Israel has been even more important, and it continues today.
Beginning in 1959 at a relatively low level, it was greatly increased by the Nixon administration
in 1974 and the Reagan administration in the early 1980s. Currently, Israel gets $3.8 billion
annually, in a program begun by the Obama administration in 2016 and scheduled to continue
until 2026, an amount that accounts for about a fifth of Israel’s defense budget.57

As in the case of economic assistance, the real value of US military support of Israel is much
higher, in the first instance because the American government is committed to maintaining
Israel’s technological military superiority over the Arab states; for just one example, in the
Middle East only Israel is allowed to buy the most advanced US fighter jets. Beyond that, the
United States holds regular joint military exercises with Israel, and the two countries work
closely together on military planning, research, and intelligence.

Altogether, the various direct forms of US economic and military aid to Israel are estimated to
total over $140 billion, making that country the largest recipient of US foreign aid since World
War II.58

The extent to which US support of Israel in the past provided leverage over Israeli policies is
another matter. There is no question that when the US government was serious about forcing
changes in those policies, it was often successful:

In late 1948, after Truman threatened a wholesale reassessment if Israel didn’t stop its
advances into Egypt’s Sinai peninsula, Ben-Gurion agreed to withdraw the Israeli forces.
In 1948 and early 1949, under heavy US pressure, Israel withdrew from parts of the Sinai
and southern Lebanon.
In 1953, after major Israeli raids against Jordan and violations of the demilitarized zones
separating Syria from Israel, Eisenhower threatened to suspend all US aid to Israel if it
didn’t desist. Israel complied.
In the 1956 war, Israel invaded Sinai and intended to permanently occupy much of the area,
but it hastily withdrew its forces in the face of Soviet threats of military intervention and
Eisenhower’s threats to end all US aid.
In the 1967 war, US pressures forced Israel to accept a ceasefire and refrain from further
advances into Syria.
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During the 1970–73 exchanges of fire between Israel and Egypt along the Suez Canal, Israel
began bombing populated areas of Egypt far from the canal—but ended the so-called deep
penetration raids, which might have led to Soviet intervention and a direct superpower
confrontation, when the Nixon administration began suspending arms deliveries to Israel.
Similarly, in the 1973 Arab-Israeli war, Israel agreed to a ceasefire and halted its advance
into Egypt only after the Nixon administration threatened to end the American military
airlift to Israel and to fly in food, water, and medicine to surrounded Egyptian forces.
In 1975, Israel agreed to a partial withdrawal from the Sinai only after Ford combined
promises of new American aid with the threat of a major shift in US policy if Israel refused
to do so.
In 1978, Jimmy Carter wrote a letter to Menachem Begin warning of a suspension of US aid
if Israel continued with its invasion of South Lebanon; Begin withdrew the Israeli troops.
In 1979, the Carter administration used carrot-and-stick policies to induce Begin to agree to
the complete withdrawal of Israel from the Sinai in exchange for a peace treaty with Egypt.
In July 1981, suspensions of some US military aid deliveries, this time augmented by
pressures from American Jewish leaders and close supporters of Israel in Congress,
convinced Begin to end the bombing of civilians in Beirut and accept a ceasefire in Lebanon
or face a major shift in American attitudes toward Israel.
A year later, the Israelis discarded their planned ground assault against PLO forces in Beirut
after strong Reagan administration and congressional warnings threatened the end of the
policy of unconditional US aid to Israel.

Nonetheless, it is important to understand that US pressures have been successful only when
Israel sought to overturn the territorial status quo or when its military attacks caused extensive
civilian damage. By contrast, US pressures have been ineffective whenever Israel has believed—
however dubiously—that its truly vital national interests were at stake, particularly in its
opposition to a two-state solution. In 1977 the Israeli foreign minister put it this way:

If the U.S. insists on a Palestinian state . . . any Israeli Government would reject it. If we have to make the choice . . .
we would rather have problems with the U.S. than agree to a Palestinian state which we seriously think would
eventually bring the destruction of Israel.59

In any case, when Israel makes it clear that it will resist American pressures regardless of the
consequences, the pressures are typically weak, unsustained, and quickly abandoned. For
example, Israel used its leverage in Congress to force President Ford to back down from his 1975
threat to “reassess” American policy unless Israel withdrew from the occupied territories. And in
the late 1990s, while Bill Clinton was often angered by Israeli intransigence in peace
negotiations, he refused to use American aid as leverage, even when being urged to do so by
some members of his administration. According to Aaron Miller, a former State Department
official specializing in the Arab-Israeli conflict during this period, the US government never held
“an honest conversation about what the Israelis were actually doing on the ground. Nor were we
prepared to impose, at least in the last seven or eight years, a cost on the Israelis for their
actions.”60

Finally, after initial indications that Obama intended to change the near unconditional US
support of Israel in its policies toward the Palestinians, he backed down when it became clear
that he would face strong congressional resistance that could jeopardize his domestic program.

This history has often convinced Israeli governments that it can ignore American pressures or
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mobilize congressional and public opposition to them, causing the US government to back down.
For example, Moshe Dayan once said: “Our American friends offer us money, arms, and advice.
We take the money, we take the arms, and we decline the advice.”61 More recently, when
Netanyahu was asked in 2012 whether his policies would jeopardize relations with the United
States, not realizing he was being recorded he responded: “I know what America is. America is
something that can be easily moved. They won’t get in our way.”62

While that has not always been true, as demonstrated by the instances in which US pressures
succeeded, there is next to no chance that the American government—especially, of course, the
Trump administration, but probably even a Democratic successor—would adopt serious
pressures in an effort to force Israel to end the occupation, withdraw the settlers, and accept a
Palestinian state in most of the West Bank and Gaza—that is, the standard two-state solution.
And even if such pressures were applied, it is hard to imagine they would succeed.

On the other hand, however, pressures to require Israel to accept a Palestinian ministate in the
West Bank and Gaza—one that would allow Israel to keep all its settlements and maintain
overall political and military control over most of the West Bank—might be successful, as long
as the Palestinians agree to drop the right of return, publicly accept Israel as a Jewish state, and
end all violence against it.

In such circumstances, there would be several reasons to be hopeful about the prospects for a
settlement. To begin, there is little American support for an Israeli annexation of most of the
West Bank, even from mainstream Democrats who have always supported whatever policies an
Israeli government followed—and recently even from a few prominent Republicans as well as
from the usual conservative, “pro-Israeli” quarters.63

As well, should a new US administration and Congress come to power in 2021 and give
serious consideration to employing US leverage if Israel continues to refuse to consider any form
of Palestinian statehood, it would have strong support from a number of prominent Israelis.

Over forty years ago, George Ball, one of America’s leading foreign policy statesmen, wrote a
famous article calling on the United States to “Save Israel in Spite of Herself.”64 Israel’s hard-
line policies were jeopardizing the chances for real peace, Ball argued, requiring the United
States to act against Israeli government policies—but on behalf of true Israeli interests. Many
Israeli analysts, including a number of past military leaders and government officials, agreed
with Ball and decried the failure or refusal of the American government to use its leverage to
prevent Israel from destroying itself, especially by its constant settlement expansions in the West
Bank. Here are a few examples:

In a December 30, 1982, op-ed in the New York Times, Major General Mattityahu Peled,
retired, a member of the Israeli General Staff in the 1967 war, wrote that lavish US military
aid was making the IDF far too strong, even jeopardizing civilian control, and said that he
and other retired military men would welcome US pressures on behalf of a two-state
settlement.
In the same period, Max Frankel, the editorial page editor of the New York Times, wrote a
number of columns reporting that opposition Labor Party leaders had “privately indicated to
him that they wanted the United States to exert pressure on Begin’s government and hasten
its end by reducing the level of economic assistance.”65

In September 1997, during Netanyahu’s first prime ministership, he rejected a plea by US
secretary of state Albright that Israel freeze settlement expansion; the Israeli columnist Yoel
Marcus wrote that Albright had “left her stick at home,” allowing “Bibi to win this round . . .
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to the frustration of many moderate Israelis who had hoped that Ms. Albright would apply
pressure on both Mr. Arafat and Mr. Netanyahu.” Indeed, even the Israeli president, Ezer
Weizman—another former leading Israeli general—urged Secretary of State Albright to be
firm with both Arafat and Netanyahu and “bang some heads together.”66

In September 2002, former foreign minister Shlomo Ben-Ami and retired deputy chief of
staff General Amnon Shahak sent a letter to President Bush saying that the peace process
was deadlocked and called on the US government to “move beyond its traditional roles as a
mediator . . . to develop in detail a solution and vigorously encourage both sides [to agree to
it].”67

Other prominent Israelis have not bothered with euphemisms like “vigorously encourage.” For
example, David Landau, the editor of the English-language edition of Haaretz, wrote:

The US must “save Israel in spite of itself. . . . He [Bush] must firmly state that Israeli occupation compromises the
national interests of the United States. To save Israel in spite of itself? Yes . . . on our own we will never extricate
ourselves. . . . [U]nless the United States pulls us out by the scruff of the neck we will continue to wallow in the mire.68

By the early 2000s, Zeev Sternhell wrote that it was the standard view among Israeli liberals that
the United States and the international community had to impose a peace settlement, since
neither the Israelis nor the Palestinians could reach one by themselves.69

Even Israeli governments have sometimes privately welcomed US pressures, hoping that it
would help them resist domestic opposition and let them do what they really wanted to do. In
1976, Malcolm Toon, for many years one of America’s most important diplomats and then the
US ambassador to Israel, sent a telegram to Secretary of State Henry Kissinger. The “easiest
course” for Israeli governments, he wrote, was to give in to popular pressures against Israeli
concessions:

In the absence of counterpressure it will always be easier for an Israeli prime minister and government to yield on
issues which seem to have popular support, even though they violate international wishes and complicate the overall
peacemaking process. I have come to the conclusion that effective counterpressure to the temptation of the Israeli
government to give in . . . can only come from the U.S.70

Toon’s assessment has sometimes been borne out. A common example often cited by historians
is that despite domestic opposition, by citing US pressures the Rabin government was able to
agree to the 1993 Oslo Accords, which in fact it believed to be in Israeli interests.71 As well, in
2007 some Israeli leaders argued that US pressures on behalf of Israeli prime minister Ehud
Olmert’s peace proposals might have enabled him to continue to push them, rather than abandon
them in the face of domestic opposition. A former Israeli negotiator commented: “A smart
American administration” should understand that it is very difficult for an Israeli prime minister
to overcome strong domestic opposition to conciliatory policies, so that “sometimes they need to
be able to say, ‘Washington is holding my feet to the fire on this.’ ”72

American Jews and Israel

It is time for true friends of Israel, especially the American Jewish community to withdraw our
support from an increasingly right-wing and illiberal Israel and encourage an after-Trump US
government to use its leverage, including both carrots and sticks, to bring about changes in
Israeli policies—and not only for the cause of justice for the Palestinians but also to support the



beleaguered forces of enlightenment in Israel itself.
In view of the domestic political realities in the United States, in the absence of Jewish support

there would be little chance that Congress would go along with pressures on Israel. To be sure,
regardless of the Jewish position, the Christian religious right might well continue to oppose
pressures, but its influence would be far less if the Democrats come to power in 2021 and,
especially, if American Jews abandoned their past near-unconditional support of Israel. In any
case, while there may be little the Jewish community can do about the Christian right, it is
morally obligated to take responsibility for its own actions.

In the past, for a number of reasons it was all but unimaginable that most of the American
Jewish community, especially its organized leadership, would publicly criticize Israel, let alone
support US government pressures against it. Although it has become increasingly uneasy about
what Israel has become, the community fears strengthening the hand of anti-Semites who do not
care about Israel’s best interests—or, for that matter, those of the Palestinians. But beyond that,
the Jewish community has largely accepted the mythology of the Arab-Israeli conflict, despite its
decisive refutation by Israeli historians, writers, and even retired political and military leaders. A
continued refusal to face facts does not serve the true interests of Israel, and it amounts to an
abdication of the liberal and humanistic values that the Jewish people are supposed to represent.

Another obstacle to change has been that most American Jews until recently accepted the
argument that only Israel knows its best interests, as was insisted by Menachem Begin in 1980,
who admonished US Jewish leaders: “Please refrain from proffering advice, at least in public,
within earshot of our enemies—we and our children and grandchildren are the ones who live in
Israel.”73

But the argument that nations know their best interests has often been proven to be a fallacy.
Nations regularly fail to act in their best interests. The examples abound, but to name but two:
Did the United States act in its best interests when it went to war against Vietnam in the 1960s
and invaded Iraq in 2003?

In fact, prominent Israeli liberals have frequently decried the failure of American Jewry to use
its influence to pressure Israel to end the occupation and repression of the Palestinians and agree
to a just settlement of the conflict. For example, in 1981 the famous Israel writer Amos Elon said
that because of the community’s influence in blocking US government pressure on Israel, “on
the whole, the impact of American Jews on Israel has been destructive.”74 As recently as 2011,
the Israeli political psychologist Daniel Bar-Tal returned from a year in the United States, during
which he frequently met with Jewish leaders, most of whom identified as liberals. Interviewed in
Haaretz about his experience, he said:

When I arrived in the United States, I assumed I would find a receptive audience in the Jewish community, and a
willingness to discuss the processes taking place in Israeli society. To my great regret, in most of those communities I
found paralysis. The most progressive Jewish circles—those who demonstrate against any American injustice, protest
the undermining of human rights in Iran and Sudan and of freedom of speech in China and Russia—turn blind, deaf and
dumb when it comes to the lack of social justice, or oppression and discrimination, in Israel. They don’t want to know
what’s happening, and for the most part refuse to conduct a rational discussion about the deterioration of Israeli
society.75

In the last few years, however, there are signs that continued unthinking and unconditional
support of Israel’s policies, especially its occupation and repression of the Palestinians, is being
rethought in the American Jewish community, the Democratic Party, and even in Congress.
There is now considerable evidence that the US Jewish community, particularly its younger
generation and college students, is becoming far more critical of Israel.76 And even the Jewish
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community as a whole—as liberal as ever and disenchanted with Trump, Netanyahu, the
settlements, and the occupation—is disengaging from Israel.77

There are many examples:

During the 2018 midterm congressional elections, Jewish voters were asked in a J Street poll
to name their two most important issues; only 4 percent named Israel.78

In a February 2019 poll, only 43 percent of Democrats said they were partial to Israel.79

A spring 2019 poll found that 57 percent of Democrats support “economic sanctions” or
“something harsher” in response to settlement growth.80

An October 2019 poll showed that 71 percent of Democrats believed that the US
government “should not provide unrestricted financial and military assistance” to Israel.81

In November 2019, more than 100 Democratic House representatives sent a letter to Trump
opposing his decision to end the US policy that for decades has condemned Israeli
settlements as illegal. The letter asserted that Trump’s policies had “discredited the United
States as an honest broker between Israel and the Palestinian Authority.” The Haaretz story
discussing the letter concluded that it was “the latest example of the growing opposition
within the Democratic Party to the alliance between President Trump and Prime Minister
Benjamin Netanyahu, particularly on the issue of settlements.”82

Two weeks later, 221 of the 233 Democratic House members—including strong Israel
supporters who until then had almost never criticized Israeli policies—voted for a resolution
advocating a two-state solution and expressing opposition to “unilateral annexation of
territory.”83

A February 2020 poll revealed that Netanyahu’s alliance with Trump and his treatment of
the Palestinians is leading to a growing disenchantment with Israel among American Jews,
over half of whom were critical of “some” or “many” Israeli policies. As a result, nearly
one-third of the respondents said they were “not very” or “not at all” attached to Israel.84

In early 2020, most of the leading Democratic presidential candidates were criticizing the
Netanyahu government for his settlement policies, opposition to the Iran nuclear deal, and
support for annexation. Incredibly, half of Democrats today either support the Boycott,
Divestment, and Sanctions (BDS) movement, or do not oppose it.85

The changing attitudes of the Jewish community are almost certainly having a wider impact in
America, especially in the Democratic Party. Three years ago, Hillary Clinton argued that
Obama had been too hard on Israel and that, if elected, she would “vigorously oppose any
attempt to outside parties to impose a solution.”86 Her obvious political calculations might be
different today: while during the Democratic presidential campaign Joe Biden continued to
consider it “outrageous” to use US aid to pressure Israel, Elizabeth Warren, Bernie Sanders, and
Pete Buttigieg all indicated they were open to considering doing so. In the words of Philip
Gorden, a former US assistant secretary of state and White House coordinator for Middle East
affairs, there is now “a debate that would have been unheard of a few years ago.”87

If these trends continue, the convergence of attitudes between an increasingly critical
American Jewish community and congressional Democrats could become a major force in
bringing about changes in US policies toward Israel, especially, of course, if a Democrat is
elected to the presidency in 2020. And such changes might help check the growing right-wing
extremism in Israel as well as help provide at least a modicum of justice to the Palestinians.
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A US-Israeli Security Treaty?

To help bring about a political settlement between Israel and the Palestinians, it is worth
considering not only what the US government can do to pressure Israel—“sticks”—but also how
it can add positive incentives and measures of support, or “carrots.” In particular, in the context
of a settlement of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, the United States and Israel could reexamine
the question of whether their close relationship should be institutionalized in a formal “mutual
defense” alliance, in which the United States commits itself to come to the assistance of Israel if
its security is jeopardized by Arab attacks.

The issue of the desirability of such a security treaty, from the point of view of both sides, has
been on the table in US-Israeli discussions since 1948.88 It is well established that since the
country’s creation most Israeli prime ministers and other leaders have sought security guarantees
from the United States, though some military leaders who have gone on to be prime ministers,
like Moshe Dayan, Yitzhak Rabin, and (if and when he becomes prime minister under the
rotation agreement with Netanyahu) Benny Gantz today, have opposed it because they feared
excessive dependence on the United States and wanted to preserve unconstrained Israeli political
and military freedom of action.89 Of course, they also believed, in Avner Yaniv’s words, “that in
any case [Israel] . . . had all the essentials of a security alliance anyway, because of close US
military and strategic cooperation.”90

Nonetheless, the historical record makes it clear that the dominant Israeli view has been that it
would benefit from the formalization of the alliance, and that many US political leaders have
given serious consideration to such an alliance in the context of peace agreements:

In the early 1950s, David Ben-Gurion sought either to join NATO or reach a defense treaty
with the United States.91 President Eisenhower and Secretary of State John Foster Dulles
were not willing to do so as long as the Arab-Israeli conflict remained unsettled,92 but
privately they told Israel that the United States had “a deep interest” in preserving Israel’s
independence and would therefore “not be indifferent to an armed attack on it.”93 As well,
according to Abba Eban’s memoirs, Dulles “held out the possibility” of a US-Israel
“security treaty” in the context of an Arab-Israeli peace settlement.
After John Kennedy took office, Ben-Gurion renewed his request for a US treaty
commitment to Israel’s security. While Kennedy was moving toward considering Israel to
be a strategic asset for US policies in the Middle East, he was not willing to go that far;
however, he privately assured Israeli foreign minister Golda Meir that “in case of an
invasion the United States would come to the support of Israel.”94 As well, in October 1963,
Kennedy wrote to Prime Minister Levi Eshkol that the two states were “de facto allies . . . in
case of invasion the United States would come to the support of Israel. . . . This letter in fact
constitutes a security guarantee.”95

In August 1971, Senator J. William Fulbright, the powerful and highly influential chair of
the Senate Foreign Relations Committee, called for a US-Israeli mutual defense treaty in the
context of an overall Arab-Israeli peace settlement.96

Richard Nixon considered the possibility of some form of US-Israeli military ties or formal
political alignment after a peace treaty was signed. Years later, Nixon claimed to believe that
despite the absence of a formal alliance, the United States and Israel “are bound together by
an even stronger moral commitment. . . . [N]o American President will ever let Israel go
down the tube.”97
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During the Carter administration, Secretary of State Cyrus Vance, Defense Secretary Harold
Brown, and National Security Advisor Zbigniew Brzezinski all suggested to the president
the possibility of a defense treaty with Israel as part of an overall settlement.98 According to
Carter’s memoirs, Menachem Begin wanted such an alliance, and even Egypt’s Anwar Sadat
“encouraged the idea.” However, Carter rejected it on the grounds that such an American
commitment to Israel would be “a serious mistake” as “it would make it impossible [for us]
to mediate between Israel and the Arab nations.”99

In April 1986, Shimon Peres tried again to get the United States to join a mutual defense
pact, but though President Reagan increased various forms of strategic cooperation with
Israel, he was not prepared to go that far.
In 2000, Barak renewed the Israeli request, asking President Clinton to join with Israel in a
mutual defense agreement, which would also commit the United States to respond to an
Arab nuclear attack against Israel with its own nuclear forces.100 Clinton assured Barak that
he would give serious consideration to some kind of bilateral defense treaty if an Israeli-
Palestinian peace settlement was reached, though it is not clear whether it would include the
nuclear commitment that Barak sought.101 The collapse of the Camp David peace process
made the issue moot.
According to Daniel Kurtzer, former US ambassador to Israel, “[George W.] Bush
reportedly assured Sharon in private that the United States would protect Israel by force if
needed—much to Sharon’s astonishment and pleasant surprise.”102

In the last few years, Netanyahu and Trump, with the support of leading Republican senators
such as Lindsey Graham, have discussed the possibility of a defense alliance between the
United States and Israel. For example, in a September 2019 official public statement,
Netanyahu wrote to Trump that he “looked forward to our meeting . . . to advance a
historical Defense Treaty between the United States and Israel.”103 In a Twitter message
Trump indicated support for such a possible treaty.104

In light of this history, there would be every reason to expect strong political support in the
United States to formalizing and extending the existing de facto American military commitment
to the security of Israel, provided it was not unconditional and presented to Congress and the
American public as a necessary component of a comprehensive Arab-Israeli and Israeli-
Palestinian peace settlement that would come into effect only upon the conclusion of such a
settlement. Moreover, any such defense pact must specify that the United States would intervene
militarily only if—in the judgment of the American government—Israel faced an overwhelming
threat to its homeland as a result of unprovoked or massive Arab or Iranian aggression that it
could not repel on its own without having to resort to nuclear weapons.105

To be sure, the likelihood that such a contingency could arise is very small. Nonetheless,
Israeli military and other security experts continue to plan against a massive Arab invasion, and
therefore there is every reason to expect that most of them would support a limited mutual
defense treaty with the United States. Moreover, because fears of annihilation are still
widespread among many Israelis, security guarantees from the United States would be
psychologically very important and could well increase the likelihood that Israel would accept a
mini Palestinian state along the lines of the kind proposed here.

A Final Word



Could the Israeli-Palestinian conflict have been averted, or at least settled long ago? The weakest
part of Zionist ideology has always been its claim to Jewish sovereignty over the entire land of
Israel, whether based on religious fundamentalism, long discredited biblical fables that would be
irrelevant even if they had been true, or the twentieth-century Balfour Declaration. What the
Zionist movement should have done was rest its case for the creation of a Jewish state in
Palestine on historical necessity, particularly but not only because of the Holocaust and the
absence after it of a practical alternative to the land of Palestine.

In 1948, the Israelis could have said to the Palestinians: “We are in a tragic situation, forced
by necessity to take action that we recognize diminishes your rights and creates real harm.
Therefore, we commit ourselves to rectifying this unavoidable injustice in a variety of ways, so
long as they don’t threaten our basic security, our right to exist.” Had they acted in that spirit,
they would not have driven the Palestinians out of their land and there would have been no
Nakba.

Even after the Nakba, a settlement could have been reached long ago—and certainly since the
1980s when the PLO abandoned its hope of destroying Israel and formally and publicly accepted
a two-state settlement—had Israel agreed to share Jerusalem with the Palestinians and refrained
from attacking, occupying, and settling the West Bank.

Today, many Israelis and their supporters fear that Israel would be “delegitimized” if it
abandoned Zionist mythology and their other disproven historical narratives. But this fear is
groundless. Since 1948, the only argument necessary to the Zionist case has been the existential
one: new human realities have been created, Israel exists, and it has a right to survive. Moreover,
there is no basis to conclude that the historical conditions that created Zionism—murderous anti-
Semitism—have permanently disappeared from the world scene; on the contrary, though still
relatively minor in its scope, anti-Semitism has recently reemerged, even in the West. Therefore,
the case for a Jewish state that can serve as a refuge for endangered world Jewry remains strong.

In fact, this argument is accepted, formally or de facto, not only by the general international
community but by an increasing number of Arab states and even by some Palestinian political
leaders and intellectuals. Consequently, an Israeli acknowledgment of past injustices and
acceptance, at long last, of some kind of compromise peace settlement with the Palestinians
would have the effect of legitimizing rather than delegitimizing Israel among all but the most
fanatical Palestinians, who in any event have been marginalized by the mainstream Palestinian
leadership and even increasingly by Hamas.

Tragically, however, the Israelis have never been willing to acknowledge their role in the
origins and dynamics of the Arab-Israeli conflict, have never been willing to acknowledge their
moral responsibility for the plight of the Palestinians, and have missed, ignored, or even
deliberately undercut a number of opportunities to settle both the Israeli-Palestinian and the
larger Arab-Israeli conflict. Blinded by Zionist ideology and their other national mythologies, as
well as by the genuine history of Jewish victimization, Israel has failed to realize that in this
conflict it is Israel that is the oppressor and the Palestinians who are the victims.

If there ever is to be an at least minimally just solution to the Israeli-Palestinian conflict,
whether it takes the form of some kind of two-state settlement or a binational democratic single
state, the most important prerequisite, indeed the sine qua non, must be an Israeli recognition that
their historical narrative of the conflict is largely mythological and that they have incurred an
overwhelming moral obligation and an enlightened national self-interest to reach a peace
settlement with the Palestinian people.
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