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      Preface and Acknowledgments
    


    
      In July 2007, President George W. Bush declared that the United States would convene an international conference
      to relaunch long-stalled Israeli-Palestinian peace negotiations. The announcement came as welcome news to Mahmoud
      Abbas, the affable if uncharismatic Palestinian leader. As one of the architects of the 1993 Oslo Declaration of
      Principles on Interim Self-Government Arrangements, or Oslo Accords, the secret agreement reached between Israel
      and the Palestine Liberation Organization (PLO) that launched the current peace process, and the PLO’s most
      ardent champion of negotiations, Abbas had been calling for the resumption of peace talks since he came to power
      in January 2005 following the death of Yasser Arafat, the longtime Palestinian leader. Like Arafat, Abbas headed
      both the PLO, the umbrella organization that represented Palestinians worldwide, and the Palestinian Authority
      (PA), the administrative body created by the Oslo Accords that governed Palestinians in the occupied territories.
      The PLO was the international political address of the Palestinian people, including some 5 million refugees
      displaced during Israel’s creation in 1948, while the PA represented the seedling of a future Palestinian state
      in the West Bank and Gaza Strip.
    


    
      The proposed peace conference, which was eventually held in Annapolis, Maryland in November
      2007, would be the first direct talks between the two sides since the eruption of the Palestinian uprising, known
      as the Al-Aqsa Intifada, some seven years earlier. The horrific violence, marked by waves of deadly suicide
      bombings by Palestinian militants and disproportionate and often indiscriminate attacks by the Israeli army, had
      claimed the lives of some 3,200 Palestinians and nearly 1,000 Israelis and left the bulk of the PA’s security and
      governing institutions in shambles.
    


    
      Bush’s announcement was a clarifying moment for me as well. At the time I was serving as an adviser to the
      Palestinian leadership in Ramallah, the PA’s de facto capital in the West Bank. As a member of a European-funded
      team of experts tasked with providing technical support to Palestinian negotiators, I had spent the previous
      three years preparing for precisely this moment. And yet most of us instinctively understood that the
      negotiations stood virtually no chance of producing a conflict-ending agreement between Israel and the
      Palestinians. Only a few weeks earlier, the Palestinian Islamist faction, Hamas, had routed and expelled the PA’s
      security forces from the Gaza Strip, home to roughly 40 percent of the Palestinians in the occupied territories.
      In January 2006, Hamas had defeated Abbas’s Fatah party for control of the PA’s parliament, the Palestinian
      Legislative Council, ending nearly four decades of Fatah dominance of Palestinian politics. The internal schism
      between the Fatah-dominated PA in the West Bank and the Hamas-ruled Gaza Strip, which continues to this day,
      marked one of the lowest points in the history of the Palestinian national movement.
    


    
      A few days after Bush’s announcement, our team was summoned to the office of Saeb Erekat, the chief Palestinian
      negotiator and a close aide to Mahmoud Abbas, for a briefing on the proposed conference. At the conclusion of the
      briefing, I raised the question I knew was on everyone’s mind. “With all due respect,” I began, “does Abu
      Mazen”—Abbas’s traditional Arabic moniker—“even have a mandate to negotiate?” Visibly annoyed, Erekat replied in
      the affirmative, assuring us that Hamas’s “coup,” as the leadership called it, had no bearing on the legitimacy
      of Abbas, who after all was still the elected president of the PA and chairman of the PLO’s
      Executive Committee.
    


    
      That Abbas and his Fatah party had just lost a civil war and a major election was even less of a problem for U.S.
      officials—to the contrary. The Bush administration had led the 2006 campaign to cut off the PA’s international
      funding following the election of Hamas, a group that had carried out numerous attacks on Israeli civilians and
      was officially designated a “foreign terrorist organization,” and had previously insisted on Arafat’s replacement
      before peace talks could resume. While most ordinary Palestinians viewed the West Bank–Gaza split as a setback to
      the national project, the Bush administration saw it as an opportunity to advance the peace process without the
      negative influences of Hamas, now ostensibly contained in Gaza by an international boycott and an Israeli
      blockade.
    


    
      Events took a very different turn, however. After a highly elaborate yearlong negotiation process, the Annapolis
      talks collapsed when fighting broke out between Israel and Hamas in late December 2008. It was the first of
      several deadly Gaza wars in the decade that followed. In the meantime, Gaza’s continued isolation and the ongoing
      Palestinian division would remain an albatross around Abbas’s neck for the duration of his tenure, paralyzing
      internal Palestinian politics and repeatedly foiling peace negotiations.
    


    
      The fact that U.S. officials saw a weak and increasingly dysfunctional Palestinian leadership as an asset to the
      peace process rather than a liability was striking in and of itself. More important, it was indicative of a
      systemic blind spot in America’s stewardship of the peace process in two critical areas of diplomacy: power and
      politics. Since the 1990s, American peacemaking in the Middle East has operated according to two interrelated and
      equally flawed assumptions: first, that a credible peace settlement could be achieved without addressing the vast
      imbalance of power between Israel and the Palestinians, and second, that it would be possible to ignore or bend
      internal Palestinian politics to the perceived needs of the peace process. The size of the blind spot has varied
      from one U.S. administration to another but has always been present.
    


    
      This book explores the dynamics of U.S. policy with respect to the Palestinians, how it has
      evolved over the decades, and how these matters have affected the United States’ role as the sole mediator
      between Israelis and Palestinians. There is no shortage of writing on the Arab-Israeli conflict and the role of
      the United States in it. The critical corpus includes works that have as their primary focus the nature of U.S.
      diplomacy in the Middle East. Among them are William B. Quandt’s Peace Process: American
      Diplomacy and the Arab-American Conflict since 1967 (Brookings, 2005), Daniel C. Kurtzer, Scott B.
      Lasensky, William Quandt, Steven Spiegel and Shibley Telhami, The Peace Puzzle: America’s
      Quest for Arab-Israeli Peace, 1989–2011 (Cornell University Press, 2013), and Nathan Thrall, The Only Language They Understand: Forcing Compromise in Israel and Palestine (Henry Holt, 2017).
      The literature also includes numerous firsthand accounts by a wide range of former U.S. officials, such as Martin
      Indyk, Innocent Abroad: An Intimate Account of American Peace Diplomacy in the Middle
      East (Simon and Schuster, 2009), Aaron David Miller, The Much Too Promised Land:
      America’s Elusive Search for Arab-Israeli Peace (Random House, 2008), Dennis Ross, Doomed to Succeed: The U.S.-Israel Relationship from Truman to Obama (Farrar, Straus and Giroux,
      2015), Elliott Abrams, Tested by Zion: The Bush Administration and the Israeli-Palestinian
      Conflict (Cambridge University Press, 2013), Robert Malley and Hussein Agha, “Camp David: The Tragedy of
      Errors” (New York Review of Books, August 9, 2001), as well as various Israeli and
      Palestinian perspectives, such as Shlomo Ben-Ami, Scars of War, Wounds of Peace: The
      Israeli-Arab Tragedy (Oxford University Press, 2006), and Ahmed Qurie, Beyond Oslo,
      the Struggle for Palestine: Inside the Middle East Peace Process from Rabin’s Death to Camp David (I. B.
      Taurus, 2008).
    


    
      Some of these authors, such as Ross and Abrams, have taken a generally positive view of the U.S. and Israeli
      roles in the peace process while placing the lion’s share of the blame for past failures on the Palestinians.
      Others, such as Miller, have taken a slightly more self-critical view of the U.S. role while insisting that the
      United States generally did its best and was ultimately hampered by leaders on both sides. A handful of mainly
      Washington outsiders explicitly blame the repeated failures of the peace process on the
      United States and what they regard as its blatant bias in favor of Israel and the undue influence of the
      pro-Israel lobby. These include John J. Mearsheimer and Stephen M. Walt, The Israel Lobby
      and U.S. Foreign Policy (Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2007), and Rashid Khalidi, Brokers of Deceit: How the US Has Undermined Peace in the Middle East (Beacon Press, 2013).
    


    
      Of this large number, only a few authors have dealt directly with the power dynamics among the three parties or
      the role of internal Palestinian politics in the conflict. This book attempts to move this effort forward by
      examining the interplay between the peace process and internal Palestinian politics. Although often undervalued
      by policymakers in Washington, internal Palestinian political dynamics have had a direct bearing on matters of
      war and peace. Contrary to the views of many U.S. policymakers, the experiences of the last half century have
      shown that a weak, dependent, or fragmented Palestinian political leadership is not an asset to the peace process
      but a major liability—not only because a credible and durable peace deal will require leaders with a modicum of
      political legitimacy but also because periods of Palestinian political fragmentation and dysfunction historically
      have often been accompanied by an increase in violence and terror. Moreover, while the problems within
      Palestinian politics are mostly self-inflicted and have long been in the making, the peculiar power dynamics of
      the peace process have helped to reinforce and even normalize them. In making this case, the book also challenges
      much of the conventional thinking about the Middle East peace process and America’s involvement in it,
      particularly with regard to the effectiveness of U.S. mediation.
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      Introduction: Power and Politics
    


    
      Even before Israel captured the West Bank and Gaza Strip following the 1967
      Arab-Israeli war, the now century-old conflict between Arabs and Jews in the Holy Land had already undergone a
      number of transformations. During the period of British rule over Palestine, from 1917 to 1948, the conflict
      centered on a struggle between Zionist Jews who sought to transform the country into a Jewish national home
      through immigration and colonization and an Arab majority that demanded that Palestine be given its independence,
      just as neighboring Arab states had. After the creation of Israel, during which some two-thirds of Palestine’s
      Arab population fled or were expelled from their homes, the conflict was transformed from a communal struggle
      between two competing national groups into a war between the nascent Jewish state and neighboring Arab states,
      while the Palestinian refugee crisis was treated as a humanitarian problem rather than a political one.
    


    
      With the emergence of an autonomous Palestinian national movement following
      Israel’s conquest of the West Bank, East Jerusalem, and the Gaza Strip in 1967, American and Israeli officials
      could no longer ignore the political dimension of the Palestinian question, though U.S. and Israeli policymakers
      continued to marginalize the Palestine
      Liberation Organization (PLO), the umbrella organization representing Palestinians worldwide, and keep it out of
      the peace process. The Palestinian uprising, or Intifada, against Israeli military rule between 1987 and 1992
      forced Israeli and American leaders to come to terms with Palestinian nationalism and ultimately with the PLO
      itself. With the signing of the Oslo Declaration of Principles on Interim Self-Government Arrangements, better
      known as the Oslo Accord, in 1993, Israel and the PLO agreed to resolve their conflict peacefully while laying
      the groundwork for Palestinian self-rule in the occupied territories and the creation of the Palestinian
      Authority (PA), an administrative body to govern Palestinians in the occupied territories.
    


    
      Since that time, the United States has served as the chief sponsor and sole
      mediator in the peace process between Israelis and Palestinians. This has been both a blessing and a curse. On
      the one hand, as a superpower and Israel’s closest ally in the region, the United States is the only global actor
      trusted enough by Israel’s leaders to guarantee Israel’s security. On the other hand, it also means that the
      peace process has been infused with the idiosyncrasies of American politics, including Washington’s sacred
      “special relationship” with Israel and the inordinate influence of the pro-Israel lobby. Put differently,
      American peacemaking in the Middle East has assumed that peace could be achieved without addressing the negative
      consequences of Israel’s occupation, on the one hand, or the realities of internal Palestinian politics on the
      other. This blindness to the unequal power dynamics between the Palestinians and Israel and to the internal
      politics of both sides has critically hampered the ability of the United States to serve as an effective peace
      broker.
    


    
      THE BLIND SPOT
    


    
      The breakdown of the Annapolis peace talks in December 2008 after an arduous yearlong effort, conducted under the
      oversight of the George W. Bush administration, foregrounded a basic fault in America’s stewardship of the Israeli-Palestinian peace process. On the surface, the negotiations were highly
      substantive, and many observers believed the two sides came very close to clinching a deal.1 Israel’s prime minister, Ehud Olmert, had
      made a far-reaching proposal that included a sovereign Palestinian state based on the 1967 borders, with some
      adjustments for the annexation of Israeli settlements close to the border, in return for a land swap of an almost
      equal amount of Israeli territory, and a Palestinian capital in Jerusalem, with an international body to oversee
      the highly contested Al-Aqsa Mosque/Temple Mount compound. Mahmoud Abbas, the Palestinian leader, also took the
      process seriously and made a proposal of his own that would have allowed Israel to annex most Israeli settlements
      in the West Bank and East Jerusalem and hence for a majority of Israeli settlers to remain where they were. On
      substance, at least, the gaps between the two sides would not have been impossible to bridge, particularly in
      light of U.S. Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice’s commitment to and level of involvement in the process.
    


    
      But substance was not the only—or even the most critical—factor in the process. As most politicians and diplomats
      understand, the success of a negotiation process depends as much on the dynamics and conditions outside the
      negotiating room as on what gets discussed inside, including the power dynamics between the parties and the
      internal politics of each of them. Although no outside actor could completely level the playing field, U.S.
      mediation between Israel and the Palestinians has generally been in the opposite direction: the United States has
      consistently put its thumb on the scale in Israel’s favor while simultaneously discounting the importance of
      internal Palestinian political realities.
    


    
      Since the start of the Oslo peace process in the early 1990s, successive U.S. administrations have largely
      avoided applying pressure on Israel to advance the goals of the peace process and have actively worked in the
      United Nations and other international forums to prevent such pressure being put on Israel. This preference
      stemmed from the theory, long espoused by the pro-Israel community, that Israeli leaders would be more willing to
      “take risks for peace” if they felt secure politically and militarily. Most presidents have adhered to this
      logic, whether out of genuine conviction or simply to avoid running afoul of the
      powerful pro-Israel lobby and its supporters on Capitol Hill. As part of the perennial quest to reassure Israel’s
      leaders, U.S. presidents from both political parties have often been prepared to deviate from the established
      ground rules of the peace process and even from official U.S. policy on several core issues of the conflict, such
      as withdrawal of settlements, control of Jerusalem, and the return of Palestinian refugees.
    


    
      While Israel’s special relationship with the United States remained immune to the ups and downs of the peace
      process, the opposite held true of the Palestinians. The signing of the Oslo Accord in 1993 allowed American
      officials to deal directly with the Palestinian leaders for the first time and eventually to come to terms with
      the idea of Palestinian statehood as well. However, both these realities remained highly restricted, conditional,
      and ultimately reversible. It wasn’t simply that American officials had a tin ear for Palestinian domestic
      politics. Because of Washington’s tendency to view the peace process through the lens of its special relationship
      with Israel and American domestic politics, the Oslo peace process became a vehicle not just for resolving the
      conflict, but for transforming certain aspects of Palestinian politics in order to turn the Palestinians into a
      suitable partner. Unlike its relationship to Israeli politics, the Oslo peace process was not agnostic toward
      Palestinian internal politics. As the center of gravity of Palestinian politics shifted from the diaspora to the
      West Bank and Gaza and as the PA effectively replaced the PLO as the de facto address of the Palestinian national
      movement, the Oslo process fundamentally reorganized and redefined Palestinian politics and governing
      institutions, including their main sources of legitimacy. Moreover, the highly intrusive nature of the peace
      process meant, among other things, that the United States as the chief mediator, along with donor countries and
      even the Israelis, had a direct say—and often an effective veto—over key aspects of Palestinian political life.
      As a result, the PA, which remained heavily dependent on foreign aid and Israeli goodwill for its survival, was
      subject to an ever-widening assortment of conditions and restrictions regarding its security performance,
      internal governance, and even diplomatic activities, many of which were enshrined
      in U.S. law. Indeed, the peace process often became a platform for reforming, and occasionally even
      reengineering, Palestinian politics and governing institutions to align with American or Israeli preferences.
    


    
      This was not an entirely one-sided arrangement. As part of the bargain struck during Oslo, the Palestinian
      leadership, under both Yasser Arafat and Mahmoud Abbas, agreed to give up a degree of control over their internal
      politics and decision making in the hope that the United States ultimately would “deliver” Israel. Among other
      things, this meant the legitimacy of Palestinian leaders would now be intimately bound up with the success or
      failure of the peace process: when one foundered, the other necessarily suffered as well. However, American
      “deliverance” of Israel rarely came. Although there were times when Washington was prepared to use its leverage
      with Israel or to boost Palestinian leaders to advance the peace process—most notably at the height of the Oslo
      process in the late 1990s—these have been the exception rather than the rule. To be clear: In attempting to
      explain why the United States is hampered, perhaps hopelessly, in its mediation effort in this conflict, I do not
      mean to imply that Palestinians and Israelis do not share the blame for failure; they do. My goal here is to
      focus specifically on the role of the United States as the sole mediator in the conflict, and the reasons it has
      not been as effective as it might have been—even given the obstacles that the parties themselves may have placed
      along the way.
    


    
      In the end, Washington’s unique approach to peacemaking did not—and most likely could not—succeed. Indeed, by
      focusing on reassuring Israel and reforming the Palestinians rather than on changing the dynamics that sustained
      the conflict, most notably Israel’s ongoing military occupation, the U.S.-led peace process effectively reversed
      the standard model of mediation: it alleviated pressure on the stronger party and increased pressure on the
      weaker party. The absence of American pressure or international accountability helped defray the costs of
      Israel’s occupation while allowing Israeli leaders to avoid the difficult and politically unpopular decisions
      that a two-state solution required, such as the removal of Jewish settlements, transferring territory to
      Palestinian sovereignty, and dividing Jerusalem to provide a capital for a
      Palestinian state. At the same time, Washington’s heavy reliance on sticks in its dealings with Palestinian
      leaders, although it succeeded in making them more pliant, left them too weak to serve as effective peace
      partners. The debilitating split between Hamas and Fatah, while largely homegrown, was to a great extent nurtured
      and held in place by the peace process. Moreover, Palestinian compliance with the ever-evolving demands of the
      peace process rarely yielded tangible political rewards; in the end, neither the success of Prime Minister Salam
      Fayyad’s famed state-building project, affectionately known as “Fayyadism,” nor the PA’s continued security
      coordination with Israel was enough to generate movement toward Palestinian statehood or even to inoculate the PA
      from congressional sanctions.
    


    
      The fact that the Palestinians were up against a vastly more powerful adversary as well as formidable political
      forces in the United States did not, of course, negate their own agency. Whether it was President Abbas’s
      overreliance on the Americans to “deliver” Israel or the use of indiscriminate violence by Hamas and other
      groups, the choices made—or not made—by Palestinian political actors had real and often tragic consequences in
      both human and political terms. Yet, even though Americans, Israelis, and Palestinians all had equal agency, they
      did not have the same ability to shape events or impose outcomes. Israel, possessing the most powerful military
      in the region and being the occupying power, could, and frequently did, use its power to impose its own
      preferences or preempt outcomes through settlements, brute military force, and other coercive measures. This
      unchecked power imbalance was also why the principle of “constructive ambiguity,” a mainstay of Henry Kissinger’s
      shuttle diplomacy in the 1970s and a pillar of the Oslo process, ultimately did more harm than good, since any
      ambiguity would naturally be interpreted through the lens of the more powerful side. The same held true for
      spoilers, who existed on all three sides. Palestinian rejectionists had the ability to violently disrupt the
      political process, but anti-Oslo forces in Israel and the United States had the added advantage of being able to
      shape the nature and direction of the peace process itself.
    


    
      These basic dynamics of power and politics set the Israeli-Palestinian peace
      process apart from other American-led mediation efforts. As prominent peace process scholar William Quandt
      explains, “The United States is structurally at a disadvantage in trying to develop and sustain policies for
      regions like the Middle East.”2
      These structural limitations are more pronounced in the case of Israel’s conflict with the Palestinians, where
      domestic U.S. politics were so skewed in one direction and the power disparities were so vast, not only between
      the parties themselves but also between the mediator and the weakest party. The 1981 sale of airborne warning and
      control system (AWACS) aircraft to Saudi Arabia and the 2015 Iran nuclear deal are two cases where American
      administrations successfully defied the Israel lobby and overcame congressional opposition when they deemed
      broader U.S. interests to be at stake. There are no comparable incentives in the case of the Palestinians, who
      have few strategic assets to offer the United States and whose cause still engenders considerable hostility on
      Capitol Hill.
    


    
      The unique power dynamics of the Israeli-Palestinian peace process may also help explain why the United States
      could be an effective broker in other conflicts, such as between Egypt and Israel in the 1970s or in Northern
      Ireland in the 1990s, where the power disparities were much less severe and the domestic politics far less
      constraining. In contrast to the Palestinians, Egypt was a sovereign state and the largest Arab military force in
      the region, which the United States had been working to pry away from the Soviet Union’s sphere of influence.
      While the Sinai Peninsula also contained important religious sites for Jews as well as a few thousand Israeli
      settlers, these paled in comparison to the centrality of Jerusalem to Jewish identity or the half million
      settlers living in the biblical lands of “Judea and Samaria.” The Palestinian case was perhaps more analogous to
      the conflict in Northern Ireland, in which the British were viewed by the Irish republican movement as foreign
      occupiers and yet also had deep historical ties with the United States. In the Irish case, however, the domestic
      political dynamics were reversed. The Irish republican cause enjoyed the support of large segments of the
      American public, including numerous members of Congress, which to a great extent helped to offset the influence
      of the U.S.-U.K. special relationship. In any event, neither of these cases
      involved anything like the level of intrusiveness in Palestinian internal affairs that characterized the Oslo
      process.
    


    
      THE PAST AS PROLOGUE
    


    
      Washington’s blind spot in the Middle East was not only wide but deep. Its origins could be traced to the Balfour
      Declaration, Britain’s 1917 pledge to establish a Jewish “national home” in Palestine, despite strong opposition
      from the country’s Arab majority. In looking at the century since Balfour, my intention is not to rehash the
      history of the conflict between Arabs and Jews in the Holy Land nor to relitigate the claims of one side or the
      other but to highlight key patterns, parallels, and precedents that help explain the United States’ current
      approach to the peace process in general and toward the Palestinians in particular. Many of the familiar features
      of American policy in the Middle East, including an influential Zionist lobby and a strongly sympathetic
      Congress, as well as a deeply ambivalent executive branch, were already evident in the 1920s. It was also during
      the period of British control of Palestine, from 1918 to 1948, that current American political attitudes toward
      Palestinians first began to take shape. As early as the 1920s, well before the advent of the PLO charter or Hamas
      terrorism, American politicians were already dismissing Palestinian opposition to the Zionist project as either
      artificially generated or the product of an irrational hatred of Jews, rather than a manifestation of
      Palestinians’ own political aspirations. Long before the terms “quality of life,” “economic peace,” or
      “Fayyadism” entered the U.S. political lexicon, the notions that Palestinians could be enticed with economic
      incentives over political ones or that they would first need to demonstrate their fitness to govern themselves
      were already being discussed in Washington. The experiences of the British Mandate itself, in which a superpower
      sought to mediate between two groups with competing national claims while heavily favoring one of them,
      foreshadowed many of the problems that would later hamper American peace efforts.
    


    
      Another recurring theme in American policy during the last century is ambivalence,
      reflecting the perennial tension between the desire to safeguard U.S. national interests, on one hand, and the
      demands of American domestic political and ideological considerations on the other. Whether it was the Balfour
      Declaration, the United Nations partition plan of 1947, UN Security Council Resolution 242 in 1967, or the 2003
      Roadmap for Peace, official U.S. policy seldom aligned with the actual policies pursued by the White House and
      Congress. But rarely was the gap between official and unofficial U.S. policy more pronounced than in the period
      immediately following Israel’s creation in 1948. Much like today, American diplomacy was grounded in two UN
      resolutions. Long before Security Council Resolutions 242 (1967) and 338 (1973) became pillars of the Middle East
      peace process, U.S. and international policies were guided by two other UN resolutions: General Assembly
      Resolutions 181 (1947) and 194 (1948), which together defined the core issues of the conflict—including Israel’s
      borders, the status of Jerusalem, and the fate of Palestinian refugees displaced during Israel’s creation. At
      first, Washington decried Israel’s refusal to address the issue that was widely seen as the source of the
      conflict and the key to a political resolution: Palestinian refugees. As time wore on, however, American
      policymakers gradually acquiesced to Israeli-imposed realities on the ground while deferring a political
      resolution of the refugee problem and focusing instead on economic and humanitarian “solutions.” Deferral
      gradually gave way to denial, even as the refugee issue remained a source of instability and violence. Within
      less than a generation, on the eve of the 1967 Arab-Israeli war, both the political significance of the
      Palestinian refugee problem and the roots of the conflict were all but forgotten in Washington, to the extent
      that even the president of the United States, Lyndon Johnson, denied their centrality.
    


    
      A similar process of attrition in U.S. policy has been under way since 1967, albeit at a much slower pace. The
      rise of an autonomous Palestinian national movement following the 1967 war led to a rediscovery of the
      “Palestinian question” in Washington as well as renewed efforts to keep the Palestinians out of the diplomatic
      process. Although terrorism was immensely damaging to the Palestinian cause and
      was highly problematic for U.S. officials, it was not the primary motivation behind the PLO’s exclusion from the
      peace process throughout the 1970s and 1980s. Despite the PLO’s involvement in a number of terrorist operations
      in the early 1970s, Secretary of State Henry Kissinger’s September 1975 pledge to Israel that the United States
      would have no dealings with the PLO until it recognized Israel’s right to exist and accepted Security Council
      Resolutions 242 and 338 made no mention of terrorism. The pledge, signed shortly after the UN General Assembly
      recognized the PLO as the representative of the Palestinian people, reflected Kissinger’s belief that excluding
      and weakening the PLO would ultimately benefit the peace process.
    


    
      It was not until a decade later, in August 1985, that Congress formally codified Kissinger’s pledge into law and
      added the third condition, a requirement that the PLO “renounce the use of terrorism.” The violence and
      instability of the 1980s also provided an opportunity to test Kissinger’s hypothesis regarding a weak Palestinian
      leadership, which remains equally relevant today. Instead of facilitating peace, internal PLO weakness and
      division following Israel’s 1982 Lebanon war were accompanied by a wave of terror attacks by radical and rogue
      Palestinian elements hostile to both Arafat and the peace process.
    


    
      A FLAWED PEACE PROCESS
    


    
      The popular uprising by Palestinians in the West Bank and Gaza against Israel’s occupation in the late 1980s,
      known as the First Intifada, forced U.S. officials into an uneasy accommodation with Palestinian leaders and
      ultimately led to their inclusion in the peace process. Yet neither the short-lived U.S.-PLO dialogue of 1998–90
      nor the signing of the Oslo Declaration of Principles in 1993 was enough to alter Washington’s ambivalence toward
      the Palestinians and the Israel-Palestine conflict, which continued throughout the U.S. stewardship of the peace
      process. The competing priorities within the foreign policy and intelligence establishments, pressures from
      Congress, a formidable pro-Israel lobby, and the sitting president’s personal views all pulled American policy in different directions. In an effort to bridge these divergent forces,
      presidents often ended up straddling two opposing positions or splitting the difference between them.
      Contradictions with the goals of the peace process or within U.S. policy were easily rationalized or simply
      ignored, since most of the immediate costs would be borne by the Palestinians. The fact that UN Security Council
      Resolution 242 remained an official pillar of U.S. policy did not prevent various administrations from repeatedly
      poking holes in it to accommodate Israeli demands. American policymakers routinely decried Israeli settlement
      construction in the occupied territories as an obstacle to peace but devised various loopholes and exemptions for
      “natural growth,” for settlements in East Jerusalem, and for the large settlement blocs in the West Bank.
    


    
      These outcomes were less a function of malice or ignorance than of simple political arithmetic. As the two most
      powerful actors, which were bound by a “special relationship,” the United States and Israel had both the
      incentive and the means to shift as many of the risks and political costs onto the Palestinians as
      possible—especially when things went wrong. The higher the stakes and the potential political costs, the more
      likely U.S. and Israeli leaders were to deflect those costs onto the Palestinians. It was perhaps inevitable that
      the Palestinians, as the weakest link in the political chain, would bear the brunt of the chronic failures of the
      peace process, but the results have been no less damaging to all sides.
    


    
      The administrations of Bill Clinton and George W. Bush in many ways represented both the best and the worst of
      what American mediation had to offer. Both presidents broke important new ground toward the goal of a two-state
      solution and in advancing American-Palestinian relations. Yet both simultaneously pursued policies that helped
      weaken Palestinian leaders, embolden Israeli hardliners, consolidate Israeli facts on the ground, and erode the
      basic principles undergirding the peace process. No other president has come closer to brokering an
      Israeli-Palestinian peace deal than Bill Clinton. But he was also the first to break with decades of U.S. policy
      and UN precedent on issues such as settlements, the status of Jerusalem, and the status and plight of refugees.
      Clinton’s most significant contribution, however, came in the final months of his
      presidency following the failure of the Camp David Summit and the outbreak of the Second Intifada (also known as
      the Al-Aqsa Intifada). Although both sides had contributed to the failure of negotiations before and after the
      summit as well as to the escalating violence, Clinton’s decision to lay the blame solely on Arafat and the
      Palestinians would have far-reaching consequences. In addition to narrowing the political space for an agreement
      during Clinton’s remaining time in office, the decision helped cement Israel’s narrative that it had “no partner”
      for peace, which helped to fuel violence in the months and years that followed.
    


    
      The view that Arafat’s intransigence and Palestinian militancy were the primary drivers of the conflict, rather
      than Israel’s continued occupation, took center stage under George W. Bush. Despite becoming the first American
      president to officially endorse Palestinian statehood, Bush’s alignment with Israeli Prime Minister Ariel Sharon
      following the 9/11 attacks and a wave of terrorist attacks by Palestinian militants gave Sharon a relatively free
      hand in his bid to quash the Second Intifada while systematically destroying Palestinian governing and security
      institutions along the way. The culmination of the Intifada and the election of Mahmoud Abbas in 2005 following
      Arafat’s death did not lead to a revival of the diplomatic process. Instead, the Bush administration abandoned
      its own peace plan, the internationally backed roadmap, favoring Israeli unilateralism in Gaza and elsewhere,
      while providing Israel with “assurances” regarding the fate of Israeli settlement blocs in the West Bank,
      Palestinian refugees, and other issues (the 2003 Roadmap for Peace is discussed in more detail in chapter 6). Hamas’s surprise victory in the January 2006 parliamentary elections
      and Washington’s response to it marked the beginning of the slow demise of the peace process. American and
      Israeli refusal to recognize a government headed by Hamas or to consider any scenario short of Hamas’s removal
      from government ensured a lose-lose outcome for Abbas and his leadership, ultimately paving the way for civil war
      and the current division between Gaza and the West Bank. Meanwhile, the decade-old schism has paralyzed
      Palestinian politics, fueled instability and repeated outbreaks of violence in
      Gaza, and undercut the legitimacy of Abbas’s leadership.
    


    
      Barack Obama’s arrival in the White House provided an opportunity to arrest or even roll back the trends that
      threatened a two-state solution. And for a time, Obama seemed to be inclined to do so, taking a tough stance on
      Israeli settlement construction, insisting on the primacy of the 1967 border, and even hinting at a possible
      policy shift toward Gaza. When faced with resistance from Israeli leaders and their allies in Congress, however,
      the administration backed down, and Obama focused his energies on the path of least resistance: resumption of
      bilateral negotiations. Nor was Obama averse to preserving the massive power imbalance of the peace process. The
      Obama administration devoted considerable resources to defeating Abbas’s mostly symbolic bids to gain recognition
      of a Palestinian state at the United Nations in 2011 and 2012, in glaring contrast to its lack of follow-through
      on Israeli settlements. The Obama administration approved a ten-year, $38 billion military aid package to Israel,
      the largest single pledge in U.S. history, despite the collapse of a second round of negotiations in 2014, fresh
      violence in Gaza and East Jerusalem, and its repeated warnings that Israeli actions were endangering a two-state
      solution. Even as the clock ran down on Obama’s term, and with a Donald Trump presidency waiting in the wings,
      Obama continued to play it safe. Instead of breaking new ground, for example, by stipulating the need for a
      Palestinian capital in Jerusalem or taking the more radical step of recognizing a Palestinian state, the only
      action that Obama took was that he opted to abstain on an anti-settlements resolution at the Security Council.
    


    
      The relative inertia of the Obama years left an opening for the incoming Trump administration, which has been far
      less committed to a two-state solution and far more blatant in its willingness to tip the scales in Israel’s
      favor. Much as Lyndon Johnson had done more than a half century earlier, Trump seems determined to rewrite the
      basic ground rules of the peace process in Israel’s favor. Just as Johnson denied both the centrality of the
      refugee problem and Israel’s responsibility for its creation, the Trump administration has been largely oblivious
      to the central reality of Israel’s half-century-old occupation and its role as the primary
      driver of the conflict. Trump’s decision to break with seven decades of U.S. policy and international consensus
      by recognizing Jerusalem as Israel’s capital surrendered a major point of American leverage over Israel and
      removed one of the few remaining incentives the Palestinian leadership had for participating in an
      American-sponsored peace process.
    


    
      There are few world conflicts in which the United States has had more intensive involvement and met with less
      success than the Palestinian-Israeli dispute. The chronic failures of the Middle East peace process have had many
      authors over the years, including poor leadership and decision making on the part of both Israelis and
      Palestinians and Israeli intransigence. In light of Washington’s virtual monopoly over the process and its
      insistence on remaining the sole mediator, however, its “blind spot” with respect to Israeli power and
      Palestinian politics has been a leading factor in those failures. So, although the United States remains uniquely
      suited to the role of brokering peace between Israelis and Palestinians, it is also uniquely hampered from doing
      so by its domestic politics and the nature of its relationship with Israel. Unless and until this fundamental
      paradox is resolved, an American-sponsored peace process holds little chance of success.
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      The Balfour Lens
    


    
      Palestine … is in constant danger of conflagration. Sparks are flying over its borders
      all the time and it may be that on some unexpected day a
      fire will be started that will sweep ruthlessly over this land.
    


    
      —Dispatch from Otis Glazebrook, U.S. consul general in Jerusalem,
      December 1919
    


    
      In April 1922, the Foreign Affairs Committee of the U.S. House of
      Representatives convened a rather remarkable hearing to debate a joint congressional resolution endorsing the
      Balfour Declaration.1 A little over four years earlier, in November 1917,
      Britain’s foreign secretary, Arthur Balfour, had put the weight of the British Empire behind the creation of “a
      national home for the Jewish people” in Palestine, with the stipulation “that nothing shall be done which may
      prejudice the civil and religious rights of existing non-Jewish communities in Palestine.” Palestine was then
      part of the crumbling Ottoman Empire; it came under British control following World War I, formalized in 1923 as
      a League of Nations mandate. As in other parts of the Levant (including Syria), however, Arabs, who then made up
      more than 90 percent of Palestine’s population, also hoped for independence.
    


    
      Ten outside witnesses were called to testify
      at the four-day hearing, including Fuad Shatara and Selim Totah, two Palestine-born U.S. citizens who spoke
      against the resolution and were the last witnesses to address the committee. “This is our national home, the
      national home of the Palestinians,” said Shatara, a Brooklyn surgeon and native of Jaffa, “and I think those
      people are entitled to priority as the national home of the Palestinians and not aliens who have come in and have
      gradually become a majority.”2 Totah, a young law student originally from Ramallah,
      attempted a less confrontational approach: “You gentlemen and your forefathers have fought for the idea, and that
      is taxation with representation. We are asking for the same principles. By the operation of the Balfour
      Declaration a majority of Jews will be established in Palestine, and after a while by their majority they will
      govern the native people. Would you stand for things like that in California if the Japanese should come in and
      after 20 or 30 years become a majority and establish a republic of their own? Not for a moment. How would you
      expect 93 percent of the people in Palestine to stand for that?”3
    


    
      Totah’s words sparked a heated exchange with members of the panel. “Your
      point is that the people should be given control of the country and shut the Jews out,” said New York Congressman
      W. Bourke Cockran, a strong supporter of the bill.
    


    
      In particular, Totah’s insistence that the Arab majority be given a say in
      determining the policies of the country was met with hostility and derision, as illustrated by the following
      exchange between Totah and Cockran and another strongly pro-Balfour lawmaker, Ambrose Kennedy of Rhode
      Island.
    


    
      MR. TOTAH: If they come to
      establish a majority, the natives have a right to limit immigration as this country has a right to control
      immigration.
    


    
      MR. KENNEDY: But we are an
      organized government. There is no one over there.
    


    
      MR. TOTAH: But that does not
      cut out the equities of the situation.
    


    
      MR. KENNEDY: These Jews are making this land fertile where it was sterile.
    


    
      MR. TOTAH: No, sir; I disagree
      with that in its entirety.
    


    
      MR. KENNEDY: The places that
      are fertile are not sterile now. The lands that those Jews have taken, this report states, have been lands that
      were sterile when they got them and they have turned them into fertile lands.
    


    
      MR. TOTAH: We could do that
      ourselves.
    


    
      MR. KENNEDY: That is another
      matter. That is a fact that the Jews are doing that. There is no doubt. It is conceded that what you want is to
      be yourselves given control of this land.
    


    
      MR. TOTAH: To develop
      it.
    


    
      MR. COCKRAN: And not allow the
      Jew to enter in, peacefully or otherwise.
    


    
      MR. TOTAH: We do not say
      that.
    


    
      MR. COCKRAN: Peacefully or
      otherwise, even to buy it, no matter what the result, if they should become a majority.4
    


    
      Cockran had the last word in the hearing.
    


    
      And so began U.S. involvement in what is now the century-old conflict
      between Arabs and Jews in the Holy Land. A few months after the hearing, Congress voted overwhelmingly to endorse
      the goal of establishing a Jewish “national home” in Palestine. Although highly controversial both inside and
      outside American government circles, including within the American Jewish community, the Balfour Declaration
      became the primary lens through which American politicians viewed Palestine, the Zionist project, and Palestine’s
      Arab inhabitants. Britain’s experience as a superpower attempting to mediate between two groups with competing
      national claims while leaning heavily toward one of them in Palestine offered a preview of many of the problems
      that would later confront American peacemaking between the Israelis and the Palestinians. By the end of the
      Mandate in 1948, the basic elements of American policy toward the conflict and the Palestinians had begun to take
      shape: admiration, particularly on Capitol Hill, for Zionist economic, political, and even military power; a parallel antipathy toward a highly
      nationalistic and often opportunistic Palestinian political leadership; and a deeply conflicted attitude on the
      part of U.S. policymakers over how best to resolve the conflict.
    


    
      BALFOUR AND ITS DISCONTENTS
    


    
      The British began warming to the idea of a Western-oriented, Jewish outpost in the eastern Mediterranean during
      World War I, as a way both to strengthen the war effort and to advance their own colonial ambitions in the
      region.5 Sentimental
      factors, including a religiously inspired fascination with the Holy Land and sympathy for the plight of Europe’s
      persecuted Jews, also played a role in Britain’s embrace of Zionism. As the land of the Bible and the birthplace
      of Christianity, Palestine was regarded by many as the natural birthright of Jews (and hence also Christians),
      which required that the land be “reclaimed” and “restored” to its “rightful owners.”6 Such views were prevalent in the United States
      as well, being held by many government officials, members of Congress, and even President Woodrow
      Wilson.7
    


    
      For the country’s Arab inhabitants, however, the designation of Palestine as a Jewish national home posed an
      irremediable threat. As in other parts of the Levant, nationalist sentiment in Palestine was expressed mainly
      through the language of pan-Arabism. But by the early 1920s, the focus of Palestinian political aspirations had
      begun to shift away from a unified Greater Syria to an independent Arab Palestine.8 In addition to anonymizing the country’s Arab
      majority as “existing non-Jewish communities,” the authors of the Balfour Declaration were careful to confer only
      “civil and religious rights” on the Arabs while avoiding any reference to their political or national rights. The
      question was debated within official British circles prior to the Declaration’s publication. When queried about
      the implications of a Jewish national home for the country’s Arab inhabitants, Arthur Balfour famously replied,
      “In Palestine we do not propose even to go through the form of consulting the wishes of the present inhabitants
      of the country.… The Four Great Powers are committed to Zionism. And Zionism, be
      it right or wrong, good or bad, 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.”9 The Zionists
      meanwhile had made no secret of their goal of making Palestine “as Jewish as England is English” through
      immigration and colonization. To most Palestinian Arabs, therefore, the Jewish national home was “an objective
      that, from its inception and logic, would lead either to the Palestinians’ permanent subjugation in their own
      patrimony or, as it turned out, the destruction of their national existence.”10
    


    
      Although the idea of transforming Palestine into a Jewish national home remained highly controversial and the
      subject of intense debate both inside and outside of government, for a variety of sentimental, cultural, and
      political reasons both the White House and Congress came down in favor of the Balfour Declaration and Zionist
      plans to colonize Palestine. In keeping with the State Department’s policy of neutrality, President Woodrow
      Wilson’s administration stopped short of officially endorsing the Balfour Declaration, although the president
      personally communicated his sympathies to leaders of the Zionist movement, and occasionally did so publicly as
      well. Wilson’s thinking was heavily influenced by prominent Zionist figures such as Louis Brandeis, a close
      confidant whom he later appointed to the Supreme Court, as well by his own religious upbringing.11 Nevertheless, his views on
      the subject were not especially nuanced or consistent. 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.”12 Indeed,
      Wilson’s concept of a Jewish homeland went beyond what was laid out in the Balfour Declaration; he informed Chaim
      Weizmann, the head of the World Zionist Organization, in January 1919 of his hope that “in Palestine shall be
      laid the foundations of a Jewish Commonwealth,” for which he offered his “entire support … full and
      unhampered.”13
    


    
      Wilson’s casual pronouncements about the Balfour Declaration irritated officials at the State Department, who
      cautioned him against being overly supportive of the Zionist cause. Officially,
      Palestine was regarded as a British affair and American officials were keen to avoid “foreign entanglements.”
      American diplomats, particularly those based in the region, also understood the potential for bloodshed in the
      Holy Land. “There is no difference of opinion that the opposition of the Moslems and Christians to granting any
      exceptional privilege to the Jews in Palestine is real, intense and universal,” the U.S. consul general in
      Jerusalem, Otis Glazebrook, told delegates at the 1919 Paris Peace Conference.14 The King-Crane Commission, appointed by
      Wilson in early 1919 to ascertain the wishes of the local populations in Arab regions of the former Ottoman
      Empire, came to a similar conclusion. Among other things, the commission found Palestine’s Arabs to be
      “emphatically against the entire Zionist program” and concluded that to “subject a people so minded to unlimited
      Jewish immigration, and to steady financial and social pressure to surrender the land, would be a gross violation
      of the principle” of self-determination. The King-Crane Commission’s final report was completed in August 1919
      but was not published until three years later, by which time the Mandate, incorporating the concept of
      establishing a Jewish national home in Palestine, had already been approved by the League of Nations, and the
      U.S. Congress had completed its deliberations on the subject.15 Several of Wilson’s advisers expressed similar concerns as
      those of the commission members. Secretary of State Robert Lansing asked how Wilson’s commitment to
      self-determination could be “harmonized with Zionism, to which the President is practically
      committed.”16 The
      president’s legal adviser, David Hunter Miller, argued similarly that “the rule of self-determination would
      prevent the establishment of a Jewish state in Palestine.” Wilson heard similar warnings from members of his
      delegation to the Paris Peace Conference.17
    


    
      However, members of Congress were even more enthusiastic in their support than Wilson. The American Jewish
      community at the time was still deeply divided over political Zionism and the question of whether Jews
      constituted a nation.18 However, by this point “a pioneering Zionist lobby” with the ability to make support for a
      Jewish homeland into an election issue was already an established presence on Capitol Hill.19 In 1919, a majority of American lawmakers were publicly supportive of Zionist objectives,20 before the House and Senate
      gave their formal approval to the creation of a Jewish national home in September 1922. In approving the joint
      resolution, members of Congress made one modification to Balfour’s original formula, stating that “nothing shall
      be done which may prejudice the civil and religious rights of Christian and all other
      non-Jewish communities in Palestine” (emphasis added).21 Despite their strongly pro-Zionist leanings, members of
      Congress nonetheless engaged in a relatively lively debate over the issue—an increasingly rare occurrence on
      Capitol Hill today on matters concerning Israel. Although no members of Congress from either party spoke against
      it, five of the ten witnesses called before the House Foreign Affairs committee hearing in April 1922 testified
      against the Jewish national home, including two rabbis who represented the Reform movement and two Palestine-born
      American citizens. The arguments in favor of a Jewish homeland drew heavily on the Bible, the history of Jewish
      persecution, and notions of manifest destiny, all standard themes emphasized by the Zionist movement at the
      time.22 Palestine was
      described as “a devastated and sparsely settled land,” a country that was “underdeveloped and underpopulated”
      with “no civilization” to speak of. Meanwhile, Arab opposition to Zionism was attributed to ancient religious
      hatreds, outside agitators, or a stubborn resistance to “civilization.”23
    


    
      The two Palestinian witnesses, Shatara and Totah, spent much of their time attempting to refute these claims,
      though they met with little success. The most passionate voice of opposition to the measure came from Edward
      Bliss Reed, a professor of English literature who had spent several months in Palestine as a volunteer with the
      American Red Cross. In Bliss’s view, the Balfour Declaration clearly gave one group preference over another and
      was therefore “thoroughly un-American.” Bliss doubted whether “any State will ever prosper founded by such means
      because people are the same all over.… How would you feel if the German troops were holding you down until enough
      Frenchmen came in to take possession of the State.”
    


    
      The counterargument was put forward by Louis Lipsky of the Zionist Organization of America. According to Lipsky,
      the Arabs in Palestine “were entitled to what is called ‘individual rights,’ ” but
      “the self-determination principle certainly has no application” to them, since “the inherent right of
      self-determination had to do not with groups of people who happened by accident to be occupying a certain
      territory; it had to do with races, with nationalities.”24 The claim that Palestinians were not a “real” nation, and thus
      not entitled to self-determination, has proved to be remarkably durable, as illustrated by Newt Gingrich’s 2011
      reference to “an invented Palestinian people.” A few of the bill’s more strident supporters, including
      Congressman Walter Marion Chandler of New York, a Republican, went even further. Despite having skipped the
      hearing, Chandler delivered a passionate and long-winded defense of the resolution on the House floor later that
      summer. The Arabs, Chandler insisted, should be given a choice: “If they will not consent to Jewish government
      and domination, under conditions of right and justice, or to sell their lands at a just valuation and to retire
      into their own countries, they shall be driven from Palestine by force.”25
    


    
      AN UNWORKABLE MANDATE
    


    
      Following the Allied victory, the newly formed League of Nations awarded Britain a “mandate” over Palestine,
      Transjordan, and Iraq, with the stated aim of preparing the local populations for independence. Lebanon and Syria
      became French mandates. (Palestine, Iraq, Syria, Lebanon, and Transjordan were designated Class A mandates,
      meaning that they were considered “independent nations” in all but name, subject only to the “administrative
      advice and assistance” by the mandatory power.) In Palestine, however, instead of preparing the local Arab
      population for an independent state in Palestine, the British continued to maintain their commitment to
      establishing a Jewish national home there. This led to periodic unrest and outbreaks of violence, in 1920, 1921,
      1929, and 1933, culminating in the Arab Revolt of 1936–39.
    


    
      Although the British had officially ruled out the eventuality of a Jewish state in the whole of Palestine, the
      goal of creating a Jewish national home was incorporated into the terms of the Mandate, thus ensuring Palestinian
      political opposition to British rule as well as to the Zionist project. The Palestine Arab Congress, the earliest attempt at forging a national leadership
      for the Arab population, sent delegations to various foreign capitals to plead the Arab case. Representatives of
      the Arabs also lodged legal challenges to the Mandate on the ground that the Balfour Declaration violated their
      right to self-rule.26
      Meanwhile, British authorities and members of the growing Jewish community in Palestine became targets of mass
      protests, general strikes, boycotts, and periodic violence. The British in turn dismissed the Palestine Arab
      Congress and its leadership, the Arab Executive, as unrepresentative and refused to recognize them until they
      explicitly accepted the terms of the Mandate, including the Jewish national home.27 The commitment to developing Palestine as a
      “national home” for the Jewish minority also conflicted with the Mandate’s ostensible mission of preparing the
      local population for self-rule.28 British attempts to reconcile these two essentially irreconcilable ends resulted in confusion
      and frequent policy reversals, earning the enmity of both communities and ultimately making the Mandate
      unworkable.
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      The conflict was accentuated by the vast gap between a Palestinian Arab society that was traditional and largely
      agrarian and a Jewish community made up primarily of Western-educated European immigrants, differences that were
      also reflected in the political trends of the two communities.29 The fact that the Zionists also enjoyed the financial backing
      of wealthy European and American Jews and the patronage of the powerful British Empire added to the imbalance,
      despite the Arabs’ demographic advantage. In addition to establishing in 1922 the Jewish Agency, the
      proto-government of the growing Jewish community in Palestine, the British also provided training, arms, and
      other support to Zionist paramilitary groups.30 British offers to set up a parallel “Arab Agency” were rejected outright by the Arabs,
      who instead insisted on the creation of a representative assembly, a privilege they had enjoyed under Ottoman
      rule. But both the British and the Zionists opposed the idea of representative government until such time as a
      Jewish majority could be achieved through immigration.31
    


    
      The most dominant Palestinian political figure to emerge at the time was Amin al-Husseini (1897–1974), a
      charismatic activist from a prominent Jerusalem family, who in 1921 was installed
      by the British as the grand mufti of Jerusalem but later fell out with the mandatory government. By the
      mid-1930s, al-Husseini, a nationalist with shrewd and often ruthless political instincts, had emerged as the
      undisputed leader of Palestine’s Arab community and continued to dominate Palestinian politics even after his
      exile in 1937. The dilemma facing al-Husseini and the Arab Executive was one that would confront future
      generations of Palestinian leaders as well: acquiescing in a political process seen by most Palestinians as
      fundamentally unfair would leave them vulnerable domestically, while boycotting the process altogether would only
      cement their political marginalization. Publicly, Arab leaders felt compelled to reject anything that could be
      seen as legitimizing the Jewish national home, including the Mandate itself. As a practical matter, most of the
      Arab leadership maintained relatively friendly ties with British officials.32 Their ability to maintain this delicate balance would
      ultimately depend on the extent to which they were seen as successfully confronting the Zionist project and its
      British sponsors. But by adopting such a public stance of rejection, particularly given their relative weakness
      vis-à-vis the British and the Zionists, the Arab leadership in Palestine overlooked
      more pragmatic, if less dazzling, policy options, and ultimately set themselves up for failure.
    


    
      Each round of violence was followed by a new British commission of inquiry, most of which attributed the unrest
      to Arab fears of losing their land or livelihoods to Zionist immigration. The inquiries typically led to new
      policy statements, or white papers, that recommended changes to the Mandate regime but that were very often
      ignored or suppressed. The first of these, the Palin Commission, attributed the unrest to the Arabs’ “sense of
      betrayal” at the nonfulfillment of British promises of independence and their ongoing fears of Jewish political
      and economic domination. The commission’s final report was never published, in anticipation of Zionist
      objections.33 The
      Passfield White Paper of 1930—issued following the mini-rebellion of August 1929 that had been triggered by a
      dispute between Muslims and Jews over the Western Wall in Jerusalem’s Old City—recommended putting limits on
      Jewish immigration and land purchases while downgrading the Jewish national home
      to “a consideration that would enjoy continued support but was not central to mandate governance.” Several days
      of violence left 153 Jews and 116 Arabs dead, leading to two new inquiries, the Shaw Commission (March 1930) and
      the Hope Simpson Commission (October 1930). Given the emotions surrounding the holy site of the Wailing Wall and
      the potential for broader conflagration, the League of Nations launched a separate investigation into the
      competing claims of Muslims and Jews over the Wall.34 Under pressure from Zionists and their supporters in
      Parliament, however, British authorities disavowed the white paper. While Zionists breathed a sigh of relief, the
      episode convinced the Arabs of the futility of continuing to engage in the political process.35
    


    
      It was also through the violence of 1929 that many in Washington and the broader American public were first
      introduced to Palestine and the Palestinians. Until then, American interests in Palestine had been viewed mainly
      in terms of American charitable activities or the small number of (mostly Jewish) U.S. citizens in Palestine.
      Even American consular officials in Jerusalem had very little to say about Palestinians or their political
      concerns for the first decade or so of British rule.36 In contrast, the August 1929 disturbances were covered fairly
      extensively by the American consul general in Jerusalem, Paul Knabenshue, who reported that the “basic cause of
      the serious troubles … arises out of the Balfour Declaration.” Knabenshue’s report went on to state, “It is quite
      evident that the Zionists’ ambition was, and still is, to convert Palestine into … a Jewish state and by economic
      pressure to force out the Arabs, or reduce them to impotency, until Palestine should become as Jewish as England
      is English.”37 In
      contrast to the relatively nuanced dispatches of U.S. diplomats, American press accounts, which were heavily
      influenced by Zionist accounts, characterized the unrest as “race riots” or the result of religious fanaticism.
      For example, a report by the Washington Post editorial board described the violence
      as “a fanatical outbreak of holy-war fervor originating in incidents at the century-old Wailing [Western]
      Wall.”38 A handful of
      Arab American organizations attempted to provide an alternative perspective, but their efforts were negligible in
      comparison to the information put out by American Zionists.39
    


    
      American interest in Palestine intensified following the Arab Revolt of
      1936–39.40 It also
      marked a decisive moment for the Mandate, Palestinian politics, and the Zionist movement. By 1933 the Jewish
      sector of the economy had surpassed that of the Palestinians.41 At the same time, the rise of Nazi Germany and the persecution
      of European Jews led to a massive influx of Jewish immigrants into Palestine. Between 1932 and 1937,
      approximately 184,000 Jews arrived in Palestine, doubling the size of the Jewish population.42 As a result, “the possibility
      that they could be outnumbered in their own country came to be a growing concern for the Palestinians, even as
      that same outcome promised security, victory and absolute sovereignty to the Zionists.”43 Unlike earlier disturbances, which had
      mainly targeted the Jewish community, the 1936 uprising was directed at British rule. Among the first casualties
      of the rebellion was the old leadership of the Arab Executive, which was replaced by the Arab Higher Committee
      (sometimes referred to as the Higher Arab Committee), an umbrella comprising local committees and political
      parties headed by the grand mufti, Amin al-Husseini. In mid-1937 the Royal Peel Commission report for the first
      time proposed partitioning the country into separate Jewish and Arab states, reigniting the uprising. The British
      responded with unmitigated force, demolishing large sections of Jaffa, Palestine’s largest city and the epicenter
      of the rebellion, while dismantling the Arab leadership. The Arab Higher Committee was outlawed and most of its
      leaders were jailed, executed, or deported. Al-Husseini had managed to flee the country in October 1937 and
      remained in exile for the remainder of the Mandate, which ended on May 14, 1948.
    


    
      For the Zionists, the rebellion gave new urgency to the goals of establishing a Jewish state and creating a
      Jewish army. The Zionist leadership inside and outside Palestine had conditionally accepted Peel’s partition
      proposal, and by 1939 the latter was also within reach. The Haganah, the armed wing of the Jewish Agency and the
      largest of the Zionist militias, had a trained force of roughly 20,000 men.44 This was in addition to smaller, more radical
      “revisionist” groups such as the Irgun Zvai Leumi (National Military Organization, the Irgun for short) and the
      Stern Gang (also called Lehi, from Lohamei Herut Israel, Fighters for the Freedom
      of Israel), the forebears of today’s Likud Party. Unlike the more pragmatic “labor” Zionists who dominated the
      Jewish Agency, who were prepared to accept a Jewish state in any portion of Palestine, the Revisionists sought to
      establish Jewish sovereignty over the whole of Eretz Yisrael, “the Land of Israel,” including the territory east
      of the Jordan River known as Transjordan, which later became Jordan.45 The revolt had also galvanized Arab solidarity in support of
      Palestine. The Pan-Arab Congress of September 1937, in which delegates from across the Arab world convened in
      Bloudan, Syria, to reject partition and demand an end to Jewish immigration, marked the unofficial entry of the
      Arab states into the conflict.
    


    
      In the meantime, al-Husseini turned his attention to another rising power on the regional and global scene, the
      United States. In August 1937, just as the rebellion was starting up again and a few weeks before he went into
      exile, al-Husseini paid a visit to the American consul general in Jerusalem, George Wadsworth II, on behalf of
      the Arab Higher Commission. Husseini sought the meeting following reports that the United States planned to
      invoke its right under the 1924 Anglo-American Treaty to be consulted on changes in the Mandate, a sign that it
      was potentially moving away from its official position of neutrality—in which case, al-Husseini hoped to dissuade
      the Americans from weighing in on behalf of the Jews. “If the United States is upholding the Jews out of sympathy
      for them,” al-Husseini stated, “it should be remarked that the Arabs are more deserving of that sympathy as they
      are in the right and are the owners of the country and the victims of aggression.” Al-Husseini went on: “The
      United States enjoys in Arab countries great respect and affection and a moral standing of great value which are
      a result of the accomplishments of groups of Americans over a great number of years.” Wadsworth explained that
      the policy of consulting with the mandatory authorities in Palestine applied to all of the mandate regimes,
      including Iraq, Syria, and Lebanon. Wadsworth further reassured al-Husseini that the United States “was not
      departing from that impartiality which has for many years characterized the various good works of the United
      States in the Near East for which the Arabs had every cause to be gratified.”46
    


    
      Despite the severity of the crackdown, the revolt produced a major shift in
      British policy. Acknowledging that it could not “both concede the Arab claim to self-government and secure the
      establishment of the Jewish National Home,” the 1937 Peel Commission declared the Mandate to be “unworkable.” But
      the commission’s findings were not a vindication for the Arabs. Despite concluding that the “Arabs of Palestine …
      are as fit to govern themselves as the Arabs of Iraq or Syria,” the Peel Commission also recommended partitioning
      the country into separate Jewish and Arab states, with the latter incorporated into Transjordan.47 The Arabs saw partition as a
      reneging by Britain on its pledge not to support Jewish statehood, but they also had another reason to reject
      Peel’s proposal. The partition scheme was framed as a “transfer of land and population,” which in practical terms
      meant uprooting hundreds of thousands of Arabs. In contrast to the tiny proportion of Jews, numbering a little
      more than a thousand, who fell inside the borders of the proposed Arab state, the proposed Jewish state would
      have included close to a quarter million Arabs, or roughly half its total population.48
    


    
      Unsurprisingly, the Peel Commission was not the last word. Peel’s findings were later overturned by the Woodhead
      Commission of 1938, which paved the way for a new British white paper. The May 1939 white paper shocked the
      Zionists by declaring “unequivocally” that Palestine should not become a Jewish state and imposing tight
      restrictions on Jewish immigration. Instead of partition, Britain would help set up a unitary state to be
      established in ten years. The Zionists’ denunciation of the new policy was understandable; Palestinian leaders’
      rejection of the white paper was more difficult to comprehend. The decision undoubtedly reflected the Arabs’
      intense distrust of the British, who had rarely followed through on their pledges. But it was also a question of
      leadership—or, in the case of the Palestinians, the lack of one. With most of their leaders in jail or in exile,
      the Palestinians had no competent authority that could adequately assess and represent the needs of the people on
      the ground. Even so, many if not most of the Arab Higher Committee’s members were inclined to accept the white
      paper, as were most Arab states. Al-Husseini himself had briefly toyed with the idea before finally rejecting it
      out of deference to the guerrilla leaders in the field.49 The decision nonetheless proved extremely
      costly in the long run.
    


    
      Notwithstanding Wadsworth’s assurances to al-Husseini in the summer of 1937, American political attitudes toward
      Palestine increasingly aligned with those of the Zionist movement, including on such controversial ideas as
      transfer. The possibility of inducing the Arab population to leave Palestine, voluntarily or otherwise, had
      always been part of Zionist thinking. Theodore Herzl, the father of modern Zionism, had written of a desire “to
      spirit the penniless population across the border by procuring employment for it in the transit countries whilst
      denying it any employment in our own country.” By 1932 the Jewish Agency was also discussing the “transfer of the
      Arabs of Palestine.” A few Zionist thinkers opposed transfer on moral grounds.50 However, following the Peel Commission
      report, transfer became part of the official policy debates in London and Washington. “Let the Arabs be
      encouraged to move out, as the Jews move in,” declared a December 1944 statement by Britain’s Labour Party, which
      also publicly condemned the 1939 white paper.51 Representatives of the World Zionist Organization and the Jewish Agency openly
      discussed it with U.S. officials.52 A 1942 postwar planning paper by the State Department concluded, “For the Jewish State to be
      successful, it might also be necessary for large numbers of the Arabs living there at present to be transplanted
      elsewhere.”53 One
      senior State Department official even proposed the use of American military power to help carry it
      out.54 Others within
      the State Department found the idea of forcible removal to be morally abhorrent as well as a violation of
      international law. For example, the American envoy to the Vatican, Myron Taylor, cited the 1941 Atlantic Charter,
      which, he argued “refers to the protection of peoples in their home and in their not being forcibly moved about
      at the will of anyone else. That is quite a hurdle to get over if you are going to eject a million people from
      Palestine.”55 Even
      President Franklin Delano Roosevelt toyed with the idea of relocating several hundred thousand Arabs from
      Palestine, occasionally broaching the topic with others, including Chaim Weizmann and Justice Louis
      Brandeis.56
      Ironically, it was British officials who attempted to disabuse the president of the idea on both practical and moral grounds.57 In 1945, former president Herbert Hoover proposed relocating
      Palestine’s Arab population en masse to Iraq.58 Hoover, who was closely associated with the Revisionist wing of the Zionist movement,
      touted his proposal as a “constructive humanitarian solution.
    


    
      A GROWING DISCONNECT
    


    
      In the late 1930s, as the British were beginning to reconsider their commitment to the Zionist project, American
      politicians were moving in the opposite direction. But whereas the British, administering the Mandate, were
      compelled to address Palestinian concerns on some level, American politicians remained conveniently detached from
      realities in Palestine. By the early 1940s, the prospect of Jewish statehood began to take on an air of
      inevitability in Washington. The atrocities perpetrated against European Jews by Nazi Germany led hundreds of
      thousands to flee the continent, many of them to Palestine, as well as to an outpouring of American sympathy and
      mounting political pressure on Congress and the White House to support a Jewish state and to reject the 1939
      white paper. By this time the United States had eclipsed Britain as the world’s leading political and military
      power; before the end of the Mandate in 1948, it would also replace Britain as the principal power broker in
      Palestine. President Roosevelt and his successor, Harry S. Truman, despite their personal sympathy for the plight
      of the Jews and the cause of a Jewish homeland, attempted to walk a delicate line between maintaining American
      neutrality in the name of protecting U.S. interests in the region and trying to defuse mounting political
      pressure at home to support Zionist ambitions in Palestine. The fact that both presidents also had personal
      reservations about the prospect of a Jewish state further complicated their ability to spell out a clear American
      position on Palestine. By attempting to straddle otherwise incompatible positions or to split the difference
      between them, Roosevelt and Truman ended up diluting the official U.S. policy, which inevitably drifted toward
      the path of least resistance as dictated by domestic politics.
    


    
      By the 1940s the British Empire, battered both physically and economically by
      World War II, and with the costs of maintaining its imperial domains draining its resources, was in decline. As
      British international power waned, the focus of Zionist lobbying and advocacy shifted from London to Washington,
      and the United States became the epicenter of political, financial, and military support for the Zionist project.
      In the period before 1948, the American Jewish community had funneled nearly $250 million—roughly equivalent to
      $2.75 billion today—along with another $73 million investment into the growing Jewish community in Palestine.
      From 1901 to September 1946, contributions from American Jews to the Jewish National Fund, the agency responsible
      for acquiring land for colonization in Palestine, totaled £7,863,200, or more than half of the agency’s net
      income. At the same time, the Jewish National Fund helped underwrite the annual budget of the American Zionist
      Emergency Council, the main Zionist lobby in Washington, to the tune of more than $500,000.59 The Jewish Agency and other
      elements of the Zionist movement had also developed an elaborate arms procurement and smuggling network in the
      United States, bypassing a government-imposed embargo on arming either side of the conflict.60 In May 1942, Zionist leaders
      from around the world convened in New York City’s prestigious Biltmore Hotel to lay out their political program.
      The Biltmore Program, as it became known, called for unlimited Jewish immigration to Palestine and the creation
      of a Jewish army, and demanded that “Palestine be established as a Jewish Commonwealth.” As the scale of the Nazi
      genocide against European Jewry became known, Roosevelt came under increasing pressure from American Zionists and
      their allies in Congress to publicly denounce the white paper and support a Jewish state. The State Department
      and the British urged Roosevelt not to take an overly pro-Zionist stance, which they feared could undercut the
      Allied war effort and drive the Arabs into the arms of the Germans and the other Axis powers, which were
      aggressively courting the Arabs with promises of independence and exploiting the issue of American support for
      Zionism.
    


    
      Like others in Washington, Roosevelt viewed Britain’s white paper of 1939 as reneging on the Balfour Declaration,
      which in Roosevelt’s estimation had always been intended “to convert Palestine
      into a Jewish Home which might very possibly become preponderantly Jewish within a comparatively short
      time.”61
      Nevertheless, Roosevelt had also come to believe that the Mandate was “impossible due to the two strongly
      competing nationalistic movements there present” and that a Jewish state “could only be established in Palestine
      through force.”62 As
      a result, Roosevelt personally favored the idea of a “trusteeship,” an idea promoted by many in the State
      Department, in which Jews, Christians, and Muslims in Palestine lived together on an equitable basis.63 Much as the British had done
      throughout the Mandate, however, the American administration made conflicting promises to the Zionists and the
      Arabs.
    


    
      In May 1943, Roosevelt formalized the policy of American neutrality by giving formal assurances to King
      Abdul-Aziz of Saudi Arabia and other Arab leaders that “no decision altering the basic situation of Palestine
      should be reached without full consultation with both Arabs and Jews.”64 In early 1944, an election year, the administration
      succeeded in shelving a congressional resolution endorsing Jewish statehood as a “security-military”
      threat.65 In a
      message to House Speaker Sam Rayburn, Roosevelt expressed his satisfaction at the tabling of the resolution,
      which he said “merely illustrates what happens if delicate international situations get into party
      politics.”66
      Ironically, that same day Roosevelt met with Rabbi Stephen Wise and Rabbi Abba Hillel Silver of the American
      Zionist Emergency Council to reassure them, and authorized them to say publicly, that his administration had
      never officially endorsed the 1939 white paper.67 Later that year, in the midst of his own reelection campaign,
      Roosevelt conveyed to Zionist leaders his full support for the Palestine plank of the Democratic Party platform,
      which favored “the opening of Palestine to unrestricted Jewish immigration and colonization.… Such a policy is to
      result in the establishment there of a free and democratic Jewish commonwealth.” Roosevelt promised that “if
      reelected I shall help to bring about its realization.”68 After his reelection, Roosevelt renewed the pledge of “full
      consultation” with the Arabs during a meeting with Abdul-Aziz aboard the king’s private yacht and again in
      writing just before his death in April 1945.69
    


    
      The equivocation of American policy toward Palestine intensified under the Truman
      administration. Like Roosevelt, Truman was torn between upholding America’s commitment to consult fully with both
      sides on matters related to Palestine and his own personal preferences, and mounting political pressure from
      Zionist groups and key White House advisers to back Jewish statehood and partition. Officials at the State
      Department continued to argue that supporting Zionist ambitions in Palestine would undermine U.S. interests in
      the Middle East and be seen as a breach of America’s moral commitment to self-determination.70 As World War II came to a
      close, however, the plight of a quarter million Jewish refugees displaced by the Holocaust also weighed heavily
      on Truman’s thinking. A few months after renewing Roosevelt’s pledge to the Arab states in May 1945, in defiance
      of the State Department Truman demanded that Britain allow immediate entry of 100,000 refugees into Palestine,
      which angered the Arabs.71 Although Truman was genuinely distressed by the plight of Jewish refugees in Europe, he also
      hoped to deflect some of the pressure he faced to support Jewish statehood.72 As both a U.S. senator and vice president, Truman had
      been vocal in his support of Zionism. Although he became more circumspect after succeeding Roosevelt in the White
      House, domestic political considerations remained ever-present in Truman’s mind. As Truman explained to a group
      of American diplomats posted in the Middle East in November 1945, “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.”73
    


    
      Hoping to forestall, or at least delay, Truman’s instinctive urge to adopt pro-Zionist positions, the British
      proposed a joint commission, the Anglo-American Committee of Inquiry, to look into the issue of the Jewish
      refugees, immigration, and the overall fate of Palestine, which released its findings in April 1946. It
      recommended that Palestine “be neither a Jewish state nor an Arab state” and that the country instead be placed
      under a United Nations trusteeship that “accords to the inhabitants, as a whole, the fullest measure of
      self-government.” Attempts to partition the country, the commission warned, “would result in civil strife such as
      might threaten the peace of the world.”74 A follow-up commission, the 1946 Morrison-Grady
      Committee, recommended the creation of an Arab-Jewish federation under temporary British tutelage. Truman viewed
      the idea of a federated state as the single best option for resolving the Palestine question, but this idea was
      rejected by the Zionists and the Arabs alike.75 Ironically, despite the pivotal role he played in Israel’s creation, Truman’s own
      thinking on the subject of Jewish statehood was itself rather conflicted.76 According to the historian John Judis, Truman personally
      was “as put off by the idea of a Jewish state as he was of a Protestant or Catholic state.”77
    


    
      Congress’s passage of a joint resolution endorsing Jewish statehood and unlimited Jewish immigration in late
      1945, along with Truman’s concerns over his party’s fortunes in upcoming midterm elections, made it increasingly
      difficult for Truman to straddle the two positions. In a statement commemorating Yom Kippur in October 1946, a
      few weeks before the election, Truman formally rejected the Morrison-Grady Committee’s proposal and reiterated
      his support for the immediate entry of 100,000 displaced Jews into Palestine. The statement also alluded to a
      “viable Jewish state” along the lines of the Jewish Agency’s partition proposal, which he described as something
      to which “our Government could give its support.” After receiving an advance copy of the statement, Prime
      Minister Clement Attlee of Britain sent an angry message to Truman expressing frustration at his “refusing even a
      few hours’ grace to the Prime Minister of the country which has the actual responsibility for the government of
      Palestine in order that he may acquaint you with the actual situation and the probable results of your action.
      These may well include the frustration of the patient efforts to achieve a settlement and the loss of still more
      lives in Palestine”—where the British had become targets of Zionist terror.78
    


    
      Truman’s carefully crafted statement had been intended to appease the Zionists without explicitly endorsing
      partition.79 Instead,
      it was widely seen as marking a decisive shift in America’s posture toward Palestine, as one scholar put it,
      “injecting what heretofore had been a mere Presidential preference with the stuff of decision-making
      power.”80 Even so,
      Truman continued to advocate for federation until the end of his presidency while blaming the defeat of the
      Morrison-Grady proposal on “British bullheadedness and the fanaticism of our New
      York Jews.” “When it came to Palestine,” writes Judis, “the man known for the motto ‘The buck stops here’ had had
      trouble making up his mind, and even when he did, he denied responsibility for his decisions.”81
    


    
      That many of the lost lives alluded to in Attlee’s message to Truman were British was no doubt at the center of
      Britain’s frustration with the Americans. Since 1939, the Zionist underground, led by Menachem Begin’s Irgun and
      Yitzhak Shamir’s Stern Gang, had stepped up their campaign of violence against British authorities as well as
      Arab civilians in Palestine. By 1945, the Haganah had joined in the insurgency as well. In November 1944, in
      Cairo, the Stern Gang assassinated Walter Guinness, also known as Lord Moyne, the British secretary of state for
      the colonies and the highest-ranking British official in the Middle East. Following the assassination, the
      director of the State Department’s Office of Near Eastern and African Affairs, Wallace Murray, lamented that such
      “ill-considered statements in this country for political purposes have indirectly contributed to the present
      insecurity by giving encouragement, albeit unwittingly, to the more extreme Zionist elements such as the
      assassins of Lord Moyne represent.”82 Two years later, the Irgun orchestrated the bombing of the King David Hotel in Jerusalem,
      which housed British government headquarters, killing ninety-one Britons, Arabs, and Jews.83 The Irgun and its affiliates
      worked openly in the United States to raise funds and lobby members of Congress. The Zionist terror campaign,
      which peaked from 1944 to 1947, did little to dampen support for the Zionist cause in Washington. The British
      were especially riled by what they viewed as American tolerance for Zionist terrorism. “It is no secret that the
      terrorists in Palestine have received the bulk of their financial and moral support from the United States,”
      Foreign Minister Ernest Bevin told senior American officials in London in September 1947. According to Bevin,
      “Organizations based in the United States have carried on extensive publicity campaigns with the purpose of
      encouraging the Palestinian terrorists and the smugglers of illegal immigrants and of discrediting the attempts
      of the British Government to maintain law and order. The American Government has to an extent subsidized these activities by exempting from income tax donations to organizations so
      engaged.”84
    


    
      The Zionist insurgency was one manifestation of the new balance of power in Palestine. By 1946 the military arm
      of the Jewish Agency had a force of 62,000 well-equipped and well-trained fighters. “There is no doubt that the
      Jewish force is superior in organization, training, planning and equipment,” Haganah commanders told the
      Anglo-American Committee of Inquiry in 1946, “and that we ourselves will be able to handle any attack or
      rebellion from the Arab side without calling for any assistance from the British or Americans. If you accept the
      Zionist solution [partition and a Jewish state in the greater part of Palestine] but are unable or unwilling to
      enforce it, please do not interfere, and we ourselves will secure its implementation.”85
    


    
      A very different picture was emerging on the Arab side. The Palestinian leadership vacuum was partially filled by
      the Arab states. The Saudis had taken the lead in securing assurances from the Americans. The newly established
      Arab League, whose formation was prompted in large part by the crisis in Palestine, helped set up a new Arab
      Higher Committee to represent Palestine’s Arabs in the league’s proceedings and other international forums. As an
      externally created body, however, and with most of its members in exile, the Arab Higher Committee lacked the
      organizational or military capacity to adequately deal with the end of the Mandate and the impending
      confrontation with the Zionists.86 In May 1946, Arab League member states resolved to support the Palestinians “with arms and
      manpower” and threatened to impose sanctions against Western commercial and oil interests in the Middle East.
      Although very little came of these pledges, they laid the foundation for Arab military intervention two years
      later and ensured Arab control over the Palestinian cause.87 Meanwhile, the exiled grand mufti, Amin al-Husseini, had been
      thoroughly discredited by his decision to join forces with Nazi Germany and the Axis powers. For many radical
      nationalists in the Arab world at the time, the Germans were seen, as one American diplomat put it, as the “less
      objectionable of two imperialisms.”88 Al-Husseini had begun making overtures to Germany in 1940, once it became clear that there
      was no possibility of restoring ties with the British, although he denied having
      any knowledge of the Nazis’ genocidal plans for the Jews.89 Al-Husseini continued to hold out the possibility of restoring
      ties with the British after his exile but by 1940 had concluded that there was no going back.90 Despite its opportunistic
      nature, al-Husseini’s alliance with the Nazis made him an international pariah in the eyes of British and
      American officials and greatly harmed his cause.
    


    
      In the wake of World War II, the United States had eclipsed Britain as the leading political and military power
      in the world, and by the 1940s it had replaced Britain as the principal power broker in Palestine. With Britain’s
      announcement in early 1947 that it planned to terminate the Mandate and turn the matter over to the United
      Nations, the fate of Palestine was now largely in American hands. Truman’s interventions at key moments leading
      up to the historic United Nations vote of November 1947 proved to be decisive in ensuring partition. While the
      State Department continued to maintain that partition was “certain to undermine our relations” with the Arab and
      Muslim world and to insist that any plan adopted by the UN “be able to command the maximum cooperation of all
      elements in Palestine,” the administration moved inexorably toward endorsing Jewish statehood and away from the
      American commitment to mutual consultation.91 In August the Truman administration declared that the United States attached “great
      weight” to the United Nations Special Committee on Palestine’s preliminary finding in favor of partition, even as
      it continued to reassure the Arabs that it was keeping an open mind.92 The tide officially turned in October, when Truman instructed
      his UN envoy, Herschel Johnson, to announce that the United States supported the UN Special Committee’s partition
      plan. Under the plan, the Jews, who made up one-third of Palestine’s population and owned 6 percent of the land,
      were allotted 56 percent of the country’s territory; the Arab state, with twice the population, was allotted 44
      percent of the land. Complicating matters further, roughly half of the population of the proposed Jewish state
      would be Arab.93
      Jerusalem and its surroundings would be placed under a separate international regime. The decision to divide
      Palestine represented a clear victory for the Zionists and an unmitigated defeat
      for the Arabs. As the historian Walid Khalidi writes, “For the Zionists, partition was three-quarters of a loaf;
      for the Palestinians, partition was half a baby.”94
    


    
      In the weeks leading up to the General Assembly vote, Truman took a number of steps to tip the scales in the
      Zionists’ favor. Hoping to blunt Arab and Palestinian opposition, the State Department had proposed amending the
      plan to make partition “as equitable and just as possible.”95 However, following an “extensive campaign in Congress and the
      President against the scheme” by the Jewish Agency and its lobbying arm in Washington, the American Zionist
      Emergency Council, Truman pressed the State Department to withdraw the proposal.96 With only days before the November 29 vote
      and support for partition just shy of the required two-thirds majority, Truman reversed an earlier pledge not to
      “use improper pressures of any kind” to sway UN delegations.97 As the State Department and the CIA continued to warn of
      imminent war, the White House began actively lobbying UN members to back partition.98 “During this time, we marshalled our
      forces,” recalled Rabbi Hillel Silver of the American Zionist Emergency Council. “Jewish and non-Jewish opinion
      leaders and masses alike converged on the Government and induced the President to assert the authority of his
      Administration to overcome the negative attitude of the State Department which persisted to the end, and persists
      today. The result was that our Government made its intense desire for the adoption of the partition plan known to
      the wavering governments.” Eddie Jacobson, a lifelong friend of Truman’s who served as a go-between with Zionist
      leaders, later wrote in his diary of how the president was “fighting [the] entire Cabinet and State Department to
      put over Partition.”99 The American envoy to the UN at the time, Herschel Johnson, later recalled how David Niles, a
      close aide of Truman’s, had pressured them “to get busy and get all the votes that we possibly could; that there
      would be hell if the voting went the wrong way.”100
    


    
      According to the scholar Michael E. Jansen, “[The] vote on partition in the Assembly is famous for the pressure,
      bribery, cajoling and use of pull which were employed … by the Jewish Agency and high-ranking pro-Zionist and
      Zionist Americans, including officials, to secure the necessary two-thirds vote.”101 As the consequences of his
      policy reversals became clear, Truman still tried to have it both ways, blaming his repeated wavering on the
      “unwarranted interference of the Zionists,” even as he continued to maintain that he was immune to Zionist
      influence.102
      Truman’s equivocation on Palestine was only just beginning.
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      From Deferral to Denial
    


    
      In the event that partition is imposed on Palestine, the
      resulting conflict will seriously disturb the social, economic, and political stability of the Arab world, and US
      commercial and strategic interests will be dangerously jeopardized.
    


    
      —“Consequences of Partition of Palestine,” Central Intelligence Agency
      memo, November 28, 1947
    


    
      Truman regretted his decision almost immediately.
    


    
      Within days of the General Assembly vote, violence erupted between Arabs and
      Jews in Palestine. With their earlier warnings now validated, in January 1948 the State Department, the CIA, and
      other intelligence agencies urged Truman to “consider abandoning support of partition as being unworkable.” The
      CIA described the partition plan as “hopeless.… Such a plan cannot be implemented without Arab cooperation, and it is inconceivable that
      the Arabs will abandon their present violent opposition to partition.”1 The State
      Department similarly concluded, “U.S. support of partition has already brought about loss of U.S. prestige and
      disillusionment among the Arabs and other neighboring peoples as to U.S. objectives and
      ideals.”2 Department analysts further warned that given the
      Arabs’ “unequivocal opposition to any form of partition, … one of the
      major premises on which we originally supported partition has proved invalid,” and thus attempting to impose
      partition against the wishes of the Arab majority would most likely constitute a violation of their right to
      self-determination.3 Truman concurred, and fearing the possibility that
      American troops would be drawn into the conflict, authorized the State Department to explore the possibility of a
      “temporary trusteeship” under which the UN would administer the country until a permanent solution could be
      found. Draft “Articles of Trusteeship” were drawn up by the State Department on April 2 and circulated to U.S.
      missions in the region and around the world.4 In March, the American
      envoy to the UN, Warren Austin, formally notified the Security Council that “partition of Palestine is no longer
      a viable option” and requested that the plan be shelved.5 The attack on Deir Yassin
      in April 1948, in which 250 unarmed Palestinian villagers were killed by Zionist militias on the outskirts of
      Jerusalem, reinforced Washington’s move away from partition and marked a turning point in the civil war. In the
      wake of Deir Yassin, the trickle of Palestinian refugees that had begun in late 1947 now became a full-blown
      flood.6
    


    
      Once again Truman tried to have it both ways. In explaining the reversal of
      American policy Truman noted, “It has become clear that the partition plan cannot be carried out at this time by
      peaceful means. We could not undertake to impose this solution on the people of Palestine by the use of American
      troops, both on [UN] Charter grounds and as a matter of national policy.”7 Meanwhile, with only months remaining until the election in which Truman would be
      seeking his first full term, Truman privately assured American Jewish groups and the Zionist leadership in
      Palestine of his continued support for partition.8 As the May 15 deadline for
      the expiration of the British Mandate neared, the Zionist leadership in Palestine made it known that it would
      sidestep the UN and unilaterally declare the independence of the Jewish state. Clark Clifford, a senior White
      House adviser, urged the president to announce his intention to recognize the Jewish state after the
      declaration. Secretary of State George Marshall argued against such a move, describing it as a “transparent dodge
      to win a few votes.… The
      counsel offered by Mr. Clifford was based on domestic political considerations, while the problem which
      confronted us was international.” As a result, Marshall added, the “great dignity of the office of the President
      would be seriously diminished.”9
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      At 6:11 p.m. Washington time on May 14, eleven minutes after the Jewish
      Agency proclaimed the independence of the State of Israel, President Truman announced that the United States
      recognized the provisional government of Israel on a de facto basis. The news came as a shock to American
      diplomats, so much so that Marshall had to send a State Department official to the United Nations to prevent the
      entire American delegation from resigning en masse.10
    


    
      Truman’s frequent policy reversals reflected a deeper ambivalence within the
      U.S. policymaking establishment in the aftermath of the 1948 war and the massive Palestinian refugee crisis that
      accompanied Israel’s creation. In addition to Truman’s characteristic indecisiveness over the Palestinian
      conflict and his constant fretting over his electoral prospects, competing priorities between the State
      Department and officials at the Pentagon also pulled America’s Palestine policy in different directions. In the
      wake of the war, American policymakers from the president on down had a firm grasp of the nature and scale of the
      Palestinian refugee problem, including Washington’s own moral responsibility for its creation and the likely
      destabilizing effects of leaving it unresolved. Although successive U.S. administrations continued to officially
      uphold UN resolutions and a solution to the refugee issue as the keys to an Arab-Israeli peace settlement, the
      United States steadily gave in to Israel’s refusal to allow refugee repatriation and other Israeli-imposed
      realities on the ground, while deferring a political resolution of the problem. Deferral soon gave way to denial.
      Within less than a generation, as the U.S.-Israel “special relationship” took hold and Israel’s value increased
      in both domestic political and geopolitical terms, both the political significance of the refugee crisis and the
      roots of the Israel-Palestine conflict were all but forgotten in Washington. The reasons for this dramatic turnaround in U.S. policy
      were relatively straightforward. As the political, diplomatic, and other costs of challenging Israeli actions
      increased, so too did Washington’s incentive to align its policies with those of Israel. The fact that Israel was
      increasingly tied to the United States while most of its Arab adversaries were gravitating toward the Soviet
      Union reinforced the view that the Arabs were on the “wrong” side of the emerging Cold War rivalry.
    


    
      DEFERRING A POLITICAL RESOLUTION
    


    
      The war that led simultaneously to the creation of Israel and the destruction of Arab Palestine began as a civil
      war between Arabs and Jews and was later subsumed under a broader regional war following the declaration of the
      Israeli state and Britain’s departure from Palestine on May 14. The Arabs briefly held their own in early 1948,
      but the tide turned decisively against them in the spring of 1948 when Zionist forces launched a major offensive,
      known as Plan Dalet (Plan D), that sent hundreds of thousands of Arabs fleeing across the borders.11 By the time Egyptian, Syrian,
      Jordanian, and Iraqi forces entered Palestine on May 15, roughly a quarter million Palestinians had fled the
      country.12 The Arab
      states’ stated aim was to crush the Jewish state in its infancy. Realizing they could not prevent the emergence
      of a Jewish state militarily, Arab armies focused their efforts on securing areas within the allotted Arab
      state.13 The combined
      Arab forces totaled around 20,000 men.14 Jewish forces stood at roughly 50,000 at the start of the war and swelled to nearly 120,000
      by war’s end.15 The
      Arabs’ paltry troop deployment was less a reflection of their military capabilities than of the “half-hearted and
      poorly conceived” nature of the Arab intervention and the fact that Arab states were working at cross
      purposes.16 While
      Egyptian and Syrian forces focused on salvaging what was left of Arab Palestine, the Arab Legion of the Hashemite
      Kingdom of Transjordan (created in 1946), the largest and most effective of Arab armies, backed by their fellow
      Hashemites in Iraq, set out to swallow up as much of Palestinian territory as it
      could.17
    


    
      By early 1949 Israel had soundly defeated all four Arab armies, which left Israel in control of nearly
      four-fifths of the territory of former mandatory Palestine, including half the territory allotted to the proposed
      Arab state. In the process, 400 Palestinian towns and villages were destroyed and at least 750,000 Palestinians,
      roughly two-thirds of the country’s Arab population, fled or were driven from their homes, with most taking
      refuge in neighboring Arab countries.18 The two remaining parts of Palestine, the West Bank and Gaza Strip, came under Jordanian and
      Egyptian control, respectively. The largest number of refugees came under Jordanian control, including some
      430,000 refugees on both sides of the Jordan River, joining the roughly 400,000 Palestinians of the West Bank,
      thus making Jordan’s population overwhelmingly Palestinian. Only a small number took refuge in Egyptian
      territory, though around 230,000 fled to the Egyptian-occupied Gaza Strip, where they lived among the 100,000
      local Palestinian residents. Another 200,000 refugees fled to Syria and to Lebanon. UN General Assembly
      Resolution 194, adopted in December 1948 and backed by the United States, called on Israel to allow the refugees
      to return to their homes “at the earliest practicable date” and to provide compensation for lost properties and
      other damages.19 But
      Israeli leaders rejected calls for repatriation and compensation and denied any responsibility for the creation
      of the refugee problem, insisting that the refugees be resettled in Arab states instead.
    


    
      American diplomats and intelligence officers closely monitored developments in Palestine, providing officials in
      Washington with regular reports and updates more or less as the crisis unfolded. Within days of the massacre at
      Deir Yassin, the American consul general in Jerusalem, Thomas Wasson, sent a cable to Washington describing how
      Irgun and Stern Gang members had “killed 250 persons of whom half, by their own admission to American
      correspondents, were women and children.”20 The Palestinian exodus was now in full swing. On April 23, consular officials in
      Jerusalem reported 6,000 to 7,000 Arabs fleeing Haifa. By May 3, Wasson relayed what appeared to be an imminent
      Zionist victory: “Morale following Jewish military
      successes is low with thousands Arabs fleeing country.… So far Arab resistance has been ineffective and GOC
      [General Officer Commanding] and others believe Jews will be able to sweep all before them unless regular Arab
      armies come to rescue.” A few weeks later Wasson was gunned down by an unknown sniper in Jerusalem.21
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      Wasson’s replacement, William Burdett, relayed similar stories of Palestinians “displaced either by force, or
      terrorism or have fled because of their own fear.”22 On June 28, the State Department reported a preliminary figure
      of 300,000 refugees, although the actual number was likely higher. By the end of October, the State Department
      estimated that a total of 468,000 refugees had fled and warned Truman that the “situation is daily more critical
      as cold weather sets in.” On March 15, 1949, U.S. government sources put the total number of refugees at
      725,000.23 A State
      Department study found that “Israeli authorities have followed a systematic program of destroying Arab houses,”
      leaving “in many instances, literally no houses for the refugees to return to.”24 Truman’s peace envoy and the U.S.
      representative on the UN Palestine Conciliation Commission, Mark Ethridge, was among the most outspoken in
      asserting that Israel bore “particular responsibility for those who have been driven out by terrorism, repression
      and forcible rejection.”25
    


    
      As a result, senior American policymakers, including the president and secretary of state, had a firm
      understanding of the nature and scope of the Palestinian exodus and the conditions under which Palestinians fled,
      as well as the political implications of the exodus. An August 1948 State Department report to President Truman
      described the dire conditions of the refugees and warned that America’s failure “to render substantial assistance
      in this emergency is jeopardizing our relations with the Near Eastern states.”26 The American consul general in Jerusalem
      expressed a similar view, noting that “the United States has accumulated an enormous moral and even financial
      responsibility in the situation in our justifiable zeal for creation of a [Jewish] state.”27 In the meantime, Ethridge
      warned of “unrest among refugees growing and likely to explode if idleness continues.”28 Whether the Palestinian exodus was the
      result of a deliberate plan to clear areas of the country of Arabs to make room
      for incoming Jews remains the subject of intense debate, even among Israeli historians. According to the
      Israeli-British political scientist Ahron Bregman, there was at least a tacit agreement among Zionist leaders to
      do so.29 And there is
      little doubt that Israel’s leaders welcomed the new demographic reality, which Chaim Weizmann described to the
      first American ambassador to Israel, James McDonald, as “a miraculous simplification of our tasks.”30
    


    
      American officials took particular exception to Israeli claims that Palestinians fled at the urging of Arab
      leaders or that the mass flight of refugees was triggered by the invasion of Arab armies. When Ambassador
      McDonald repeated these claims in his correspondence with Washington, it was Marshall himself who set him
      straight: “Arab refugee problem is one which … did develop from recent war in Palestine but which also began
      before outbreak of Arab-Israeli hostilities. A significant portion of Arab refugees fled from their homes owing
      to Jewish occupation of Haifa on April 21–22 and to Jewish armed attack against Jaffa April 25.” Marshall went on
      to warn that the “leaders of Israel would make a grave miscalculation if they thought callous treatment of this
      tragic issue could pass unnoticed by world opinion. Furthermore, hatred of Arabs for Israel engendered by refugee
      problem would be a great obstacle to those peace negotiations you say PGI [Provisional Government of Israel]
      immediately desires.”31 Marshall had correctly assessed the impact of Israel’s disregard for the refugees on the
      diplomatic process but, as later events demonstrated, misjudged the extent to which there would be a price to pay
      for it.
    


    
      The events of 1948 resulted in two parallel, and almost mutually exclusive, national narratives. For Israelis it
      was a war of independence waged against a singular Arab enemy determined to destroy the nascent Jewish state in
      the cradle. For the Palestinians, it was the Nakba (meaning “calamity”), which resulted in the physical
      destruction of Arab Palestine and the dispossession of most of its people at the hands of the Zionists.
      Washington’s understanding of the events of 1948 involved elements of both narratives. For most American
      officials, the central story of 1948 revolved around the creation of Israel and the regional war that followed—even as they frequently took issue with Israeli actions and their
      characterizations of events. The flight of hundreds of thousands of Palestinians from their homes, while tragic
      in human terms, was first and foremost a humanitarian problem, albeit one that had political implications. Once
      Israel declared its independence and was recognized by the United States, the Soviet Union, and other countries,
      the political dimension of the Palestinian question—at least as it was understood during the Mandate period as a
      struggle between two national groups vying for political and territorial control—ceased to be relevant. Thus,
      what had been the defining moment in the Palestinian national movement remained for most American officials an
      “unrecognizable episode.”32 That American officials had embraced the political significance of the Israeli narrative
      while disputing its factual basis was bound to lead to confusion and contradictions in American policy.
    


    
      Officially, American policy continued to be based on UN General Assembly Resolution 181, the UN partition plan,
      which in addition to defining Israel’s borders had called for placing Jerusalem and its immediate environs under
      a special international regime, and Resolution 194, which provided for the return and compensation of Palestinian
      refugees. As a practical matter, however, the United States and the international community effectively abandoned
      both resolutions while deferring to Israel-imposed realities on the ground. The first component of Resolution 181
      to be abandoned, of course, was the proposed Arab state. A secret arrangement between the Jewish Agency and King
      Abdullah of Transjordan ensured that Arab Palestine—or what remained of it after the war—would be annexed by
      Transjordan. Meetings between the Hashemite king and the Zionist leadership began in November 1947, even before
      the UN voted to partition Palestine, and continued right up until May 1948.33 The plan was supported by the British, who had invested
      heavily in the Hashemite monarchy and had never seriously considered the possibility of an independent
      Palestinian state.34
    


    
      Despite some initial hesitancy on the part of the State Department, Washington eventually signed off on the plan
      as well.35 By
      November 1948, Marshall concluded, “Arab Palestine standing alone could not
      constitute a viable independent state. It is desirable, therefore, that Arab Palestine be transferred to one or
      more of the neighboring Arab states … taking into account the wishes of the inhabitants of Arab
      Palestine.”36 The
      latter had not been consulted, of course. Moreover, British and American officials had already seen to it that
      Transjordan’s annexation of the Arab state, along with other modifications to the UN partition plan, were
      incorporated into the peace plan put forward by the UN mediator, Count Folke Bernadotte, in mid-September. The
      administration saw little downside to the plan, which not only provided a way out of Truman’s
      partition/trusteeship debacle without committing U.S. troops but also had the added advantage of “effectively
      eliminat[ing] the Grand Mufti of Jerusalem and his followers.”37
    


    
      As the Zionists, Hashemites, and British worked to prevent the emergence of an Arab state in Palestine, Arab
      rulers scrambled to bring one about. The creation of the All Palestine Government (APG) in September 1948 by
      Egypt and the Arab League was designed to fill the Palestinian leadership void as well as derail Hashemite
      ambitions in Palestine and deflect popular anger over the Arabs’ poor performance during the war.38 Under the leadership of Amin
      al-Husseini, the former grand mufti, who staged a triumphant return to the Egyptian-controlled Gaza Strip on
      September 27, the APG marked the first attempt to create a Palestinian governing entity. This challenge would
      continue to consume Palestinian politics and Arab states throughout the 1950s and ’60s.39
    


    
      The creation of the APG was welcomed by Palestinians inside and outside the country, and, with the exception of
      Transjordan, was universally recognized by the Arab states. But it was already too late. Al-Husseini’s stature
      among Palestinians was unmatched, a fact recognized by the American consul general in Jerusalem, Robert Macatee,
      who wrote that “no Arab approaches the Mufti’s stature in the eyes of Palestinian Arabs.”40 As the largest and
      best-trained Arab military contingent in the war, however, King Abdullah had the advantage of controlling large
      swaths of Palestinian territory, in which the APG’s supporters and its activities were banned. Moreover, without
      an army, a budget, or a functioning administration inside the country, the APG collapsed within just a few weeks. It continued to exist in name only until Egypt’s Gamal Abdel Nasser
      finally closed its offices in 1959.41
    


    
      The United States dismissed the APG as a ruse devised by Arab states, at best to undermine friendly regimes in
      Israel and Transjordan and at worst to provide a platform for the hated former grand mufti. An official State
      Department directive circulated in a cable to U.S. missions abroad declared, “US Govt considers establishment of
      ‘Arab Palestine Govt’ under present circumstances prejudicial to successful solution Palestine problem as well as
      to best interests Arab States and Arab inhabitants Palestine.” Without irony or apparent self-awareness, the
      directive further accused the APG of having been “set up without prior consultation wishes Arab
      Palestinians.”42 The
      emergence of the APG only reinforced American support for the annexation of Arab Palestine by Transjordan, which
      was seen as a more acceptable peace partner for Israel than angry and disenfranchised Palestinians.43 As a result, the “Jordanian
      solution”—the idea that Jordan could serve as a substitute for a credible Palestinian interlocutor—would remain a
      cornerstone of U.S. Middle East policy for the next forty years.
    


    
      Meanwhile, Israel’s rapid territorial expansion during the summer and fall of 1948 had complicated American and
      international peace efforts and created a new dilemma for Truman. Since Israel’s independence had been declared
      and recognized on the basis of the UN partition plan, American and UN officials considered Israeli conquests
      beyond its UN-defined boundaries to be occupied territory to which it was not entitled.44 The United States was not opposed to
      changes to Israel’s UN-defined boundaries in accordance with new realities on the ground but insisted that they
      be part of a broader diplomatic arrangement involving the UN and relevant Arab states. Angered by the territorial
      concessions laid out in the UN mediator’s peace plan, Irgun terrorists assassinated Bernadotte in mid-September;
      nevertheless the UN peace plan remained the focal point of U.S. policy, which if abandoned, according to the
      State Department, “could be absolutely disastrous to us in the U.N. and elsewhere.”45 During the war, Ben-Gurion had confided to
      his followers that no aspect of partition would be considered final, “not with regard to the regime, not with
      regard to borders, and not with regard to international agreements.”46 After Israel conquered the
      northern Galilee in late October 1948, in violation of an earlier truce agreement and causing another 130,000
      Palestinians to flee the area, Secretary of State Marshall joined other world powers in calling for censuring
      Israel in the Security Council. In the midst of a tight presidential race and only days before the election,
      however, Truman came under intense pressure from members of his party to rein in his secretary of state. As the
      Security Council prepared to vote on the matter, Truman sent a cable instructing the U.S. delegation to do all it
      could to “avoid taking position on Palestine prior to Wednesday,” the day after the election. If the matter came
      to a vote before then, the American delegation was to abstain.47 As a result, American support for the censure was withdrawn
      and the measure was subsequently dropped. “It is to be doubted if there has ever been, before or since, such a
      direct interplay between domestic politics and foreign affairs,” wrote Truman’s biographer Michael Cohen of the
      incident.48
    


    
      Even as the territorial dimension of the conflict remained fluid, U.S. officials focused their energies on the
      growing refugee problem. Although the Truman administration, in accordance with Resolution 194, continued to view
      refugee repatriation and compensation as the key to an Arab-Israeli settlement, it eventually backed down amid
      stiff Israeli resistance and opposing priorities within the administration. Despite their repeated attempts,
      American officials failed to convince Israel to take back even a limited number of refugees. In its one and only
      offer at the Lausanne peace conference of 1949, Israel agreed to take back up to 150,000 refugees from the Gaza
      Strip, but only on the condition that Israel be allowed to annex the territory. An American proposal that Israel
      allow the return of refugees who fled areas outside the proposed Jewish state was similarly rejected.49 Israel’s provisional
      government considered the refugees a “formidable fifth column” and took immediate steps to prevent their
      return.50 As a
      result, Ethridge pinned much of the blame on Israel for the failure of the Lausanne peace conference in August
      1949.51 In a strongly
      worded message to Truman, Ethridge complained of having “repeatedly pointed out political weakness and brutality
      of their position on refugees but it has made little impression.”52 While the State Department
      continued to press the Israelis on refugee repatriation and compensation, officials at the Pentagon took a
      different view. The Joint Chiefs of Staff were impressed with the effectiveness of Israel’s military and was keen
      to preserve Israel’s pro-Western orientation.53 “For reasons unrelated to domestic politics,” writes Boston University’s Irene L.
      Gendzier, “the JCS concluded that Israel’s military justified U.S. interest, and such interest merited lowering
      the pressure on Israel to ensure that it turned away from the USSR and toward the West and the United
      States.”54
    


    
      Truman shared Ethridge’s frustration, conceding that he was “rather disgusted with the manner in which the Jews
      are approaching the refugee problem.”55 Truman attempted to ratchet up the pressure by putting a hold on Israel’s application for UN
      membership while threatening “a revision of attitude toward Israel” if the Israeli government “continues to
      reject the basic principles set forth” in Resolution 194 “and the friendly advice offered by the US
      Govt.”56 The State
      Department backed up the president’s ultimatum with a threat to withhold $49 million in loans from the
      Export-Import Bank unless Israel agreed to take back 200,000 refugees. This figure was based on the number of
      refugees estimated to have come from areas conquered by Israel beyond the borders defined by the UN partition
      resolution.57
      However, the Israelis called Truman’s bluff. The American coordinator for Palestine refugees, George McGhee,
      later recalled how the Israeli ambassador “looked me straight in the eye and said, in essence, that I wouldn’t
      get by with this move, that he would stop it.… Within an hour of my return to my office I received a message from
      the White House that the president wished to dissociate himself from any withholding” of the loan.58 The funds were subsequently
      released and the United States even helped push through Israel’s application for UN membership.
    


    
      The episode marked the end of Truman’s attempts to influence Israeli behavior and the start of the steady erosion
      of American policy toward the refugees. Frustrated by what he termed “an abortion of justice and humanity to
      which I do not want to be midwife,” Ethridge resigned, predicting a “complete destruction of all faith in an
      international organization and creation of a very dangerous flame against US in this part of world.” Looking back at the experience many years later, Ethridge recalled, “Truman let
      me down on two phases of the Palestine thing.”59 Others in the State Department echoed those concerns. “Israel
      is convinced of its ability to ‘induce’ the United States to abandon its present insistence on repatriation of
      refugees and territorial changes,” observed Consul General William Burdett. Burdett further cautioned that unless
      the United States and the UN were prepared to impose “the necessary punitive measures against Israel to force
      Israel to consent to a reduction in territory—and repatriation of refugees,” they should “admit that the US and
      UN are unable or unwilling to take the required measures; and therefore that US policy on boundaries and refugees
      cannot be carried out.”60
    


    
      ECONOMIC SOLUTIONS
    


    
      As it became clear that a political settlement between Israel and the Arabs was not in the offing, American
      policymakers shifted their focus to managing the conflict. A March 1949 State Department analysis warned that a
      failure to “liquidate or materially reduce the magnitude of the Arab refugee problem” would greatly increase
      instability in the region, opening it to possible Soviet penetration and even the toppling of Arab
      governments.61
      Recognizing the potential for radicalization and instability posed by the presence of several hundred thousand
      destitute refugees scattered throughout the region, Truman sent his new peace envoy, Gordon Clapp, head of the
      Tennessee Valley Water Authority, to lead a UN mission to the Middle East to identify ways “to facilitate the
      repatriation, resettlement and economic and social rehabilitation of the refugees and the payment of
      compensation.”62 The
      mission’s findings became the impetus for the creation of the United Nations Relief Works Agency for Palestine
      Refugees in the Near East (UNRWA) in December 1949 as well as other American-sponsored development projects aimed
      at resettling Palestinian refugees in neighboring Arab states.63 In addition to meeting the basic needs of the refugees, UNRWA
      also served as a sort of welfare agency providing education, employment, and other social services.64 However, the emphasis on
      development and resettlement alarmed the Arabs, especially the Palestinians, who
      viewed it as an attempt to liquidate the refugee problem and bypass Palestinian rights. The pursuit of economic
      and other temporary solutions nonetheless remained a focal point of U.S. policy toward the Palestinians. Like
      Truman, Presidents Eisenhower and Kennedy and later presidents appointed Middle East peace envoys and gave them
      economic mandates.
    


    
      But Washington’s desire to defer a political resolution of the refugee problem came with a price, as a newly
      educated and highly politicized generation of Palestinian activists came to the fore. The loss of Palestine and
      the Arabs’ humiliating military defeat shook the foundations of the Arab world, culminating in the overthrow of
      several Arab rulers by military juntas—President Shukri al-Quwatli of Syria in 1949, King Farouk of Egypt in
      1952, and King Faisal II of Iraq in 1958—and leaving Jordan’s Hashemite monarchy even more isolated and exposed.
      The assassination of King Abdullah by a Palestinian nationalist on the steps of Jerusalem’s Al-Aqsa Mosque in
      1951 was the opening shot in the protracted struggle between the nascent Palestinian national movement and the
      Hashemites of Jordan. The rise of socialist, pan-Arab regimes also posed a unique challenge to Truman’s
      successor, Dwight D. Eisenhower, who saw Soviet penetration and communist subversion as the dominant threat to
      the stability of the Middle East and its vast oil resources, on which Western nations depended. Although an
      Arab-Israeli settlement was not a top priority for Eisenhower, the administration felt compelled to take up the
      matter “insofar as the failure to do so might damage U.S. and Western relations with the Arab world, make Arab
      states susceptible to Soviet influence, and risk the security of Middle Eastern oil sources.”65
    


    
      Eisenhower took a markedly different approach to the Arab-Israeli conflict from that of his predecessor.
      Conscious of the damage caused to America’s standing in the Arab world and “the deep resentment against it that
      has resulted from the creation of Israel,” Eisenhower and his secretary of state, John Foster Dulles, expressed
      the U.S. desire to maintain favorable relations with both Israel and the Arab states.66 In contrast to Truman’s sense of “historic
      responsibility” toward Israel, the Eisenhower administration made clear “that
      Israel will not, merely because of its Jewish population, receive preferential treatment over any Arab
      state.”67 Like its
      predecessor, the Eisenhower administration expressed sympathy for Palestinian refugees. In a June 1953 radio
      address to the American people shortly after returning from his introductory tour of the region, Dulles spoke
      passionately of the plight of the refugees and of the challenges it posed for American interests:
    


    
      Closely huddled around Israel are most of the over 800,000 Arab refugees, who fled from Palestine as the Israeli
      took over. They exist mostly in makeshift camps, with few facilities either for health, work, or recreation.…
      Today the Arab peoples are afraid that the United States will back the new state of Israel in aggressive
      expansionism. They are more fearful of Zionism than of communism, and they fear lest the United States become the
      backer of expansionist Zionism.68
    


    
      But the administration’s sympathy for the refugees did not translate into a willingness to deal with the
      political roots of the problem.
    


    
      Although decidedly less sentimental toward Israel and, on the whole, more balanced in his approach to the
      conflict than Truman, Eisenhower invested even more heavily in resettlement and other economic solutions to the
      refugee problem. American officials had come to the realization fairly early on that Israel would never willingly
      allow a meaningful repatriation of refugees, and neither Truman nor Eisenhower was inclined to compel it to do
      so. As early as March 1949, State Department officials had already concluded that “the majority of these
      unfortunate people will soon be confronted with the fact that they will not be able to return home.”69 Faced with the threat of
      growing Soviet influence in the region and other more pressing priorities, Eisenhower was even less inclined to
      push for repatriation than was his predecessor. For the Eisenhower administration, Israel’s existence was an
      irreversible reality with which Arab states ultimately would have to come to terms. Moreover, while the
      administration insisted that the “Arab refugee problem” required a political settlement between Israel and the
      Arab states, the onus was primarily on the latter. The aim was to encourage Israel
      to take back a limited number of refugees, perhaps no more than 100,000, while the rest would have to be
      resettled in neighboring Arab states.70 In response to Arab calls for repatriation, administration officials maintained that “the
      clock could not be turned back.”71 Regarding those Palestinians who had been uprooted, U.S. officials insisted that there was
      simply “no room” for them, and that the Jews “who were now in territory originally allotted to the Arabs could
      not be thrown out.”72
      Arab proposals for a Palestinian state based on the 1947 partition plan similarly failed to gain any traction in
      Washington. Appeals by Arab leaders for a return to Resolutions 181 and 194, on which U.S. policy was still
      ostensibly based, were dismissed by American officials as “unrealistic” and tantamount to calling for “the
      destruction of Israel.”73
    


    
      The centerpiece of Eisenhower’s peace strategy was a regional water-sharing and development scheme spearheaded by
      his special envoy to the Middle East, Eric Johnston. The Johnston Plan was in large part based on the 1949 Clapp
      report, which had concluded that in the absence of a comprehensive peace settlement on all outstanding issues,
      “It is unrealistic to suppose that agreement on the complex question of international water rights could be
      negotiated among the parties.”74 Launched in October 1953, the Johnston Plan proposed the employment and resettlement of some
      300,000 Palestinian refugees in the Jordan valley, by means of which the administration hoped “the back of the
      Palestine refugee problem will have been broken.”75 The Johnston Plan, which bore a striking resemblance to the
      “transfer” schemes of the 1930s and ’40s, was based on the belief that given the promise of land, jobs, and other
      economic benefits, Palestinian refugees would agree to be resettled in neighboring Arab states “by
      preference.”76 The
      plan stalled after two years but remained a focal point of U.S. policy until the early 1960s. The Israelis
      continued to push various proposals of their own for resettling Palestinian refugees in Libya, Somalia, Brazil,
      and other countries.77
    


    
      A handful of American diplomats warned of the futility of relying on an exclusively economic approach to dealing
      with the refugees. Among them was Talcott Seelye, the U.S. chargé d’affaires in
      Amman, who provided a more sober assessment of the plan’s prospects among
      Palestinians. Seelye cabled Washington on the eve of Johnston’s arrival in the Jordanian capital:
    


    
      Jordan Government and public opinion channels are presently dominated by the Palestinian. He is bitter,
      emotional, and he has not forgotten. An appeal to his economic reason, without in any way attempting to satisfy
      his psychological (pathological, if you will) complex, risks not only failure, but may prejudice any future US
      efforts to solve Palestine problem in toto. An appeal to his sense of dramatics
      (e.g., espousal of his “right to return”), mixed with fair amount of justice (e.g., promise of compensation,
      territorial rectification of Jordan-Israeli border) has better chance of securing his recognition of economic
      facts of life. If [the Johnston] mission’s proposal for joint control of Yarmuk-Jordan waters cannot now be made
      part of larger, overall political settlement, it would be better for US interests not to broach proposal at
      all.78
    


    
      Dulles had heard similar warnings during his introductory tour of the region in spring 1953 from the Palestinians
      themselves. In a series of meetings held at the American embassy in Amman in May 1953, representatives of
      Palestinian refugee groups advised Dulles that the “refugee problem in its essence and as the refugees themselves
      see it is a political problem much more so than an economic or humanitarian one.” Izzat Tannous of the Palestine
      Arab Refugee Organization likewise insisted that the refugee crisis “requires a political solution” without which
      there would be dire consequences: “Although we don’t want war, we cannot overlook the fact that you have created
      a class of people who are so destitute that they are bound to want war.”79 Seelye’s and Tanous’s warnings proved prescient.
    


    
      THE SEARCH FOR A PALESTINIAN “ENTITY”
    


    
      The growing frequency of cross-border infiltrations by Palestinians in the years following Israel’s creation
      underscored the consequences of leaving the refugee issue unresolved. These infiltrations began as individual
      efforts by Palestinian refugees attempting to recover lost property, tend to their
      crops, or visit relatives, where they were often met with deadly force by Israeli authorities, which resulted in
      the deaths of several thousand mostly unarmed Palestinians in the first few years of Israel’s
      existence.80 As the
      infiltrations became armed and more organized, a familiar pattern emerged. Arab leaders began to recruit and
      train Palestinian commando fighters, known as fedayeen (“self-sacrificers”), to launch cross-border raids on
      Israel, which were usually followed by massive Israeli military retaliation against the fedayeen and those who
      sponsored or hosted them. The October 1953 Israeli raid on the West Bank border village of Qibya, which resulted
      in the death of sixty-nine Palestinian villagers, earned Israel rebukes from both the UN Security Council and the
      Eisenhower administration. The United States temporarily suspended economic aid to Israel, while Dulles warned
      that Israel’s policy of using excessive force risked destabilizing the region.81 The assault on Qibya, which was led by a
      young IDF commander named Ariel Sharon, was an early example of Israel’s “doctrine of retaliatory action,” which
      called for the use of massive, disproportionate force as means of deterring future attacks. However, as Ahron
      Bregman has pointed out, “Israel’s retaliatory doctrine neither curbed infiltration nor eased public insecurity.
      In fact, it achieved precisely the opposite effect for, by reacting massively and disproportionately to even
      minor Palestinian provocations, the Israeli leadership instilled in the public a mistaken impression that a big
      and continuous war was being waged between Israeli troops and the fedayeen.”82
    


    
      For Egypt’s Gamal Abdel Nasser, in particular, the fedayeen proved to be a double-edged sword. Cross-border raids
      by the fedayeen from the Egyptian-administered Gaza Strip allowed President Nasser to put pressure on Israel
      while boosting his nationalist credentials, but they also exposed him to the severity of Israeli reprisals and
      the risk of full-scale war. The line was crossed in October 1956, when Israel, along with Britain and France,
      invaded and occupied Egypt’s Sinai Peninsula and the Gaza Strip. For Eisenhower, who subsequently forced the
      three U.S. allies to withdraw, the tripartite invasion posed a direct threat to the newly established
      international order and risked pushing the Egyptians further into the arms of the
      Soviet Union. In ignoring the political dimension of the Palestinian refugee issue, however, American
      policymakers failed to fully appreciate the dangers of allowing the problem to fester in the Gaza Strip, the West
      Bank, and southern Lebanon, which would soon become hotbeds of fedayeen activity and wellsprings of instability.
    


    
      The Sinai War produced two seemingly contradictory trends: it convinced Arab leaders of the need to control (or,
      in the case of Jordan, eliminate) Palestinian activism, while simultaneously fueling the desire among
      Palestinians in the diaspora for an autonomous political leadership. Both of these trends played out in the arena
      of intra-Arab rivalries and the growing rift between revolutionary pan-Arab regimes, led by Nasser’s Egypt, and
      the conservative monarchies of Jordan, Saudi Arabia, and other Gulf states, known as the “Arab cold war.” Out of
      the teeming refugee camps and university campuses of Arab capitals emerged a new, educated, and socially mobile
      generation of Palestinian political activists. The most important group to emerge at this time was the Palestine
      Liberation Movement, better known as Fatah. Founded in 1959 by a small group of activists, including Yasser
      Arafat and Khalil Al-Wazir (aka Abu Jihad), Fatah’s philosophy centered on two key principles: the need for
      independent Palestinian decision making free of the control of Arab governments and the primacy of armed struggle
      against Israel as the only means to liberate Palestine.83
    


    
      For their part, Arab regimes sought to harness the power of the Palestinian cause both domestically and in the
      international arena while controlling Palestinian activism at home. For Arab leaders and citizens alike, the loss
      of Palestine had come to symbolize lost Arab dignity at the hands of Western imperialism and Zionism, all the
      more demeaning in light of the Holy Land’s sacred status. Ownership of the Palestinian cause was therefore a
      highly coveted and much-fought-over prize in intra-Arab politics. By the late 1950s, intra-Arab competition over
      Palestine had produced something of a bidding war between rival Arab regimes over the shape of a future
      Palestinian “entity.” Starting in 1959, Nasser began pushing the idea of a Palestinian “entity” to represent the
      Palestinian people in the international arena “as a unified people, and not mere
      refugees,” through an elected legislative council.84 Not to be outdone, Iraq’s nationalist prime minister, Abd
      al-Karim Qassem, announced his own plans to form a Palestinian “republic” backed by a new “liberation
      regiment.”85
    


    
      After several fitful attempts by the Arab states, the long-awaited Palestinian “entity” finally came into being.
      On May 28, 1964, the Arab League, at Egypt’s behest, announced the creation of the Palestine Liberation
      Organization (PLO) under the leadership of Ahmad Shuqeiri, a Palestinian lawyer who had briefly served as a
      minister in the defunct APG. The PLO’s goal was straightforward: to replace Israel with an “independent
      Palestinian state” from the Jordan River to the Mediterranean Sea, presumably through its armed wing, the
      Palestine Liberation Army. This was mostly bluster, however, as Arab leaders, most notably Nasser, had neither
      the will nor the capacity to liberate Palestine. For the time being the PLO remained a tool of Arab leaders,
      particularly Nasser, who used it to claim ownership of the Palestinian cause and, more important, to control and
      coordinate Palestinian action, particularly military action, in order to limit the risk of being drawn into a new
      war with Israel. Key Palestinian groups, including Fatah and the leftist Arab Nationalist Movement founded in
      1951 and the parent organization of the Popular Front for the Liberation of Palestine (PFLP) and its offshoot the
      Democratic Front for the Liberation of Palestine (DFLP), refused to join the PLO, which they accused of being a
      puppet in the hands of Nasser, unrepresentative and insufficiently revolutionary.
    


    
      Like the fedayeen, the struggle for a Palestinian entity in the eyes of most American policymakers remained a
      distinctly Arab rather than a Palestinian phenomenon. Although government analysts had followed with great
      interest the intra-Arab debate over a Palestinian entity from the early 1950s up until the creation of the PLO in
      1964, it would be several more years before the emergence of autonomous Palestinian groups appeared on their
      radar. For the most part, Arab proposals for a Palestinian entity were seen against the backdrop of the defunct
      APG and the “notorious ex–Grand Mufti of Jerusalem” or as manifestations of intra-Arab “intrigue,” and thus were
      generally dismissed as a “gimmick” or attempts to put the “political squeeze on
      Israel.”86 King
      Abdullah of Transjordan had formally annexed the West Bank in 1950, thereafter renaming the country Jordan.
      Although the United States never officially recognized Jordanian sovereignty over the West Bank, which included
      the eastern portion of the divided city of Jerusalem, American officials treated it as a fait accompli. The very
      idea of a Palestinian government or political entity was seen as a direct challenge to Israeli and Jordanian
      territorial sovereignty and thus inherently destabilizing.87 But the sheer persistence of the proposals to create a
      Palestinian entity eventually required that they be taken seriously. For example, a 1961 State Department
      memorandum denounced the notion of a “Palestine Government in exile [as] a retrogressive development in
      Arab-Israel relations,” but advised against a “frontal attack” on the idea as being “only likely to give it more
      life.”88
    


    
      Such policies were not theoretical. As the United States and Israel grew closer politically and militarily under
      the Kennedy and Johnson administrations, American resistance to Palestinian political representation increased
      under various pretexts. For example, in 1961, American diplomats actively worked to block efforts by Egypt and
      other Arab states to form a Palestine Arab delegation at the United Nations, which U.S. officials said would
      “upset present calm” in the region.89 Any Palestinian representation at the UN, U.S. officials insisted, should be “as individuals
      only and not officially recognized as ‘The’ delegation representing all Palestine Arabs.”90 These efforts were
      coordinated with and often undertaken at the behest of Israel.91
    


    
      Only a small handful of American diplomats could see beyond the intra-Arab power plays to understand why Arab
      rulers felt a need to compete over Palestine in the first place. Among them was Jefferson Caffery, who served as
      the American ambassador to Egypt during Israel’s early years. In a report to his colleagues in the State
      Department, Caffery explained: “Palestine refugees are a key group which must be taken into consideration in
      seeking a settlement” and “their assent is essential,” particularly if one hoped to bring Arab governments on
      board with a future peace settlement. Caffery was far ahead of his time in recognizing not only the centrality of
      the refugee issue to a political settlement between Israel and the Arab states,
      but in the need for Palestinian involvement in bringing one about. In fact, Caffery’s recommendations went even
      further; he proposed that the United States create a “hand picked and cooperative ‘Palestine Goverment’
      [sic] … to replace the shadowy and dubious existing ‘Government’ ”—the APG—which
      “could negotiate on behalf of the Palestinians and would be able to make bolder and more realistic decisions than
      could the Arab Governments.”92
    


    
      Caffery remained the exception, however. Most American officials paid very little attention to political
      developments among the Palestinians themselves, in contrast to their intense focus on Arab-sponsored initiatives
      to create a “Palestine entity.” The emergence of Fatah and the various Palestinian leftist groups associated with
      the Arab Nationalist Movement around the same time period went largely unnoticed by American officials until
      several years after the fact. For example, it was not until May 1965, a few months after Fatah had officially
      launched the “armed struggle” against Israel and six years after its formation, that U.S. analysts began to
      report on the group.93 By late 1966, Fatah was being described as the “most prominent Palestinian terrorist
      group.”94
    


    
      It was also during this period that the basic pillars of current U.S. policy toward the PLO were established. As
      with earlier attempts to create a Palestinian entity, the formation of the PLO in 1964 was initially dismissed as
      yet another ruse in the intra-Arab “struggle for power.”95 As it became clear that the PLO was more than just a “new and
      stronger refugee organization,” as one State Department memorandum called it, U.S. officials began to look at it
      more seriously.96 By
      March 1965 the State Department had developed formal guidelines for dealing with the organization, which were
      circulated to American missions overseas. According to the official guidance, the United States did not recognize
      the PLO “as the sole or even as an official representative of the Palestine people. It is the USG’s view that it
      has no official status whatever.”97 Even so, U.S. officials still held out the possibility of maintaining unofficial ties with
      the group.98
      According to the State Department, “Productive relations can be established between PLO members and USG
      officers,” if only as a “way of demonstrating to the Palestinians and other Arabs
      our continuing friendship for the Palestinian people. There is of course the possibility of acquiring useful
      intelligence.” The PLO’s pariah status had little to do with terrorism or violence but rather was entirely
      political, since the PLO “did not represent a sovereign entity” and because it “was widely regarded in the United
      States as an organization dedicated to terminating the existence of a state that we recognized.”99 As a result, U.S. officials
      vowed “to head off” any attempts by the PLO to win recognition at the UN—a stance that would be played out
      repeatedly in one form or another over the next half century.100
    


    
      The “terrorist” label soon followed, however. In December 1965 a CIA analysis described the PLO as one of a
      handful of “peaceful” Palestinian initiatives.101 Just one year later, CIA analysts included the PLO as one of
      several “Palestine Arab Terrorist Organizations” active at the time, even though it had not engaged in armed
      operations against Israel at this stage.102 Thus, on the eve of the 1967 War, well before the PLO’s takeover by Fatah and other
      fedayeen groups and before the PLO joined the armed struggle, the main features of the American policy toward the
      PLO for the next quarter century—the denial of political recognition, arm’s-length engagement on a strictly
      utilitarian basis, and an association with extremism and terror—were already in place.
    


    
      DENIAL
    


    
      Although not a top priority for his administration, John F. Kennedy was personally conflicted over how to deal
      with the Arab-Israeli dispute. For the Kennedy administration, a settlement of the Arab-Israeli conflict
      generally took a backseat to other priorities such as the growing rivalry with the Soviet Union and communist
      threats in Cuba and Southeast Asia. Nevertheless, Kennedy shared his predecessor’s view of the need to foster
      friendly relations with both Israel and the Arab states. Given his anticolonialist instincts, however, Kennedy
      was more inclined to accommodate than to suppress Arab nationalism.103 Yet like most U.S. officials at the time, Kennedy had no
      real appreciation for Palestinians as a national or political entity; the Palestinians, as one scholar put it,
      “were a problem, not a people.”104 At the same time, Kennedy also had an emotional attachment
      to the Jewish state and a keen sense of its value in domestic political terms. Consequently, Kennedy was the last
      U.S. president to make a serious attempt to resolve the refugee problem as well as the first to define the
      U.S.-Israeli partnership in strategic terms.
    


    
      Under Kennedy, U.S. officials continued to press the Israelis to accept a limited form of repatriation, even as
      they continued to encourage resettlement through economic development programs for the bulk of the refugee
      population. Shortly after taking office in 1961, Kennedy wrote to the leaders of Egypt, Jordan, Saudi Arabia, and
      other Arab states promising to help resolve the Arab-Israeli conflict, including a resolution of “the tragic
      Palestine refugee problem on the basis of the principle of repatriation or compensation for
      properties.”105
      Kennedy’s Middle East peace envoy, Joseph Johnson, proposed that refugees be allowed to choose between returning
      to their homes in Israel and resettlement in Arab states or other countries; in the latter case they would be
      compensated from a special UN fund. Israel’s willingness to accept some Palestinian refugees could be tied to the
      Arabs’ recognition of Israel. The plan deeply unnerved the Israelis, who grew more adamant in their insistence
      that the only acceptable solution to the refugee problem lay in resettlement outside Israel. When his efforts
      finally ran aground in the summer of 1962, Johnson concluded that “Israel not only does not want any refugees
      back but would prefer no Arabs in Israel. Its drive is toward ‘uncompromising exclusivity.’ ”106 Thereafter Johnson’s peace
      plan was shelved. Kennedy continued to half-heartedly promote the option of repatriation while privately
      signaling to the Israelis that such an outcome was unrealistic.107
    


    
      Under Kennedy, U.S.-Israel relations reached unprecedented levels of cooperation. In addition to working to
      prevent a Palestinian presence at the UN, Kennedy became the first American president to sell weapons to Israel,
      as well as the first to describe the U.S.-Israel partnership as a “special relationship.” The sale of Hawk
      missiles to Israel in 1963, which was billed as a means of restoring the regional balance of power in light of
      the Soviets’ arming of Arab states, was originally aimed at persuading the
      Israelis to accept Joseph Johnson’s refugee plan, but later it became an inducement for Israel to end its nascent
      nuclear arms program as well as a bid for Jewish votes ahead of the 1962 midterm election.108 Whatever its main
      motivations, the Hawk sale marked the start of a new strategic partnership between the United States and Israel
      as well as an end to the pretense of American neutrality in the Arab-Israeli conflict.
    


    
      As the U.S.-Israel partnership deepened throughout the 1960s, not only did Washington’s commitment to resolving
      the Palestinian refugee problem begin to recede but even the reality of what had occurred in 1948 was eventually
      forgotten. Kennedy may have been the first to apply the term “special relationship” to Israel, but it was Lyndon
      Johnson who endowed the phrase with meaning as well as substantial U.S. resources. “You have lost a very great
      friend,” Johnson told an Israeli diplomat shortly after Kennedy’s assassination in November 1963, “but you have
      found a better one.”109 Like Truman, Johnson had a personal affinity for the Jewish state as well as a tendency to
      surround himself with friends and advisers with strongly pro-Israel leanings. Johnson vastly expanded American
      arms sales to Israel, putting an end to the U.S. policy of avoiding becoming a major arms supplier to either side
      in the Arab-Israeli dispute. Kennedy had been alarmed by Israel’s determination to develop an atomic bomb and
      urged Israel to abandon its nascent nuclear program and sign on to the Nuclear Nonproliferation Treaty and allow
      inspections of the Israeli nuclear facility in Dimona. However, Johnson tamped down Washington’s protests of
      Israel’s nuclear program and declined to tie the sale of high-tech fighter jets to a commitment to denuclearize
      as the Pentagon had recommended. Moreover, Johnson steadily began to align U.S. policies with Israel’s. In 1964
      the State Department acquiesced in the Israeli government’s March 1964 decision to stop recognizing American (and
      other) passports bearing the entry “Jerusalem, Palestine,” marking the first major shift in U.S. policy on
      Jerusalem since 1947.110 The Johnson administration also worked diligently to block measures opposed by Israel at the
      UN, including proposals aimed at protecting refugee property rights in Israel and any mention of Palestinian or
      refugee “rights.”111
    


    
      Apart from perfunctory calls for “justice for the refugees,” Johnson showed little
      interest in the refugee problem and, much to the relief of Israel’s leaders, made no serious attempt to deal with
      the issue. Despite their persistence in denying responsibility for the refugee problem, up until then Israeli
      officials had at least been willing to engage on the issue, often denying that they had ever adopted a policy of
      “not one refugee,” as some had alleged.112 After Johnson’s arrival in the White House, however, Israeli officials simply dropped
      the pretense. In his June 1964 meeting with the U.S. president, Prime Minister Levi Eshkol explained to Johnson
      that Palestinian refugees “really are not people within the classic meaning of refugees. They are used by the
      Arab nations to develop enemies against Israel.”113 Whether Eshkol meant to cast doubt on their status as
      refugees or as a nation, the message was the same: the Palestinians had no legitimate claims or grievances
      against Israel. Two years later, Israeli officials informed Johnson’s secretary of state, Dean Rusk, that Israel
      would no longer entertain any proposals that involved repatriation, which would henceforth be considered
      tantamount to calling for Israel’s destruction.114 Johnson’s own views tracked closely with those of Israeli
      leaders, as illustrated in this passage from his memoirs:
    


    
      I was aware of the deep resentment Arab leaders felt over Israel’s emergence as a nation-state. I knew that many
      Arab refugees in the area still had not been absorbed into community life. But I also knew that various Arab
      leaders had used the issue of Israel and the tragic plight of the refugees to advance personal ambitions and to
      achieve the dominance of Arab radicals over Arab moderates. I knew that resentment and bitter memories, handed
      down from generation to generation, could only endanger all those who lived in the Middle East. I was convinced
      that there could be no satisfactory future for the Middle East until the leaders and the peoples of the area
      turned away from the past, accepted Israel as a reality, and began working together to build modern societies,
      unhampered by old quarrels, bitterness, and enmity.115
    


    
      Gone was any sense of Israel’s responsibility in the creation of the refugee problem much less of Washington’s
      involvement in it.
    


    
      There was little doubt that Arab leaders had exploited the Palestinian cause and
      the plight of the refugees for their political purposes, though perhaps no more so than American politicians had
      used Israel to advance their own “personal ambitions” in the United States. Moreover, the “old quarrels” to which
      Lyndon Johnson alluded had occurred less than a decade and a half before he took office. The noted Palestinian
      historian Walid Khalidi ranks Johnson as one of the worst American presidents in terms of the damage caused to
      Palestinians by his policies, second only to Harry Truman.116 Yet, unlike Johnson, Truman had at least understood the
      nature and the causes of the Palestinian refugee problem, even if he had failed to address them as a matter of
      policy. Within less than two decades, American policymakers had lost sight of the roots of the Israel-Palestine
      conflict, and allowed the basic guidelines for Arab-Israeli peace to be rewritten as well.
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      Missed Opportunities
    


    
      We cannot deliver the minimum demands of the PLO, so why talk to
      them.
    


    
      —U.S. Secretary of State Henry Kissinger, August 1976
    


    
      On September 6, 1970, commandoes belonging to the Marxist-leaning Popular
      Front for the Liberation of Palestine (PFLP) hijacked four U.S.-bound, commercial jetliners en route from various
      European airports.1 One of the hijackings was foiled in midflight, resulting
      in the killing of one hijacker and the detention of another. A second plane was diverted to Cairo, where the
      passengers were allowed to deplane and then the plane was blown up by the hijackers. The two remaining planes
      were forced by hijackers to land at a remote desert airstrip north of the Jordanian capital, Amman. Days later,
      PFLP militants commandeered a fifth airliner over Lebanon and forced it to land in Jordan, where it joined the
      other two. Within a few days, most of the roughly four hundred passengers and crew members held hostage in Jordan
      were released and two more planes were blown up.
    


    
      The audacious operation carried out by the PFLP triggered a major
      confrontation between Jordanian forces and Palestinian guerrilla groups that ultimately resulted in their
      expulsion, along with the entire PLO
      leadership, from the Hashemite kingdom, but not before putting the Palestinian question back on the
      international—and on Washington’s—agenda. As Walter Cronkite reported on the CBS Evening News in the midst of
      the crisis, “Palestinian guerrillas, in a bold and calculated action … thrust back into the world’s attention a problem diplomats have tended to shunt
      aside.”2
      “We had to shock an indifferent world and a demoralized Palestinian nation,”
      said the PFLP leader, George Habash. “The world has forgotten Palestine. Now it must pay attention to our
      struggle.”3
      Habash’s cynicism encapsulated the perennial dilemma of Palestinian
      politics: as destructive and as damaging as the hijackings were to their cause, insofar as they forced Israel,
      the United States, and the international community to take up the Palestinian issue, the tragic reality was that
      terrorism worked.
    


    
      For the first two decades of Israel’s existence, most U.S. policymakers
      viewed the conflict as one between Arab states and Israel. That began to change shortly after the 1967 war, when
      the Palestinian national movement literally exploded on to the scene. But as Washington’s awareness of
      Palestinian nationalism grew, particularly after the 1973 Arab-Israeli war, so, too, did the drive to keep the
      Palestinians out of the diplomatic process. It was during the period between the 1967 Arab-Israeli war and the
      Israeli invasion of Lebanon in 1982 that the basic foundations of the current peace process were first laid. No
      American policymaker had a greater influence on shaping that process than Henry Kissinger, who was both the
      godfather of the Middle East peace process and the architect of U.S. policy toward
      Palestinians.4
      The three pillars of Kissinger’s strategy—American and Israeli preeminence,
      incrementalism rather than a comprehensive approach to peacemaking, and, most important, the strategic exclusion
      of the PLO—would continue to define American diplomacy well beyond his time in office. Although Jimmy Carter did
      make a serious attempt to bring the PLO into the peace process, ultimately both his and Yasser Arafat’s
      leadership were too constrained by their own internal politics to permit a mutual accommodation.
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      THE TERRORISM PARADOX
    


    
      Israel’s lightning-fast victory over Egyptian, Syrian, and Jordanian forces in June 1967 redrew the political map
      of the Middle East and permanently altered the nature of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. The Arabs’ defeat in
      just six days left Israel in control of the West Bank and the Gaza Strip, Egypt’s Sinai Peninsula, and Syria’s
      Golan Heights. Israelis saw themselves transformed almost overnight from a tiny nation struggling for survival
      into a regional superpower. The routing of Arab armies, which the Arabs rather inadequately labeled al-naksa, “the setback,” shook the Arab world to its core and set off a wave of anti-Americanism
      across the region. The loss of large swaths of sovereign Arab territory transformed the conflict from a
      solidarity-based struggle over Palestine and the plight of its refugees into a genuine regional conflict in which
      key Arab states now had their own claims and grievances against Israel.
    


    
      In the aftermath of the war, UN Security Council Resolution 242, adopted on November 22, 1967, replaced the
      largely defunct Resolutions 181 and 194 as the framework for a new peace process now led by the United States.
      Resolution 242 called on Israel to withdraw from Arab territories occupied during the war in return for peace
      with Arab states, making the “land-for-peace” formula a cornerstone of American Middle East policy. The text of
      the resolution was deliberately vague, leaving the matter of whether Israel was required to relinquish all of the
      territories it occupied or merely most of them open to interpretation.5 As a former American diplomat involved in the process later
      explained, Resolution 242 “meant one thing to the Israelis and their friends, and another thing to the Arabs and
      their friends. And that ambiguity probably made it possible to pass the resolution, but it has plagued
      peacemakers ever since.”6 Apart from calling for “a just settlement of the refugee problem,” the resolution did not
      mention the Palestinians, particularly the 1.2 million then living under Israeli occupation in the West Bank and
      Gaza. This omission, along with the reframing of the conflict as a territorial dispute between sovereign states, was condemned by Palestinian political factions and became the basis of the
      PLO’s opposition to it for years to come.
    


    
      In addition to solidifying the U.S.-Israel special relationship, the war established the United States as the
      preeminent power in Arab-Israeli diplomacy. Despite Washington’s opposition to the annexation of East Jerusalem
      and other Israeli actions after the war, the United States worked to ensure that the resolution adopted by the
      Security Council would not “tie Israel’s hands before the negotiations.”7 American officials maintained that Israel should not have
      to withdraw from all of the territory it occupied, some of which could be retained as a “bargaining chip” in
      exchange for peace and recognition by Arab states.8 Disagreement over how to interpret Resolution 242, including
      Washington’s hedging on the scope of an Israeli withdrawal, ultimately doomed UN mediator Gunnar Jarring’s
      mission to facilitate peace talks between Israel and Arab states, and marked the end of the UN’s peacemaking role
      in the Middle East.
    


    
      Washington’s new role as chief arbiter in the conflict imbued the nascent Arab-Israeli peace process with the
      idiosyncrasies of U.S. policymaking, including its characteristic ambivalence. This was particularly true during
      the Nixon administration, which was torn between those players who focused on the particular needs of the
      conflict and those who viewed the Middle East peace process as a platform for advancing other U.S.
      interests—namely, attempting to weaken the influence of the USSR in the Arab world. On one side stood Secretary
      of State William Rogers, who put forward a peace plan in line with Resolution 242 that called for an Israeli
      withdrawal from the Sinai Peninsula and the West Bank, minus East Jerusalem and other areas unilaterally annexed
      by Israel; Gaza’s fate was left to future negotiations. But Nixon’s powerful national security adviser, Henry
      Kissinger, scoffed at both the “land-for-peace” formula and the State Department’s contention that post-1967
      realities were damaging America’s standing in the Arab world.9 Instead, Kissinger believed a “continuing [Arab-Israeli]
      deadlock was in our interest,” and set out to undermine Rogers and his peace plan.10 Nixon initially sought to keep Kissinger,
      who was both Jewish and a Holocaust survivor, out of the Middle East morass. As he became increasingly consumed by the war in Vietnam and the Watergate scandal, however, Nixon gradually ceded
      control over foreign policy, including the Arab-Israeli portfolio, to Kissinger. For the dyed-in-the-wool Cold
      Warrior Kissinger, the Arab-Israeli conflict was just another front in the global competition between the United
      States and the Soviet Union. Kissinger believed that “only the United States could bring about a settlement” of
      the conflict, but only on the basis of American and Israeli preeminence.11 The main thrust of U.S. policy, therefore, was not to
      facilitate a settlement between Arab states and Israel but to support its Israeli ally against the USSR’s Arab
      clients, such as Syria and the PLO, while working to pry other Arab states away from Soviet influence.
    


    
      The war also radicalized Palestinian fedayeen groups, the largest of which was Yasser Arafat’s Fatah. Fatah and
      other Palestinian guerrilla groups had carved out havens in the refugee camps of Arab host states, particularly
      Jordan and Lebanon, which they used to cultivate their political networks and to plan and carry out attacks on
      Israel. The fedayeen remained politically marginal in the Arab-Israeli conflict until March 1968, when Israeli
      troops invaded the town of Karameh on the East Bank of the Jordan River in a bid to end cross-border attacks by
      Palestinian guerrillas and crush the fedayeen once and for all. Despite suffering heavy losses, Palestinian
      guerrillas withstood the onslaught and managed to inflict losses on the Israeli army, turning a tactical defeat
      into a political victory. The battle of Karameh propelled Arafat’s Fatah and the fedayeen into instant political
      stardom among Palestinians and put them “on the global map of Third World revolutionaries.”12 “After Karameh,” observed one
      Israeli military commander, “we understood that we had on our hands a serious movement.”13 The fedayeen were now the dominant force in
      Palestinian politics and soon took control of the PLO’s parliament-in-exile, the Palestinian National Council
      (PNC), pushing through a new covenant calling for the liberation of Palestine through armed struggle. By early
      1969 Arafat had assumed the chairmanship of the PLO and transformed it into a genuinely independent vehicle for
      Palestinian political expression.14
    


    
      The Palestinian havens were especially problematic for Jordan, where the fedayeen had established a virtual
      “state within a state” and, since Karameh, had assumed an air of untouchability.
      Fatah’s main rival within the PLO, the Marxist-oriented PFLP, for whom the enemy was “Zionism, imperialism and
      Arab reaction,” was particularly antagonistic toward the Hashemite throne.15 For King Hussein, an armed Palestinian presence with
      statist ambitions in a country with a Palestinian majority posed an existential threat. At the same time,
      Palestinian guerrilla attacks on Israel subjected the kingdom to devastating Israeli reprisals that caused
      considerable human and physical damage.
    


    
      Outraged by the multiple airplane hijackings orchestrated by the PFLP in September 1970, King Hussein set out to
      quash the fedayeen once and for all. Equally determined to preserve their base of operations against Israel,
      Palestinian factions closed ranks and called for the overthrow of the monarchy, which triggered civil war in
      Jordan. The PLO decision to overthrow the Jordanian monarchy was reached incrementally and, in the case of Fatah
      at least, reluctantly. It had less to do with ruling over the East Bank than with maintaining what Yezid Sayigh
      has termed the “duality of power” between the Hashemite throne and the PLO and preserving, in the fedayeen’s
      words, the use of Arab territory around Israel as a “legitimate arena for Palestinian struggle.” The differences
      were therefore irreconcilable: whereas Hussein’s survival depended on avoiding confrontation with Israel, the
      PLO’s survival hinged on promoting such confrontations.16 A generation after Hussein’s father had colluded with the
      Zionists and the British to swallow up Arab Palestine, the Palestinians were now in a position to return the
      favor. However, the fedayeen had vastly underestimated the Jordanian monarch’s resolve and greatly overestimated
      their own capabilities. The bloody showdown between King Hussein and the fedayeen, dubbed “Black September,”
      ended disastrously for Arafat and the PLO, who were forced to relocate to Lebanon. But the showdown succeeded in
      establishing Palestinian nationalism as a force to be reckoned with in the region.17
    


    
      The violence undoubtedly sullied the image of Palestinians in the United States, but it also put the Palestinians
      squarely on Washington’s and the international agenda as never before. Until Karameh, the Palestinians were still
      predominantly seen by American officials as refugees or in otherwise apolitical terms.18 “The Palestinians were not seen as a separate party to the conflict in those days by very many people,” recalled Alfred
      Leroy Atherton Jr., the State Department’s deputy director for the Near East. As a result, there “was little talk
      in those days about a Palestinian political role.”19 The assertion of a distinct national or political identity by
      Palestinians was therefore seen as subversive, even radical. Even the largely ineffectual and soon-to-be-ousted
      PLO chief, Ahmad Shuqeiri, managed to earn the label “the radical leader of the Palestine Liberation
      Organization.” A later CIA appraisal more accurately described Shuqeiri as an Egyptian puppet, “operating rather
      ineffectually behind a facade of militancy.”20
    


    
      Awareness of the political significance of the Palestinian issue within the policymaking establishment increased
      dramatically after Karameh. By 1968, CIA national intelligence estimates had identified the Palestinian issue as
      the heart of the Israeli-Arab conflict.21 A Pentagon memo dated August 1969 similarly argued that the United States should be
      more concerned with the plight of the Palestinians.22 At the same time, the Palestinians continued to be seen
      through the distortive lens of extremism and superpower rivalry.23 In the increasingly polarized global order of the Cold War,
      the Palestinians fell squarely in the “radical” camp, alongside Syria, Iraq, Algeria, and other Arab nationalist,
      pro-Soviet regimes. The terms “terrorist” and “radical” were applied liberally to Palestinian factions, leaders,
      and politics,24 which
      were seen collectively as “adamantly opposed to any solution other than the destruction of Israel.”25 Political and financial
      backing for Palestinian political groups by various Arab states was likewise seen as evidence of extremism, while
      the presence of a sizable Palestinian community in a given country was often considered a “radicalizing”
      influence. American officials were particularly baffled by the conservative Gulf state Kuwait, which despite its
      “traditional pro-Western pull” had become a major source of financing and organizational support for Palestinian
      fedayeen groups.26
    


    
      A handful of officials inside the administration argued for taking a more serious look at Palestinian grievances
      and perhaps even speaking to the Palestinians directly, though their voices remained marginalized. Several months
      before the fedayeen’s showdown with King Hussein, the American ambassador in
      Amman, Harry Symmes, warned that betting on King Hussein was a losing bet for the U.S. government and urged
      Washington to begin looking seriously at the PLO as the true representative of the Palestinians.27 Around the same time, Under
      Secretary of State Elliot Richardson made a similar plea, arguing, “The fallacy of the great-powers policy or the
      involved powers in dealing with the situation from the establishment of the state of Israel to date had been the
      failure to recognize that the aggrieved party were the Palestinians.”28
    


    
      The September 1970 PLO-Jordan civil war marked a watershed in U.S. policy that produced two opposing trends.
      Although much of the foreign policy establishment began to recognize the need to accommodate Palestinian
      nationalism on some level, others, most notably Kissinger, saw events in Jordan as a reason to double down on the
      “Jordanian solution.” Assistant Secretary of State Joseph Sisco commented that a peace settlement would require
      “giving expression to the Palestinian movement and very likely in the form of an entity.”29 An internal assessment by the
      National Security Council advised that the United States would have no choice but to acknowledge “the
      Palestinians as a distinct and relevant political voice,” either “through their own representation in
      negotiations—or perhaps through Israel and Jordan—but nevertheless deserving a separate political entity in the
      final outcome.”30
      President Nixon, too, declared, “No lasting settlement can be achieved in the Middle East without addressing the
      legitimate aspirations of the Palestinian people.”31 But Kissinger remained unconvinced. With Nixon preoccupied
      with the Watergate scandal and Kissinger now firmly in charge of foreign policy, Kissinger’s views carried the
      day.
    


    
      If anything, events in Jordan reinforced Kissinger’s “strategic opposition to the PLO” and his belief that a
      resolution of the Palestinian issue lay with the Hashemites alone.32 Even as attitudes toward the Palestinians elsewhere in
      Washington and throughout much of Europe were beginning to change, in Kissinger’s eyes the Palestinian problem
      remained first and foremost an “an inter-Arab concern” whose resolution lay with Jordan’s King Hussein rather
      than the PLO.33 In
      fact, Kissinger viewed the PLO war in Jordan as an attempt to turn the kingdom into “a national homeland for the Palestinians,” an idea that actually was anathema to the Palestinian
      movement.34 The PLO,
      in his view, was at best “overtly anti-American” and at worst a tool of the Soviet Union; either way, the PLO was
      irrelevant to the diplomatic process.35 Kissinger’s attitudes toward the Palestinians were deeply ideological. As a student of the
      realist school, Kissinger naturally believed in the primacy of sovereign states over nonstate actors such as the
      PLO. To the Israelis, the idea of engaging with the PLO or, for that matter, any form of Palestinian nationalism
      was a nonstarter. Israeli military and political leaders alike regarded Fatah and other fedayeen groups not as
      legitimate political actors but as agents of terror—a security problem to be contained or crushed. Moreover, as a
      Cold Warrior, Kissinger sought to forge an international balance of power based on the preeminence of the United
      States and its allies, which in the Middle East meant Israel. All of these factors precluded the possibility of
      any sort of political role for the PLO.
    


    
      Kissinger feared that a protracted stalemate over the West Bank would ultimately work against Washington’s key
      allies, Israel and Jordan. “The longer the delay of negotiations to relieve Israeli occupation of the West Bank,”
      Kissinger said, “the more inexorable the growth of the political status and weight of the PLO.” His hope was that
      Israel would return the West Bank to Jordanian rule. But the Israelis were not ready to discuss a withdrawal from
      the West Bank, an area rich in biblical symbolism with considerable natural resources and strategic potential.
      Instead, Israel’s Labor government offered to give Jordan administrative control over the civilian population in
      the West Bank while Israel’s army continued to control the land. But even Kissinger understood the limits of such
      a proposal: “It was, in fact, an amazing reflection of how little the Israelis understood Arab psychology that
      the proposal was continually put forward,” Kissinger later wrote in his memoirs, since “not even the most
      moderate Arab head of government could accept administering the West Bank under Israeli occupation.”36 It was an interesting
      admission, given the nature of the Oslo Accords some two decades later, in which the PLO ultimately did consent
      to administering the West Bank under Israeli occupation.
    


    
      KISSINGER OPENS A WINDOW
      …
    


    
      As Kissinger thought about ways to keep the PLO out of the peace process, members of Arafat’s leadership cadre
      had begun looking for ways to ingratiate themselves with the United States. In late 1969, Arafat authorized his
      security chief, Ali Hassan Salameh, to open a secret back channel with a CIA field agent, Robert Ames. Through
      the clandestine track, which took off after 1973 and continued on and off until Ames’s death in 1983, Fatah
      agreed to provide security for American diplomats in Lebanon as well as valuable intelligence on a wide range of
      anti-American threats. Among other things, the Ames-Salameh track helped to thwart terror plots by rogue
      Palestinian factions, including a December 1973 assassination attempt on Kissinger.37 But the Ames-Salameh track failed to open
      up a political channel as Arafat had hoped, and in July 1973 the PLO leader began making direct overtures to the
      United States.38
    


    
      The timing was somewhat audacious on Arafat’s part. Three months earlier, two American diplomats in Khartoum had
      been murdered by the Black September Organization, a Fatah terror cell under Arafat’s direction. The Black
      September Organization was also responsible for the murder of eleven Israeli athletes at the 1972 Munich Olympic
      Games. American intelligence officials had little doubt as to Arafat’s involvement in such operations.39 Communicating through various
      intermediaries, Arafat promised to “put the lid on” fedayeen operations targeting Americans “as long as both
      sides could maintain a dialogue.”40 Arafat’s messages also signaled a readiness to live in peace with Israel.41 The move was part of a new
      PLO strategy aimed at cleaning up the group’s image and transforming it into a legitimate political actor.
      Kissinger, having no interest in a political dialogue with the PLO but nonetheless intrigued by the gesture,
      instructed his people to respond to Arafat with a “nothing message.” The administration’s communication was vague
      and equivocal, but more substantive than Kissinger had let on: The United States was prepared to be part of “a
      far-reaching solution of the refugee problem” and also recognized that “some Palestinians have an interest in
      political self-expression of some kind.” The carefully worded letter included an
      additional teaser: “If the Palestinians are prepared to participate in a settlement by negotiation, the US would
      be pleased to hear their ideas.”42
    


    
      The outbreak of war between Arab states and Israel in October 1973 created a new opportunity for U.S.-PLO
      engagement. The surprise attack by Egypt and Syria on Israel shattered the aura of Israeli invincibility,
      creating the possibility of a diplomatic settlement that Kissinger hoped to capitalize on. Following the war, UN
      Security Council Resolution 338 reaffirmed the land-for-peace formula and paved the way for a new Middle East
      peace conference in Geneva in December 1973. The new postwar dynamics posed several challenges for Kissinger, who
      had replaced Rogers as secretary of state shortly before the war. In retaliation for the U.S. decision to
      resupply the Israeli military during the war, the Arab Gulf states had imposed an oil embargo on the United
      States and its allies. In addition to lifting the Arab oil embargo, Kissinger was eager to pursue a diplomatic
      settlement that shored up Israel’s position at the expense of Arab “radicals” while keeping both the Soviets and
      the UN from having any meaningful role in the peace process. At the same time, Kissinger found the renewed
      emphasis on comprehensive peace and the “Palestinian question” deeply unsettling. In keeping with his rather
      Machiavellian worldview, Kissinger devised a diplomatic process based on incrementalism and a hierarchy of power.
      Through Kissinger’s “step-by-step” diplomacy, as it became known, Israel would deal with the Egyptian, Syrian,
      and Jordanian tracks separately. Palestinian participation would be decided at the end of the process, preferably
      after the PLO had been weakened.43 To help get Arab leaders on board, Kissinger held out the prospect of U.S. recognition of the
      PLO or even the possibility of a Palestinian state, neither of which he ever seriously considered.44 As Kissinger later wrote in
      his memoirs, “The idea of a Palestinian state run by the PLO was not a subject for serious discourse.”45
    


    
      President Anwar Sadat of Egypt was already predisposed to go along with Kissinger’s approach. While Syria’s Hafez
      Assad remained highly skeptical of American intentions, Sadat had concluded that the road to regaining Egyptian
      territory captured by Israel ran through Washington and that the United States in
      fact “held all the cards.” Hoping to earn a seat at the table in the upcoming Geneva peace conference, Arafat
      stepped up his outreach to Washington after the war. This time Kissinger was more responsive, authorizing the
      first high-level contacts between the United States and the PLO. Arafat hoped to use the dialogue to convince the
      Americans that he was more like Sadat than like Assad, and that he was prepared to make far-reaching compromises.
      However, the PLO was not Egypt—least of all for Kissinger, who continued to view the Palestinian issue as a
      hindrance to his diplomatic strategy. According to Kissinger, “Once the PLO are in the peace process they can
      radicalize all others. They’ll raise all the issues the Israelis can’t handle, and no other Arab can raise any
      other issues once the PLO is raised.”46 Kissinger did agree to engage with the PLO but only as way to limit its ability to create
      problems for his diplomatic strategy and with the ultimate aim of sidelining it.
    


    
      Kissinger’s engagement with the PLO was designed to appease and pacify the PLO leadership while giving up nothing
      of substance. Kissinger arranged for CIA Deputy Director Vernon Walters to meet with a senior PLO official,
      Khalid al-Hassan, in the Moroccan city of Rabat in early November 1973. In keeping with his concede-nothing
      strategy, Kissinger restricted Walters to a “listening brief” while instructing him to inform his Palestinian
      interlocutors that the “United States has no proposals to make.”47 Walters told the Palestinians, “There are no objective reasons
      for antagonism between the United States and the Palestinians” and even thanked the PLO for adopting a
      “responsible position” during the war, but stressed that the United States would not take a position on
      Palestinian political claims.48 Each side took away from the meeting more or less what it had put into it. From the American
      perspective, “The meeting yielded no lasting results.”49 Al-Hassan meanwhile described the encounter as “historic,”
      adding “that everything the Palestinians had done had been to get the attention of the United States.”50 Walters and al-Hassan met a
      second time, in March 1974, but the meeting broke no new ground and the channel soon fizzled.51
    


    
      Kissinger had no intention of including the Palestinians in the peace process. As he explained to his staff,
      “Anything including the PLO would run us into trouble with the Jews in the maximum
      conditions for irresponsibility.”52 Furthermore, Kissinger insisted, the PLO’s radicalism made it incapable of compromise.
      Starting in late 1973, however, the PLO leadership began signaling its willingness to live in peace with Israel
      in return for a Palestinian mini-state in the West Bank and Gaza Strip. One early sign that Arafat’s leadership
      was moving away from the PLO’s traditional maximalist stance came during the Arab summit in Algiers of November
      1973. The Algiers Declaration omitted two previously sacred clauses regarding the Palestinian struggle: the
      “indivisibility of Palestine” and the sanctity of “armed struggle” as the only path to liberate Palestine. While
      Israelis dismissed the new language as a restatement of PLO policy to destroy Israel in two phases instead of
      one, “Arab observers saw it for what it was: a step toward accepting Israel.”53 Within the Palestinian movement such ideas
      were still highly contentious and, to many, treasonous, although Arafat had begun gradually pushing the PLO in
      that direction. According to the CIA, even hardliners in the PLO leadership such as Salah Khalaf, Fatah’s number
      two man and a key organizer of the Black September terror cell, were showing “elements of rather startling
      pragmatism.”54
      Shortly before the Geneva peace conference—to which the PLO was not invited—Arafat sent a clear message to the
      U.S. administration: “The Palestine Liberation Organization in no way seeks the destruction of Israel, but
      accepts its existence as a sovereign state; the PLO’s main aim at the Geneva conference will be the creation of a
      Palestinian state out of the ‘Palestinian part of Jordan’ plus Gaza.” The message was delivered to U.S. officials
      by the Ivorian president.55 This was the first, albeit unofficial, endorsement by the PLO leadership of a permanent
      settlement based on a two-state solution, some fifteen years before it became official PLO policy and a quarter
      century before either the Israelis or the Americans came around to the idea.
    


    
      After being cut out of the Geneva process, Arafat moved to reinforce his pragmatic overtures by working to
      enhance the PLO’s international profile and that of the Palestinians. In November 1973, the European Community
      called for respecting the “legitimate rights of the Palestinians” and acknowledging Palestinians as a party to
      the conflict for the first time.56 The Russians soon followed, in March 1974, when Foreign
      Minister Andrei Gromyko held his first publicly acknowledged meeting with Arafat, which the CIA described as a
      “small step toward formal Soviet recognition of Arafat and his [PLO] as spokesman for the
      Palestinians.”57
      Meanwhile, Arafat set out to bring the PLO’s public posture more into line with its private messages to the
      Americans. In June 1974, the Palestinian National Council issued a declaration in which it adopted a new
      political program calling for the establishment of a “fighting national authority” on any liberated part of
      Palestinian territory. Arafat had attempted to enlist American support for the initiative two months earlier, to
      which Kissinger responded with a “bland reply,” essentially reiterating previous formulations regarding
      Palestinian “legitimate interests.”58 The declaration riled Arafat’s political opponents and intensified the debate within the
      administration over the possibility of a PLO role in the peace process.59 According to the White House staffer William Quandt,
      despite its “heavily qualified language,” the new PLO statement amounted to a recognition “that it was prepared
      to settle for a Palestinian state consisting only of the West Bank and Gaza.”60
    


    
      Arafat’s political opponents understood it the same way. The Popular Front for the Liberation of Palestine
      suspended its membership in the PLO Executive Committee and formed a Rejectionist Front to oppose the PLO’s
      “liquidationist” policies.61 Meanwhile, Quandt and a fellow NSC staffer, Robert Oakley, continued in vain to press
      Kissinger to reassess his position. Despite his fiery rhetoric, they argued, “Arafat clearly wishes to move
      toward a political settlement recognizing, at least implicitly, Israel’s right to peaceful existence,” and warned
      that continuing to exclude the PLO would likely yield more terrorism.62 Kissinger remained unmoved. Despite entreaties by Arab leaders
      as well as a growing chorus of voices within the administration to bring the PLO into the process, Kissinger
      still maintained that “involving the PLO was incompatible with the interests of any of the parties to the Middle
      East conflict.”63 If
      anything, the PLO’s pragmatic gestures and growing international acceptability only strengthened Kissinger’s
      determination to keep it out of the peace process. In a meeting with American Jewish leaders in early 1974, a frustrated Kissinger warned that “if the Israelis don’t make some sort
      of arrangement with Hussein on the West Bank in six months, Arafat will become internationally recognized and the
      world will be in a chaos.”64
    


    
      Kissinger’s timing was off by only a few months. In October, the Arab League unanimously recognized the PLO as
      “the sole legitimate representative of the Palestinian people.”65 Kissinger blasted the decision as a “fit of emotional myopia”
      by Arab states for having “deprived Hussein of his negotiating role on the West Bank” and for identifying “the
      one group Israel was least likely to accept, as interlocutor.”66 The high point of Arafat’s international strategy, however,
      came a few weeks later—appropriately enough, on U.S. soil. On November 22, 1974, despite stern U.S. opposition,
      the UN General Assembly voted overwhelmingly to recognize the PLO as “the representative of the Palestinian
      people” and granted it official observer status in the UN; a second resolution affirmed the “right of the
      Palestinian people to self-determination.”67 The first major UN action on Palestine since the 1947 partition resolution, it was a
      significant blow to American diplomacy, which had worked tirelessly to defeat it. Speaking against the measure,
      the American representative, John A. Scali, railed against the PLO’s history of violence and terror, insisting
      that the “sole alternative to the sterile pursuit of change through violence is negotiation,” in which “each
      party must remain committed to negotiations.” Yet it was precisely his government’s failure to recognize the
      Palestinians as a party to the negotiations that had brought the PLO to the UN in the first place.68
    


    
      Scali’s harsh words for the PLO seemed incongruous with the VIP treatment that had been afforded the Palestinian
      leader only a few days earlier. Upon their arrival in New York City ahead of the UN vote, Arafat and his
      entourage were greeted by members of the U.S. Secret Service and New York police. Two helicopters ferried Arafat
      and members of the PLO delegation to UN headquarters, while a motorcade decoy made its way from the airport to
      the Waldorf Astoria, with sharpshooters posted along the route. “They treated him just like a head of state,”
      recalled one member of the Palestinian delegation.69 In light of the number of death
      threats lodged against the PLO leader as well as a recent assault on a Palestinian official by members of the
      Jewish Defense League, authorities had reason to be concerned for Arafat’s safety.70 But there were also other explanations for
      the pomp and circumstance surrounding Arafat’s arrival. The UN vote took place in the middle of sensitive
      Egyptian-Israeli disengagement talks and shortly after the Arab embargo had been lifted. Thus Arafat’s warm
      welcome may have been a gesture to Washington’s friends in the Arab world. Moreover, on the day of his speech, a
      meeting took place at the Waldorf Astoria between a senior CIA official and Arafat’s security chief, Ali Hassan
      Salameh. The two men reportedly agreed to formalize the existing U.S.-PLO understandings on security and
      intelligence sharing, including cooperation against common enemies, although accounts differ as to what the
      United States agreed to provide the PLO in return (written records from this meeting remain
      classified).71
      Shortly thereafter the CIA began training Palestinian forces to provide security for U.S. diplomats in Beirut.
      For the Americans, the meeting was strictly utilitarian, reaffirming security cooperation as the bedrock of
      U.S.-PLO ties for the foreseeable future. Arafat, however, hoped that by ingratiating himself with the Americans
      and elevating the PLO’s status, he would make it impossible for Washington to continue ignoring the PLO
      politically. He was wrong on both counts.
    


    
      … AND CLOSES A DOOR
    


    
      Arafat’s red-carpet reception in November 1974 would be the high point of the U.S.-PLO relationship for some time
      to come. Not long after the delegation’s departure, the State Department issued new guidelines instructing
      government officials to avoid “any statement or action which could be construed as implying official USG
      recognition of PLO as quote sole legitimate representative of Palestinian people unquote or in any other
      capacity.”72 A month
      later, the Immigration and Naturalization Service issued a blanket ban on visas to “past and present members” of
      the PLO. A number of State Department officials criticized the ban, which appeared to target Palestinians more generally and not just “PLO terrorists,” as “highly questionable and
      offensive.”73
    


    
      Ironically, the period surrounding the PLO’s christening at the UN was marked by unprecedented levels of openness
      and debate on the Palestinian issue in Washington. With the Palestinians now on the global agenda and Kissinger’s
      shuttle diplomacy in the Middle East going nowhere, the new administration of Gerald R. Ford began a reassessment
      of U.S. policy toward the Palestinians. As part of the internal reassessment, a new interagency working group on
      the Palestinians was launched to explore the possibility of bringing the Palestinians, and perhaps even the PLO,
      into the peace process. The working group also commissioned two Washington think tanks to conduct their own
      studies of the issue. The better known of the resulting reports, published by the Brookings Institution in
      December 1975, called for a comprehensive peace settlement and an end to Kissinger’s “step-by-step” approach as
      well as some form of Palestinian self-determination.74
    


    
      Even Congress, where pro-Israel and anti-PLO sentiment ran high, had begun to show signs of change. Extensive
      hearings were held in the House of Representatives on the “Palestine issue” throughout the fall of 1975. The
      hearings covered the whole range of issues, from the origins of the conflict to the nature of Palestinian
      politics to the shortcomings of existing U.S. policy, and included such expert witnesses as Edward Said and
      Ibrahim Abu-Lughod, the first Palestinian voices to be heard from on Capitol Hill in more than a half
      century.75 A handful
      of U.S. senators and representatives, including Senate Foreign Relations Committee Chairman J. William Fulbright,
      spoke openly for the first time about Palestinian rights and past suffering. “Israel, I am convinced can and
      should survive as a peaceful, prosperous society—but within the essential borders of 1967,” Fulbright stated.
      “That much we owe them, but no more. We do not owe them our support of their continued occupation of Arab lands.…
      The Palestinian people have as much right to a homeland as do the Jewish people.”76 A number of lawmakers, including Senators
      James Abourezk of South Dakota and Howard Baker of Tennessee, even dared meet with Arafat at his headquarters in
      Beirut, increasing the Palestinian leader’s legitimacy and opening up new channels
      of communication with Washington.77
    


    
      For reasons of both domestic politics and ideological rigidity, however, the newly opened political space in
      connection with the Israeli-Palestinian conflict did not translate into a more accommodating policy toward the
      PLO or the Palestinians. In fact, the reverse occurred. For one, Washington’s policy reassessment remained firmly
      anchored in Kissinger’s approach. The new policy was unveiled in September 1975 at the House hearings on
      Palestine. Speaking for the administration, the State Department’s Hal Saunders laid out the new U.S. approach to
      the Palestinians. The United States would no longer treat the Palestinians solely as a refugee problem but
      recognized that they were a “political factor which must be dealt with if there is to be a peace between Israel
      and its neighbors.… In many ways, the Palestinian dimension of the Arab-Israeli conflict is the heart of that
      conflict.”78 Despite
      drawing angry cries from Israel and its supporters in Congress, Saunders’s testimony marked more of a shift in
      tone than in actual policy. The statement acknowledged the need to take the “legitimate interests of
      Palestinians” into account, while saying nothing about their rights. Moreover, the statement still spoke of
      “bringing issues of concern to the Palestinians into negotiation,” rather than bringing the Palestinians
      themselves into negotiations, while allowing others, including the Israelis, to determine what those issues and
      interests were and which ones could be brought into the process. Despite having vetted the statement beforehand,
      Kissinger still saw fit to publicly disavow it.79
    


    
      To the extent there was a shift in U.S. policy toward the PLO, it was in the opposite direction. Kissinger’s
      primary focus was on drawing Israel into negotiations with Egypt, which remained the centerpiece of his
      diplomatic strategy. In an effort to push Egyptian-Israeli disengagement talks, the Ford administration leaned
      heavily on the Israelis, hinting at a possible reduction in Israel’s massive aid package if it did not make
      further withdrawals in Sinai.80 The threat earned Kissinger a considerable amount of grief from the Jewish
      community.81 To
      provide some incentive to the Israelis, in September 1975 Kissinger signed a secret memorandum of agreement with the Israelis pledging not to “recognize or negotiate with” the PLO
      until it recognizes Israel’s right to exist and accepts UN Security Council Resolution 242 (which Israel had
      accepted but interpreted very narrowly), and promising to “consult fully” with Israel beforehand.82 Significantly, despite the
      U.S. focus on PLO terrorism, the memorandum of agreement made no mention of terrorism. Just as terrorism had not
      prevented the U.S. from engaging with the PLO, it also was not the reason for excluding it from the peace
      process. For Arafat, however, who had already incurred the wrath of hard-line Palestinian factions with his
      implicit acceptance of Israel, formal recognition was out of the question. The same went for Resolution 242,
      which the PLO continued to reject for its failure to address the Palestinians’ right to
      self-determination.83
      Kissinger’s 1975 pledge was the first of many restrictions placed on the PLO in the decades ahead.
    


    
      In the meantime, Kissinger continued to ignore the PLO’s pragmatic gestures while working to undermine the PLO in
      the diplomatic arena and in the field. After the UN General Assembly, over American opposition, invited a
      representative of the PLO to address the Security Council “on an equal footing with other parties” in late 1975,
      the administration promised the Israelis that it would veto any attempt to alter the terms of the peace process
      or “force PLO participation in negotiations in any form.”84 Meanwhile, as the State Department continued to debate the
      idea of a Palestinian mini-state in the West Bank and Gaza, signals of a moderating stance from the PLO
      leadership became more explicit.85 In February 1976, Arafat announced a new peace initiative calling for a gradual Israeli
      withdrawal from the West Bank and Gaza leading to the creation of a Palestinian state.86 A Washington
      Post editorial urged the Ford administration to test the offer by the PLO, which it said “should be
      encouraged, not ignored or dismissed at every turn.”87 However, Kissinger continued to maintain that the PLO was a
      “Soviet Trojan horse” that was incapable of moderating.88
    


    
      Despite Kissinger’s overall aversion to the PLO, even he recognized the utility of dealing with the organization.
      Since its founding in 1964, the PLO had maintained a presence in New York in connection with the United Nations,
      but never in the American capital. As a gesture to Sadat, Kissinger had agreed to
      allow the PLO to open an office in Washington in late 1976.89 However, when the Israelis and American Jewish groups
      protested, Kissinger promptly ordered deportation of the two PLO representatives, Issam Sartawi and Sabri Jiryis,
      who had just arrived in Washington.90 More important to Kissinger was preserving the PLO’s security cooperation, which he had
      exempted from the memorandum of agreement. The start of the Lebanese civil war in 1975 increased American
      dependence on PLO security coordination.91 Fatah security forces had helped to coordinate the evacuation of American citizens from
      Beirut in the summer of 1976, for which President Ford personally thanked the PLO in a letter delivered by
      Kissinger via Egyptian intermediaries.92 At the same time, the American ambassador in Beirut, G. McMurtrie Godley, had been urging
      Kissinger to open a dialogue with the PLO to assess its suitability as a negotiating partner and help strengthen
      Palestinian moderates. “However inconvenient its existence or repugnant its behavior,” Godley stated, the “PLO
      has become a reality” and has the sympathy and support of millions of Palestinians and Arabs.”93 Kissinger had a different
      objective in mind, and instead viewed the Lebanese crisis as an opportunity “to help weaken the PLO without
      losing the PLO.”94
      His hope was that an intervention in Lebanon by Syria and the Syria-backed Saiqa faction of the PLO would weaken
      Fatah and keep the PLO divided, allowing Kissinger to continue promoting Jordan as the representative of the
      Palestinians.95
    


    
      It is not entirely clear whether Kissinger genuinely believed he could undermine the PLO in the political and
      diplomatic realms without seriously diminishing its security value to the United States or was simply prepared to
      sacrifice the latter in order to attain the former. Either way, the result was to embolden Palestinian
      rejectionists at the expense of PLO moderates, paving the way for increased instability. A CIA analysis at the
      time concluded, “Yasir Arafat’s relatively moderate policies favoring Palestinian participation in Middle East
      peace negotiations have so far brought few tangible gains for the Palestinians.” As a result, “Arafat recently
      has shown a heightened awareness of the need to protect his personal position and to prevent the erosion of
      Palestinian popular support in the direction of the radicals.”96
    


    
      TYING CARTER’S HANDS
    


    
      Jimmy Carter’s approach to the Middle East conflict was almost the polar opposite of Kissinger’s. In addition to
      putting greater emphasis on human rights and international law, Carter and his new secretary of state, Cyrus R.
      Vance, had a deeper appreciation for the plight of the Palestinians. “The continued deprivation of Palestinian
      rights was not only used as the primary lever against Israel,” Carter later wrote, “but was contrary to the basic
      moral and ethical principles of both our countries.”97 Much of the new thinking that had been generated in the
      preceding years was now incorporated into the administration’s policies. The Carter administration revived the
      long-dormant policy of affirming the illegality under international law of building Jewish settlements in the
      Israeli-occupied territories. Most important, Carter sought to bring the Palestinians into the peace process and
      was prepared to apply pressure on all sides, including on Israel, to advance the peace process. A resolution of
      the Palestinian question became an essential requirement for Middle East peace, alongside an Israeli withdrawal
      from the territories it occupied and a final peace settlement between Israel and its Arab neighbors. Despite the
      best efforts of Carter’s peace team to put together a formula that would enable the PLO to join the peace
      process, each side remained too politically constrained to meet the other’s minimal demands. Moreover, while
      Carter proved to be an effective mediator between Israel and Egypt, the combination of Kissinger’s 1975
      memorandum of agreement, domestic political pressures, and the absence of a strategic imperative effectively tied
      Carter’s hands when it came to the Palestinians.
    


    
      Eager to capitalize on the change of administration in Washington, Arafat used his CIA back channel to request an
      official dialogue with the new administration.98 For their part, Carter and Vance hoped to revive the Geneva
      peace process, while avoiding the errors of their predecessors. Their primary challenge was to find a way to
      bring the Palestinians into the process while working within the constraints imposed by Kissinger’s pledge and
      the pro-Israel lobby. Those constraints became evident early in Carter’s presidency. Carter’s impromptu
      endorsement of a “Palestinian homeland” in March 1977 sent shockwaves throughout
      the Middle East and Washington.99 He was later forced to clarify that this would have to be “in the framework of the nation of
      Jordan or by some other means.”100 The 1975 memorandum of agreement in effect became a “no contact” pledge that tied the hands
      of Carter’s and subsequent administrations.101 Although forced to reaffirm that he would “never negotiate or recognize the PLO” until
      it accepted Israel’s right to exist and Resolution 242, Carter later complained that it was “absolutely
      ridiculous that we pledged under Kissinger and Nixon that we would not negotiate with the PLO.”102
    


    
      The first order of business for Carter’s peace team, which included National Security Adviser Zbigniew Brzezinski
      and the NSC staffer William Quandt, was to devise a formula by which the PLO leadership could accept Resolution
      242, thus allowing them to participate in the peace process. A clear and unambiguous acceptance of Resolution 242
      would be considered by the administration tantamount to a renunciation of PLO calls for destroying Israel. This
      was no easy task, given Arafat’s position among the various Palestinian factions in Lebanon. In addition to the
      PLO’s rejectionist factions, such as the PFLP and Saiqa, Arafat also had to contend with their Syrian sponsors,
      who now occupied much of Lebanon. After an intensive exchange throughout the summer of 1977 involving multiple
      third parties, including Saudi, Egyptian, and various American intermediaries, the administration arrived at what
      it felt to be a workable formula. If the PLO could accept Resolution 242 “with clarification”—for example, by
      stipulating its desire for an independent state—the Palestinians would be allowed to participate in an
      anticipated Geneva II conference, slated for December 1977, as part of a unified Arab delegation. The PLO could
      select the Palestinian participants, provided they were not official office holders in the
      organization.103
      The proposal showed considerable creativity and pragmatism on the part of the administration’s Middle East team.
      The administration also recognized the inherently political nature of the Palestinian question, which was “not
      just a refugee issue but one involving the political status of the Palestinians” and, as such, was a “co-equal
      core issue” to those raised in Resolution 242.104
    


    
      Arafat and others in the PLO leadership agreed in principle with the
      administration’s formulation of accepting Resolution 242 with modifications, but requested additional assurances
      to help neutralize opposition back home.105 Arafat asked the administration for a gesture of American “intentions toward the
      concept of [a] Palestinian state” or “some similar moral commitment to the idea of a Palestinian
      state.”106 The
      thinking was that if Palestinians were being asked to endorse land-for-peace they should also be allowed to reap
      its benefits in the form of actual territory. The American formulation had stopped short of acknowledging a
      Palestinian right to self-determination, falling back on what would now become a standard formula calling for
      “self-determination by the Palestinians in deciding on their future status.” In other words, the Palestinians
      should be just one of the parties that could decide on their future, alongside Israel, Arab states, the United
      States, and others. It was, as one American scholar noted, an attempt “to split an unsplittable difference” by in
      effect trying to separate “self” from “determination.”107
    


    
      Still hoping to find a workable compromise, Arafat proposed various alternative formulations involving “reserved
      acceptance” of Resolution 242 in return for U.S. recognition of the PLO as the “legal representative” of the
      Palestinian people or a “guarantee” of PLO participation in the Geneva II conference, none of which were
      acceptable to U.S. officials.108 While the Egyptians, Saudis, and Russians all urged Arafat to accept the proposal, the
      Syrian regime opposed it and pressed him to hold out for something more tangible than a dialogue.109 With both statehood and
      recognition of the PLO off the table, the PLO’s Central Council voted down the American proposal in late
      August.110
    


    
      The Carter administration’s communications with the PLO, however indirect, alarmed the Israelis, particularly the
      newly elected prime minister, Menachem Begin of the hard-line Likud Party. For Begin—who had been a leader of the
      terrorist Irgun gang—the PLO was “the most barbaric organization since the Nazis.”111 Although Israel had accepted Resolution
      242 in principle, Begin refused to accept U.S. arguments that its withdrawal-from-territory clause also applied
      to the West Bank and Gaza Strip.112 Instead, Begin’s government proposed a form of autonomy for
      Palestinians in the West Bank and Gaza that would be limited to the people but not the land. Israel responded to
      the U.S.-PLO dialogue and the PLO’s possible acceptance of Resolution 242 by launching a major offensive against
      Palestinian targets in August 1977 and announcing a series of new settlement plans in the West Bank and
      Gaza.113 Begin
      pulled back Israeli forces from Lebanon, but only after a stern warning from Carter that Israel was in violation
      of the 1976 Arms Export Control Act prohibiting the use of American weapons for offensive purposes.
    


    
      The fallout from an October 1977 joint U.S.-Soviet communiqué further slowed the
      momentum toward a U.S.-PLO arrangement. The communiqué’s reference to the “legitimate
      rights of the Palestinian people” angered the Israelis and triggered a backlash from the Jewish community in the
      United States. After being inundated with angry letters from American Jewish leaders, Carter backtracked,
      reverting to the customary language of “legitimate interests” favored by previous administrations.114 To mollify the Israelis,
      the administration proposed a joint working paper to agree on various procedural and substantive aspects of the
      peace talks ahead of the Geneva II conference. Among other items, the U.S.-Israel working paper gave Israel the
      ability to veto participation of additional parties in the negotiations and agreed to treat the issue of Jews who
      fled Arab states after the creation of the Jewish state as being equivalent to the issue of Palestinian
      refugees.115
    


    
      Sadat’s surprise visit to Israel in November 1977 put an end to U.S. attempts to bring the PLO into the peace
      process and preempted the planned peace conference in Geneva. Sadat’s initiative also forced Arafat to end the
      PLO’s delicate balancing act between Egypt and Syria. “I was on the mountaintop,” Arafat complained, “but Sadat
      threw me into the valley.”116 The PLO’s opposition to Sadat’s peace overtures was not merely ideological. As Kissinger was
      fond of pointing out, there could be no war without Egypt and no peace without Syria. A separate Egyptian peace
      deal with Israel would take Egypt out of the military equation, hence eliminating a key source of leverage for
      the Palestinians vis-à-vis Israel while leaving them vulnerable and exposed. Without
      the threat of war, Israel would be free to sideline the Palestinian issue while
      swallowing up as much of the West Bank as it could. Outwardly, Arafat had little choice but to join Palestinian
      rejectionist factions and other Arab rejectionists in denouncing both Sadat’s “high treason” and American
      diplomacy. Palestinian rejectionists were now allowed back into the PLO fold. Initially taken by surprise by
      Sadat’s initiative, the Carter administration quickly adapted its strategy. In a sort of modified version of the
      old “step-by-step” approach, Brzezinski described the new U.S. Middle East peace strategy in terms of three
      concentric circles: an Egyptian-Israeli deal, an Israeli-Jordanian-Palestinian agreement on the West Bank, and an
      Israeli-Syrian agreement.117
    


    
      In the meantime, the two sides resorted to mutual recriminations. The Carter administration accused Arafat and
      the PLO of intransigence, which in Brzezinski’s words effectively meant “bye bye PLO.”118 Arafat responded in kind, accusing
      Israel and America of “trying to eliminate the Palestinian factor, the Palestinian people.… When he says,
      ‘Farewell to the PLO,’ what he really should be saying is ‘Farewell to his interests in this area.’ ”119 Despite the mutual
      goodbyes, however, neither side was prepared to close the door completely.
    


    
      Meanwhile, as the September 1978 Camp David summit drew near, the situation on the ground continued to
      deteriorate. In March 1978, PLO militants from Arafat’s Fatah movement hijacked a bus along Israel’s coastal
      highway, and killed thirty-eight Israelis, including thirteen children. In retaliation for the massacre, in early
      March the Israelis launched another large-scale invasion of Lebanon; they killed more than a thousand Lebanese
      and Palestinian civilians and displaced tens of thousands more. The Israelis eventually withdrew, but only after
      the Carter administration forced their hand by pushing through a Security Council resolution condemning the
      action and setting up a new United Nations peacekeeping force in Lebanon. What Israel’s leaders regarded as
      restoring its “deterrent” capability was viewed by much of the international community as an attempt to pound the
      Palestinians into submission. Carter expressed sympathy for the Israeli victims of terror but, as he later wrote
      in his memoirs, also felt that Israel had “grossly overreacted in Lebanon to the terrorist attack on some Israeli
      citizens, destroying hundreds of villages, killing many people, and making two
      hundred thousand Lebanese homeless.” What was more, Carter continued, “They are using American equipment for
      invasion of a foreign territory, which is illegal.”120
    


    
      For the administration, the question was no longer how to bring in the Palestinians, but what Sadat could secure
      on their behalf.121
      Sadat had continued to insist that he would not pursue a separate peace and that it was necessary to secure some
      tangible achievement toward justice for Palestinians. Carter’s answer to the Egyptian leader’s concerns was
      embodied in his January 1978 declaration that a peace settlement should “enable the Palestinians to participate
      in the determination of their own future.” The statement, as one scholar described it, represented a
      “codification of American ambivalence.”122 In the lead-up to the September 1978 Camp David peace summit, Carter worked to bridge
      the differences between Sadat and Begin, both of whom subsequently gave in to American pressure. Unable to fully
      appreciate Sadat’s insistence on a linkage between an Egyptian-Israeli settlement and progress on the Palestinian
      issue, Carter convinced him to drop his demand for some sort of statement on Palestinian
      self-determination.123 In return, Begin relented on the questions of Israel’s withdrawal from the Sinai and the
      applicability of Resolution 242 to the West Bank.
    


    
      In addition to laying out the broad outlines of an Egyptian-Israeli peace treaty at Camp David, American,
      Israeli, and Egyptian negotiators also agreed on a separate framework for a comprehensive Middle East peace.
      While giving a nod to “the legitimate rights of the Palestinian people,” the centerpiece of the agreement was a
      proposal for limited Palestinian autonomy in the West Bank and Gaza. The result was a vaguely defined Palestinian
      “autonomy” plan that did not provide for a freeze on Israeli settlement construction or Palestinian control of
      land and resources and included no means of enforcement. Hence, it held few incentives for Palestinians in the
      occupied territories.124 Continued settlement activity, which the administration regarded as a form of “creeping
      annexation,” remained a consistent source of tension between Carter and Begin throughout the Camp David
      talks.125 The
      failure to secure a written commitment from Israel to freeze settlements was, according to William Quandt, the “biggest error of Camp David.”126 Had U.S. officials secured such a commitment at the
      time, it might have set a precedent for subsequent administrations and perhaps mitigated the kind of attrition
      that took place in U.S. settlements policy after Carter.
    


    
      Palestinian and Arab reaction to the summit was swift and severe. A unified PLO Central Council rejected the West
      Bank and Gaza autonomy plan and adopted a joint program to oppose the Camp David Accords. The Arab League voted
      to freeze relations with Egypt and later suspended Cairo’s membership. Meanwhile, the Carter administration and
      the PLO leadership seemed intent on keeping the door open for some type of mutual accommodation, even as
      circumstances were forcing it shut. Having lost faith in Sadat, Arafat requested a direct dialogue with
      Washington in late 1978.127 The Carter administration could not agree to direct contact but quietly enlisted the help of
      Edward Said, a prominent Palestinian American intellectual and a member of the PNC, to probe Arafat’s
      receptiveness to the “242 with reservations” formula. By the time Said was able to convey the message directly in
      early 1979, Arafat’s disposition toward the Americans had changed significantly. According to Said, Arafat
      rejected the offer. “I want you to tell Vance that we’re not interested,” Arafat informed Said. “We don’t want
      the Americans. The Americans have stabbed us in the back. This is a lousy deal. We want Palestine. We don’t want
      to negotiate with the Israelis. We’re going to fight.”128
    


    
      Arafat’s sudden unresponsiveness may have been due to the mounting pressure he faced internally from Palestinian
      rejectionists and especially from the Syrians, at whose mercy the PLO operated in Lebanon. Arafat may have also
      felt betrayed by Washington’s inability to protect his security chief and long-time CIA asset, Ali Hassan
      Salameh, who had been assassinated in Beirut a few weeks earlier by means of an Israeli car bomb in January 1979.
      As the former CIA analyst Bruce Riedel explains, the Israelis “viewed Salameh as a threat in two ways. First, he
      was a terrorist. But second, he was in a clandestine relationship [with the Americans via the CIA]. They thought
      such a relationship was the first step to seeing Arafat in the White House. So they would have wanted him dead just for that reason alone.”129 Violence in Lebanon caused by the Israeli-PLO clash
      continued to escalate over the next several years. In August 1980, Israel carried out its largest operation in
      two years, taking its war against the PLO deep into Lebanese territory and setting the stage for the next major
      war.
    


    
      It is impossible to know whether Arafat’s acceptance of the American formula regarding Resolution 242 before and
      after the Camp David summit would have brought the Palestinians into the peace process, particularly given the
      Begin government’s continued rejection of any accommodation with Palestinian nationalism. Eventually the two main
      sticking points—the PLO’s inability to explicitly accept Resolution 242 and the United States’ inability to
      explicitly accept Palestinian statehood—would be overcome, but only after many years and considerable bloodshed.
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      Abnormal Normalization
    


    
      No matter that some Israelis believe that the PLO can and must be
      totally and visibly smashed into oblivion—we will pay a great price in terms of our broad interest and
      international image.
    


    
      —Philip Habib, U.S. presidential peace envoy to the Middle East, June
      27, 1982
    


    
      On May 17, 1987, Secretary of State George Shultz took the podium before an
      admiring audience of the American Israel Public Affairs Committee, the powerful pro-Israel lobby group also known
      as AIPAC, in Washington, DC. In his address Shultz spoke of the deepening ties between the United States and
      Israel, which had expanded considerably under the Reagan administration, before addressing prospects for
      Arab-Israeli peace. Taking aim at the Palestinian leadership, Shultz denounced Arafat and the PLO, which he
      declared were “not qualified” to be part of the peace process. As Shultz railed against the PLO, he found himself
      unwittingly leading the audience in a chant of “PLO? Hell, no!”1 The somewhat awkward moment
      was more than just a testament to the remarkable influence of the pro-Israel lobby in Washington. Eighteen months
      later, in the final weeks of Ronald
      Reagan’s second term in office, Shultz shocked both AIPAC’s leaders and the Israeli government by authorizing the
      first-ever official dialogue between the United States and the PLO.
    


    
      Shultz’s apparent change of heart had less to do with a strategic
      reorientation in the U.S. approach to the Palestinians or the peace process than with the slow, halting, and
      reluctant realization that there was no alternative to dealing with the PLO. This rather abnormal process of
      normalization with the PLO began in the lead-up to Israel’s 1982 invasion of Lebanon and continued in various
      forms during and after the crisis. That this process of quasi-normalization occurred alongside a parallel process
      of growing Palestinian political weakness and fragmentation was not entirely coincidental. Internal PLO weakness
      and division in the aftermath of the Lebanon War led Arafat to become more moderate and more eager to enter into
      Washington’s good graces and to accommodate U.S. demands, even as it remained a source of overall violence and
      instability in the region. But as the PLO’s moderation and visibility increased, so too did the attempts by
      Israel and its allies in Congress to keep the PLO out of the peace process. It was only after the Palestinian
      uprising of 1987 and the collapse of the “Jordan option” a year later—both of which coincided with the PLO’s
      desire to reassert its relevance—that the Reagan administration began to actively seek a dialogue with the PLO.
      Ironically, although the launching of an official U.S.-PLO dialogue opened the door to Palestinian participation
      in the peace process, it did so while formally precluding a formal role for the PLO.
    


    
      “AMBER LIGHT”: THE LEBANON WAR
    


    
      Israel’s invasion of Lebanon, launched on June 6, 1982, did not come as a surprise either in the region or in
      Washington. The immediate trigger for the invasion was a failed assassination attempt in London on Israel’s
      ambassador to the UK by the Abu Nidal network three days earlier (though it had been in the planning for at least
      a year).2 Israeli
      officials had briefed the Reagan administration on their war plans in December
      1981, and the PLO had received prior intelligence on the planned invasion as well. However, no one fully grasped
      the true scope of Israel’s war aims.3 Once the invasion began, Prime Minister Menachem Begin and Defense Minister Ariel Sharon
      assured American officials that the operation would extend no further than 40 kilometers into Lebanon and last no
      more than forty-eight hours. Within a week, however, Israeli forces had reached the outskirts of Beirut. After
      reaching a truce with the Syrians, the Israeli Defense Force (IDF) turned its attention to the PLO. Now besieged
      in predominantly Muslim West Beirut, the PLO was subjected to fifty days of fierce bombardment by air, land, and
      sea.
    


    
      The stated purpose of the operation, code-named “Peace for Galilee,” was to put an end to rocket fire by
      Palestinian fedayeen on population centers in the north of Israel, but its real aims were more political than
      military. On reaching Beirut, Sharon demanded the total evacuation of PLO personnel from the city. His primary
      objective was “not to halt Palestinian attacks on northern Israel. Rather, it was an attempt to produce a
      weakened, more radical PLO under Syrian dominance … which would pose a lesser political threat to Israel, and one
      with which Israel would feel less international pressure to eventually negotiate.”4 In addition to eradicating the “PLO’s
      infrastructure” in Lebanon, Sharon hoped to install a friendly government in Lebanon dominated by his Maronite
      Christian allies, the Phalange. Sharon also set his sights on Palestinian refugee camps, which were hotbeds of
      Palestinian guerrilla activity in which Palestinian grievances against Israel were kept at a boil.5 The Lebanon crisis marked the
      first instance of American mediation between Israel and the PLO. However, Washington’s inability to influence
      Israeli behavior before and during the war ultimately derailed its mediation efforts during one of the bloodiest
      episodes of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict and eventually led to U.S. troops being drawn into the conflict.
    


    
      Senior Reagan administration officials, including Secretary of State Alexander Haig and the president’s Middle
      East peace envoy, Philip Habib, made their opposition known as soon as they were briefed on the Israeli
      plan.6 According to
      Habib’s deputy, Morris Draper, American officials spent the next six months
      “trying to head off what we perceived to be a catastrophe not only for Israel, but also for the West and the
      United States.”7 The
      Pentagon took an equally dim view of the planned invasion.8 In late May 1982, less than two weeks before the invasion,
      Sharon again pitched his war plans to senior administration officials. Habib “firmly, loudly and unambiguously
      opposed Sharon’s agenda.” Haig, on the other hand, was more equivocal, informing Sharon that the “U.S., as an
      ally, cannot tell Israel not to defend its interests,” while stipulating that there needed to be “a recognizable
      provocation … that will be understood internationally, and any reaction must be in proportion to the
      provocation.”9 Although
      the Pentagon and other American officials had made clear the administration’s opposition to an Israeli invasion,
      Haig’s words represented “a clear, strong amber light,” according to Samuel Lewis, the American ambassador in Tel
      Aviv. Haig has since rejected that charge.10 Whatever his intentions, Haig’s response clearly was not a red light. Once again, the
      lack of clarity in Washington played into Israel’s hands. As Robert Dillon, who served as the U.S. ambassador to
      Lebanon during the war, later explained, “Sharon didn’t care whether Americans approved or disapproved of
      whatever he wanted to do. He just wanted to know whether the US would take any punitive action. He had sat and
      looked at the Secretary [Haig], who was a distinguished military officer himself, and immediately understood that
      the Americans were not going to take any action if Israel were to invade Lebanon. He saw that there would be no
      political costs to Israel.”11
    


    
      Internal divisions within the administration over how to respond to the invasion only added to the confusion
      surrounding U.S. policy. Most of Reagan’s national security team, including Secretary of Defense Caspar
      Weinberger, Vice President George Bush, and National Security Adviser William Clark, favored an immediate Israeli
      withdrawal backed by a credible threat of sanctions. However, Haig and a handful of others wanted to give Israel
      more time to complete its mission and ultimately convinced Reagan not to pressure Israel to withdraw until PLO
      and Syrian fighters did the same.
    


    
      Haig was a staunchly anti-Soviet conservative who shared the president’s view of the Middle East as a key
      battleground in the struggle against global communism and Soviet expansionism. At
      the center of Reagan’s Middle East policy was the notion of “strategic consensus,” according to which key
      American allies, such as Israel and Saudi Arabia, would set aside their differences, particularly with regard to
      the Palestinians, to join the U.S.-led struggle against the Soviet menace.12 Israeli leaders embraced their status as a “strategic
      asset” to the United States, recasting the century-old territorial dispute with the Palestinians as an extension
      of the struggle against the Soviet Union and its Arab clients. “Palestinian terrorism, PLO terrorism, has been
      one of the main means by which the Soviets are preparing the ground for further extension into the Middle East,”
      Sharon told the Wall Street Journal shortly before the invasion.13 In other words, Israel’s
      enemies were also America’s enemies. Reagan’s own understanding of Palestinian history and politics was rather
      limited. John L. Helgerson, a CIA analyst, recalls briefing Reagan shortly after his election on the inner
      workings of Palestinian politics, at which point President-elect Reagan looked up and said, “ ‘But they are all
      terrorists, aren’t they?’ ” Helgerson added, “My heart just sank.”14
    


    
      Notwithstanding Reagan’s crude stereotypes, Haig’s views were considerably more developed and ideological than
      the president’s. Habib’s biographer, John Boykin, describes Haig as “the most fervent supporter of Israel ever to
      serve as America’s secretary of state.”15 In addition to seeing Israel as a bulwark against Soviet-inspired radicalism, Haig also
      shared the Kissingerian view that weakening the PLO, mainly through the destruction of its military power in
      Lebanon, would be an asset to the peace process. Other senior administration officials shared this view,
      including Reagan’s UN ambassador, Jeanne Kirkpatrick.16 According to Wat Cluverius, who served as the U.S. consul
      general in Jerusalem shortly after the war, Haig considered the Palestinians to be “kind of a phony issue” and
      was “intrigued by the idea that the Palestinian problem could be made to just disappear by force, the Sharon
      thesis.”17
    


    
      Indeed, Haig’s primary interest was to get the issue of the Palestinians “off the table.”18 This could be achieved in one
      of two ways: talk to the PLO in order to find some mutually beneficial accommodation, or defeat it—and
      Palestinian nationalism—once and for all. Haig began with the former and
      eventually settled on the latter. The administration’s top priority in the region remained the Egypt-Israel
      treaty and the delicate normalization process between the two countries, which U.S. officials hoped to insulate
      from the ongoing cross-border violence in Lebanon. Shortly after Habib was recruited to broker a ceasefire
      between Israel and the PLO in Lebanon, Haig authorized two senior Middle East hands, Nick Veliotes and Wat
      Cluverius, to conduct “a totally private, indirect negotiation with Arafat” through John Mroz, the head of the
      EastWest Institute, a New York–based think tank.19 Mroz had been tapped by Arafat to convey the message to the
      new administration that the PLO might be ready to recognize Israel in exchange for American recognition of the
      PLO.20 “We got very
      close, until the Israelis invaded Lebanon,” said one of the American diplomats involved. “But that, too, was part
      of our multifaceted attempt to protect the Egyptian-Israeli Treaty.” After the Israeli invasion, Arafat became
      convinced that the Mroz dialogue had been a ruse by Haig as part of his collusion with Israel to destroy the
      PLO.21
    


    
      The sheer scale and brutality of the IDF operation in Lebanon shocked the administration. Three weeks into the
      Israeli offensive, more than 10,000 Lebanese and Palestinians had been killed and some 19,000 wounded, the vast
      majority of them civilians, while IDF losses stood at 300 dead and 1,200 wounded.22 The high civilian toll as well as Sharon’s
      apparent obsession with killing Arafat incensed Washington’s Arab allies, including President Hosni Mubarak of
      Egypt, who came under intense pressure to abrogate the new peace treaty with Israel. Meanwhile, Habib complained
      bitterly at being repeatedly misled by Sharon; he blamed the IDF’s frequent truce violations for preventing him
      from brokering an end to the carnage. Reagan was personally taken aback by the ferocity of the IDF offensive. “I
      was angry,” Reagan wrote in his diary of his phone call to Begin, “I told him it had to stop or our entire future
      relationship was endangered. I used the word holocaust deliberately & said the symbol of war was becoming a
      picture of a 7-month-old baby with its arms blown off.”23 Reagan went on to warn Begin that Israel’s continued shelling
      of Beirut would put U.S.-Israel relations “in the balance,” although the administration later vetoed a UN Security Council resolution calling for military sanctions against
      Israel.24 Habib urged
      Reagan and his new secretary of state, George Shultz, to follow through on their threats by suspending weapons
      shipments to Israel. Shultz had replaced Haig as secretary of state a few weeks into the crisis. Apart from a
      brief delay in the delivery of aircraft and cluster bombs, however, American weapons continued to flow to Israel
      throughout the war.25
    


    
      The mixed signals from the U.S. administration allowed Sharon to prosecute the war in Lebanon more or less on his
      terms and ultimately doomed American mediation efforts. Communicating with the PLO through Lebanese security
      officials, Habib finally secured a comprehensive ceasefire arrangement in mid-August. Under the U.S.-brokered
      agreement, Palestinian fighters and other PLO personnel would be evacuated from Beirut in exchange for an Israeli
      pledge not to invade West Beirut and American guarantees to protect the tens of thousands of Palestinian
      civilians left behind. The United States would also contribute troops to a multinational force to serve as a
      buffer and oversee the plan’s implementation. With the crisis seemingly under control, Reagan announced a new
      peace initiative on September 2 that called for a “just and lasting peace,” while Habib received a hero’s welcome
      in Washington and was awarded the Presidential Medal of Freedom.
    


    
      The celebrations were premature, however. One week after the PLO’s evacuation in early September, American and
      other international forces were suddenly withdrawn. Days later, on September 14, Bashir Gemayal, the
      Israeli-backed Christian leader of the right-wing Phalange Party, was assassinated just as he was about to become
      the president of Lebanon. The following day, on September 15, under various and conflicting pretexts, the Israeli
      army entered West Beirut and surrounded the Palestinian refugee camps of Sabra and Shatila. Over the next three
      days, under the watchful eyes of the IDF, Phalangist militiamen set about “liquidating whatever humanity came in
      their path.”26 At the
      end of the killing spree, between 1,000 and 2,500 women, children, and elderly men lay dead.27 Despite Sharon’s insistence
      that “2,500 terrorists” had been hiding out in the camps, American officials found no evidence to back his claim.
      Recently declassified transcripts of meetings between U.S. and Israeli officials
      as events were unfolding suggest that the administration could have done more to prevent the massacre but allowed
      itself to be browbeaten by Sharon. “Working with only partial knowledge of the reality on the ground,” the Middle
      East scholar Seth Anziska wrote in the New York Times, “the United States feebly
      yielded to false arguments and stalling tactics that allowed a massacre in progress to proceed.”28 Before withdrawing from the
      city, the IDF occupied a number of PLO offices and institutions, including the Palestinian Research Center, which
      Israeli soldiers ransacked, looted, and defaced. The center housed thousands of books, land deeds, photos, maps,
      and other documents related to the lives and properties of Palestinian refugees before Israel’s
      creation.29
    


    
      The very outcome that Habib had worked to avoid—and that the United States had pledged, in writing, to
      prevent—had now happened. President Reagan expressed “outrage and revulsion over the murders” in Sabra and
      Shatila and ordered the Marines back to Lebanon under a new multinational force. A few members of Congress again
      raised the threat of cutting aid to Israel before promptly abandoning it. Expressing the sense of betrayal felt
      by many of his colleagues in the administration, Morris Draper accused the Israeli prime minister of telling “a
      straight-out, 100 percent, bald-faced lie to the United States government, his great friend.”30 A few senior officials went
      further, acknowledging American culpability. “The brutal fact,” Shultz would later acknowledge, “is we are
      partially responsible.”31
    


    
      In the end, Israel’s Lebanon war produced no winners, only degrees of losers. Ultimately, the highest price was
      borne by Palestinian and Lebanese civilians, with more than 19,000 killed and another 30,000 wounded (not
      including the Sabra-Shatila massacre) and dozens of villages and neighborhoods damaged or destroyed. The PLO,
      which had now relocated to Tunis and was greatly weakened both militarily and politically, estimated its own
      losses at around 1,000 killed and 6,000 captured.32 For its part, the invasion cost Israel some $3.5 billion in
      direct and indirect economic costs, and the lives of roughly 650 Israeli soldiers.33 Israel’s conduct in the war badly tarnished
      its image around the world and divided Israeli society. Begin was forced to resign in October 1983 and left
      public life soon afterward. Israel’s Lebanon debacle became Israel’s “Vietnam,” a
      mistake that even Begin came to regret a few years later.34 The architect of Israel’s Lebanon war, Ariel Sharon, was
      forced to step down as defense minister, and an official Israeli inquiry later determined that he bore “personal
      responsibility” for failing to prevent the massacre in Sabra and Shatila. Most Palestinians and Arabs, meanwhile,
      continued to believe that the massacre had been part of Sharon’s plan all along.35 (Although he continued to be dogged by
      allegations of war crimes, Sharon would be politically rehabilitated in the 2000s.)36
    


    
      Despite paying a toll in human and material terms, Israel had been largely spared any political, much less legal,
      consequences for their actions, much of which was borne by the United States. If Lebanon was the first test in
      the U.S.-Israel strategic partnership, it is difficult to imagine a less propitious outcome. That the United
      States had so little sway over its Israeli ally in a crisis that most administration officials agreed was
      detrimental to American interests raised serious questions about Washington’s ability to serve as an effective
      mediator. Philip Habib resigned in July 1983, citing the damage done to his and America’s credibility.37 Not only was the United
      States now fully identified with Israel, but, following the redeployment of U.S. Marines to Lebanon in the wake
      of the Sabra and Shatila massacre in September 1982, it also became party to the conflict, as well as a ready
      target for a wide variety of armed groups operating out of Lebanon. The Israeli invasion and subsequent
      occupation of southern Lebanon became an incubator for several new radical groups, including the Iranian-backed
      Shia militia, Hezbollah. The bombings of the U.S. embassy and Marine barracks by pro-Iranian radicals in April
      1983 and October 1983, respectively, claiming the lives of more than 240 Americans, served as grim reminders of
      the perils of ill-conceived American intervention and marked “the beginning of America’s deadly encounter with a
      political Islamist movement.”38
    


    
      THE KISSINGER TEST
    


    
      The administration’s anger over Israel’s conduct throughout the Lebanon crisis quickly subsided, highlighting the
      extent to which the basic premises of the U.S.-Israel relationship were immune from developments on the ground. Even as U.S. troops remained bogged down in Lebanon, the U.S.-Israel
      strategic partnership was greatly expanded throughout the 1980s. Reagan formalized Washington’s commitment to
      maintaining Israel’s “qualitative military edge” over any potential adversaries. Meanwhile, Israel became the
      first nation to sign a free trade agreement with the United States. Thanks in large part to AIPAC and its army of
      activists and campaign donors, Congress did its part to boost Israel’s sagging economy in 1985 by doubling its
      annual economic aid package to nearly $2 billion, all of it in the form of a grant, alongside the $1.4 billion it
      received in military grants.39
    


    
      Meanwhile the diplomatic process remained stalled. The Reagan Plan had been put together by a core group of
      experienced Middle East hands from the State Department and the intelligence community and billed as a “fresh
      start” to the peace process. More than anything, however, it embodied the administration’s deep ambivalence about
      the conflict and about Palestinian leaders. The plan called for granting Palestinians in the West Bank and Gaza
      “full autonomy” in association with Jordan, while explicitly ruling out the possibility of a Palestinian state
      and precluding a role for the PLO. Shultz later acknowledged that he briefly considered dealing directly with the
      PLO during the Lebanon war in return for its public acceptance of Resolution 242 and Israel’s right to exist. “I
      decided it was a bad idea,” Shultz wrote in his memoir, “The Lebanon crisis was one problem; an Arab-Israeli
      solution for the West Bank and Gaza was another. I would not try to bargain one for the other.” To help instill
      confidence in the plan, Reagan called for “the immediate adoption of a settlement freeze by Israel” in the
      occupied territories. At the same time, however, he “assured the Israelis and informed the Arabs … of the U.S.
      view that Jews must have the right to live on the West Bank, historically Judea and Samaria,” employing the term
      favored by the settler movement and the Israeli right.40 In any case, a resolution of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict
      was not a top priority for Reagan or Shultz. The Reagan Plan, as one American diplomat explained, was designed
      “to recapture the momentum of Camp David and the Egyptian-Israeli Treaty, which was our first priority to
      implement.”41
    


    
      It was just as well. Although the PLO had signaled a readiness to work with the
      Reagan Plan, Israel opposed the proposal in its entirety. Committed to the vision of Greater Israel, encompassing
      the whole of the land between the Mediterranean Sea and the Jordan River, Begin’s Likud government firmly opposed
      an Israeli withdrawal from the West Bank and Gaza; nor was it prepared to grant Palestinians meaningful
      self-rule, insisting that “autonomy is for people not territory.”42 Israel’s rejection of the plan effectively rendered it “dead
      on arrival.” The Reagan Plan “failed literally the day we presented it to the Israelis,” recalled Daniel Kurtzer,
      a former American diplomat then stationed in Tel Aviv.43 In place of a political settlement, Shultz proposed focusing
      on improving the “quality of life” of Palestinians in the occupied territories through economic and humanitarian
      assistance plans. While conceding that “problems in the West Bank and Gaza” could not be fully resolved without
      an end to the Israeli occupation, Shultz hoped that funneling aid money and promoting private investment into the
      occupied territories would stem the spread of extremism.44 The program never got off the ground, thanks to resistance
      from Israel’s Likud government, while Palestinians largely viewed it as an attempt to make the occupation more
      palatable.45
    


    
      If Shultz had failed to see the connection between the Lebanon crisis and the occupied territories, Israeli
      leaders had not. For Begin and Sharon, Lebanon and the West Bank and Gaza were two fronts in the same struggle
      against Palestinian nationalism. Begin breathed new life into Israel’s settlement project in the occupied
      territories, which had languished under a decade of Labor Party rule, while simultaneously cracking down on
      Palestinian institutions and leaders, particularly those deemed to be “PLO sympathizers.”46 Both efforts were spearheaded
      by Ariel Sharon. As Israel’s minister of agriculture from 1977 to 1981, Sharon had overseen implementation of an
      ambitious settlement “master plan” aimed at intensifying settlement construction in areas adjacent to the Israeli
      border, called the Green Line, and other strategic parts of the West Bank. The plan helped produce a nearly 150
      percent increase in Israel’s settler population in under a decade, from 106,600 in 1983 to 258,400 in
      1992.47 As defense
      minister, meanwhile, Sharon set out to create an alternative leadership in the
      West Bank. The plan was to assemble various rural and tribal elders in the West Bank into various “village
      leagues” to serve as a counterweight to the “radical” nationalist leadership of the PLO and eventually to assume
      the role of the self-governing authority called for in the Camp David Accords.48 It was classic colonial-style “divide and
      rule.” Lacking any legitimacy, Sharon’s village leagues proved to be a spectacular failure. “They were
      quislings,” recalled Brandon Grove, the American consul general in Jerusalem. “Some, if not all, were in the pay
      of the Israelis. They were a mediocre lot, whose experience had little to do with skills in governing, and whose
      backgrounds were often shady.”49
    


    
      On the Palestinian side, the war had left the PLO leadership severely weakened and divided and thus provided the
      first real test of Kissinger’s hypothesis. Kissinger, along with his ideological fellow travelers such as Al
      Haig, had operated on the assumption that a weakened PLO would be a boon for peace and stability. Precisely the
      opposite occurred. The Lebanon crisis did not radicalize the PLO leadership but instead reinforced Arafat’s
      moderate inclinations and his desire to get into Washington’s good graces. To compensate for his weakness,
      Arafat’s leadership was compelled to seek an alliance with Jordan’s King Hussein as well as a rapprochement with
      Egypt. Despite the PLO’s exclusion and the Reagan Plan’s explicit rejection of Palestinian statehood, Arafat was
      keen not to reject the plan outright. Instead, the PLO pushed the Arab League to put forward its own initiative,
      the Fez Declaration, which called for an independent state in the West Bank and Gaza. It was the first iteration
      of what later became the Arab Peace Initiative of 2002. The cornerstone of Arafat’s post-Lebanon strategy,
      however, was the alliance with Jordan’s King Hussein, which began in late 1982 and culminated with the signing of
      the Amman Accord in February 1985. Paradoxically, the PLO’s weakness and internal fragmentation gave Arafat’s
      leadership the space to pursue his moderate agenda, since he was no longer bound by the need to achieve a
      political consensus. At the same time, however, a weaker and less cohesive leadership was far less able to rein
      in rogue elements and violent spoilers within the Palestinian camp. The period from 1982 to 1987 was therefore a time of considerable instability, violence, and terror.
    


    
      Arafat went to some lengths to demonstrate moderation in order to earn a place at the negotiating table, even at
      the risk of triggering civil war. Under the Amman Accord, the PLO would join negotiations as part of a joint
      Palestinian-Jordanian delegation. The accord provided for a future Palestinian state to be part of a
      confederation with Jordan. In this way Arafat would ensure Palestinian inclusion in the peace process while
      preempting Washington’s preference for the “Jordan option.” However, by making Palestinian self-determination
      contingent on Jordanian approval, the PLO was also undermining its own claim to be the “sole” representative of
      the Palestinians. Arafat’s alliance with the PLO’s former nemesis deepened the polarization within the
      Palestinian camp and led to a formal break of the PLO with Damascus, which now became host to a wide variety of
      anti-Fatah and anti–peace process Palestinian factions.
    


    
      An internal CIA assessment in 1984 warned that the “decline and probable eventual eclipse of the moderate
      Palestinian center represented by Arafat, together with the Palestinians’ refusal to compromise on their demands
      for self-determination will leave the Palestinians susceptible to the appeal of extremist elements.”50 Palestinian political
      fragmentation and the absence of a credible diplomatic process proved a highly volatile combination, especially
      in 1985. Intra-Palestinian rivalry erupted into open fighting between pro- and anti-Arafat Palestinian forces in
      Lebanon in April 1985, starting the intermittent civil war known as the “camps wars.” Following an attack by
      Fatah’s Force 17 on an Israeli yacht in Larnaca, Cyprus, that left three Israelis dead in late September 1985,
      Israel sent war planes to bomb the PLO’s headquarters in Tunis, killing sixty. The Security Council denounced the
      Israeli raid as a violation of international law and of Tunisian sovereignty (the U.S. abstained).
    


    
      The Cyprus attack was followed by a string of terror attacks throughout late 1985. In early October, Mohammed
      Zaidan’s Palestine Liberation Front hijacked an Italian cruise liner, the Achille
      Lauro, and in the process killed an elderly wheelchair-bound U.S. citizen, Leon Klinghoffer. Several weeks later, the Abu Nidal group hijacked an EgyptAir jetliner in Malta. It
      resulted in the deaths of sixty passengers following a botched rescue attempt by Egyptian commandos. In late
      December, Abu Nidal struck again, launching simultaneous bombings of the El Al counters at the Rome and Frankfurt
      airports, killing a total of eighteen and wounding more than a hundred. It mattered little to the international
      public that such atrocities were mostly the work of rogue elements hostile to Arafat’s leadership. Despite
      Arafat’s attempts to distance himself from the attacks, the terror wave further damaged the PLO’s already
      battered image in Washington and eventually led to the collapse of the PLO-Jordan alliance in early 1986.
    


    
      Back in Washington, the post-Lebanon period became a time of intensive debate over whether and how to include the
      Palestinians and their leaders in the peace process. Although Sharon’s Village Leagues had a few supporters
      within the administration, most Middle East experts at the State Department did not take the initiative seriously
      and worked to convince Shultz not to encourage it. “Had it been implemented,” recalled Brandon Grove, “the
      ‘Village Leagues’ proposal would have been the final coffin nail for the Camp David Accords.”51 Another Foreign Service
      officer, Daniel Kurtzer, then stationed in Tel Aviv, used the Village Leagues controversy to press for a change
      in what he and many of his colleagues considered to be an outdated policy. Kurtzer sent a formal dissent memo to
      Secretary Shultz urging him to open a direct channel with the PLO. By refusing to talk to the PLO, Kurtzer later
      explained, “not only had we denied ourselves the ability to talk to the Palestinians who actually mattered, but
      we were also complicit in the idea of empowering the Palestinians who really don’t matter.” Kurtzer hoped to
      generate a debate on the importance of including the PLO. “There was never an expectation that I was going to
      change policy,” he said, “but I felt it was necessary to say it. The Palestinians were a central player in the
      conflict and we weren’t talking to them.”52 Kurtzer’s memo reflected the sentiment of many inside the State Department’s Near East
      Bureau, including Assistant Secretary of State Richard Murphy, but faced intense hostility from Israeli officials
      and pro-Israel activists. Ultimately it went nowhere. “This was a missed chance,”
      Murphy said. “It could have moved things much earlier.”53
    


    
      Shultz remained unconvinced, insisting that the PLO could “have no place in our diplomacy” and that its refusal
      to accept Resolution 242 and Israel’s existence was a sign that the group had a “reality problem.”54 To buttress the argument that
      the PLO could not be part of the peace process, senior U.S. policymakers, including Reagan, Shultz, and various
      members of Congress, regularly cast doubt on the legitimacy of the PLO’s claim to represent
      Palestinians.55 Such
      claims were rather striking, not only because they ran counter to the assessments of the intelligence community
      and American diplomats in the region but also because the administration’s peace plan did not allow Palestinians
      to choose their own representatives to future negotiations.56 Many within Washington’s policy community still harbored hopes
      of establishing an alternative leadership to the PLO. Among them was Dennis Ross, who served on Reagan’s national
      security staff before joining a Washington think tank. According to a policy paper authored by Ross in 1985,
      Palestinian opposition to Camp David could be overcome by working with Israel to “create a credible alternative
      Palestinian leadership.” Whether such a leadership would be viewed as legitimate in the eyes of ordinary
      Palestinians seemed to matter little to Ross, who went on to explain: “Initially, West Bankers will be reluctant
      to go along with this, but the demands of daily life will make autonomy a fact at some point.”57 Ross would later join George
      H. W. Bush’s Middle East peace team before going on to serve as Bill Clinton’s peace envoy throughout the Oslo
      process in the 1990s.
    


    
      What was most striking about the administration’s official stance toward the PLO, however, was that U.S.
      officials had consistently engaged with the group before, during, and after the Lebanon war. Despite the
      administration’s subsequent denials, the Mroz backchannel of 1981–82 had been personally approved by
      Reagan.58 Likewise,
      even as Habib negotiated with the PLO via Lebanese security officials in Beirut in the summer of 1982, Arafat had
      his own emissary, Nabil Shaath, conducting parallel discussions in Washington. Although barred from speaking
      directly to the administration, Shaath communicated with White House and State
      Department officials via the Egyptian and Saudi ambassadors, and was free to meet with members of Congress,
      journalists, and think tanks. According to Shaath, his channel was even used to deliver an advance copy of the
      Reagan Plan to Arafat, as well as the PLO’s non-rejection of it.59 Such under-the-radar contacts continued after the Lebanon war,
      including at least half a dozen visits by PLO representatives to Washington between 1982 and 1985.60 According to a former Shultz
      aide, Charles Hill, “Our internal discussion at that time was how do we talk with the Palestinians in a way that
      was disavowable?”61
      In other words, the problem wasn’t so much in talking to the PLO as it was in being seen talking to them.
    


    
      American engagement with the PLO was not limited to times of crisis. The announcement of the
      Jordanian-Palestinian joint delegation, approved and mandated by the PLO, in the summer of 1985 had greatly
      limited the administration’s options. Realizing it could not circumvent the group entirely, the administration
      privately indicated that it was prepared to allow the PLO to select the Palestinian side of the delegation,
      provided its members were residents of the West Bank and Gaza and were not PLO members. “PLO members” was
      interpreted narrowly to mean members of the PLO’s Executive Committee or senior Fatah officials, thus exempting
      from the ban members of the PNC, with whom Shultz and other U.S. officials were in frequent contact. The limits
      of the administration’s flexibility were exposed when a meeting between the Palestinian delegates and Assistant
      Secretary of State Richard Murphy was scheduled for August 1985. The meeting might have been a first step toward
      unofficial American recognition of the PLO as an interlocutor but was abruptly canceled by the State Department.
      The administration gave no explanation for the last-minute cancellation, though Palestinians suggested the
      meeting fell apart when U.S. officials made new demands on who could or could not be a Palestinian
      delegate.62 Concern
      over a political backlash in Washington may have also contributed to the cancellation.
    


    
      Even the prospect of an indirect PLO role in the peace process seemed to be too much for Israel and its powerful
      supporters in Washington. Although many American and Palestinian officials considered the façade of non-dealings with the PLO to be absurd and
      counterproductive, the frequency of U.S.-PLO contacts set off alarm bells for Israel and its friends on Capitol
      Hill. In particular, leaked reports in early 1984 about Mroz’s secret dialogue with the PLO set off a firestorm
      of outrage among Israel’s supporters in Congress and spurred the pro-Israel lobby into action.63 In October 1984, Congress
      passed the first of several laws aimed at keeping the PLO out of the diplomatic process. The new law reaffirmed
      Kissinger’s 1975 memorandum of agreement prohibiting contacts with the PLO until it recognized Israel’s right to
      exist and accepted Resolution 242, to which it now added a third condition requiring the PLO to “renounce the use
      of terrorism.” The three conditions were enacted into law in August 1985, shortly after the Amman Accord between
      Jordan and the PLO and just as State Department officials were beginning to flirt with the idea of an indirect
      PLO role in the peace process.
    


    
      The fact that these new restrictions on the PLO, including the condition to “renounce terrorism,” were enacted
      before the terror wave of late 1985 further suggested that they were not a response to PLO violence but to its
      growing political stature. Although the terrorist attacks were not the immediate or even the primary trigger for
      the PLO’s exclusion from the diplomatic process, they did harden anti-PLO sentiment in Washington and inspired a
      new crop of anti-Palestinian measures in Congress. Pro-Israel activists had long set their sights on shutting
      down the PLO’s information office in Washington and its mission at the UN.64 The State Department opposed such measures, insisting
      that they tied the hands of American diplomats and impaired their ability to persuade the PLO to accept the very
      conditions Congress had mandated, but it was powerless to prevent them. Given the U.S.’s treaty obligations as
      the host country, there was little the administration could do against the PLO’s mission at the UN. However,
      hoping to preempt even tougher actions demanded by the pro-Israel lobby and U.S. lawmakers, in September 1987 the
      State Department ordered the closure of the PLO’s information office in Washington.65 In December 1987, shortly after the
      outbreak of the Palestinian uprising in the occupied territories, Congress formalized the closure of the PLO
      office with the passage of the Anti-Terrorism Act, which for the first time
      defined the PLO as a “terrorist organization” and barred it from operating in the United States. The laws
      restricting contacts with the PLO and designating it a terrorist organization would eventually come back to haunt
      American peace efforts. In the meantime, U.S. officials continued to focus on circumventing the PLO.
    


    
      GETTING TO “UNCLE”
    


    
      The outbreak of the Palestinian uprising, or Intifada, in early December 1987 dramatically changed the political
      calculus on all sides, paving the way for the first official dialogue between the United States and the PLO a
      year later. But the initiation of an official dialogue did not signal a strategic shift in Washington’s approach
      to the conflict or to the Palestinians; rather, it was a tactical adjustment to changed circumstances, namely,
      the Palestinian uprising and the need to fill the vacuum left by the collapse of the “Jordan option.”
    


    
      The spontaneous uprising caught virtually everyone off guard, including the Israeli government of Yitzhak Shamir
      and even the PLO leadership in Tunis. Israeli attempts to quash the popular revolt through sheer military force
      ultimately failed but exacted a heavy toll. During the first two years of the rebellion, more than 600
      Palestinians were killed by Israeli soldiers and settlers and some 13,000 were wounded.66 The April 1988 assassination in Tunis of
      Khalil al-Wazir (aka Abu Jihad), Arafat’s deputy and head of the PLO’s military wing, by Israeli commandoes only
      fueled the uprising.67 Images of heavily armed Israeli soldiers battling Palestinian teenagers armed with rocks and
      Molotov cocktails tarnished Israel’s image and put Israeli leaders on the defensive. Meanwhile, a new generation
      of Palestinian leaders, born and raised under Israeli occupation rather than in the refugee camps of the
      diaspora, came to the fore. In place of the khaki-clad guerrilla fighters that usually appeared on American TV
      screens, well-dressed and articulate men and women such as Faisal Husseini, Hanan Ashrawi, and Saeb Erekat became
      the new face of the Palestinian struggle.
    


    
      For Arafat and his top lieutenants, the Intifada presented both an opportunity
      and a challenge. The uprising had put the Palestinian question and Israel’s military occupation squarely on the
      international agenda, but it also shifted the center of gravity of Palestinian politics away from the diaspora to
      those inside occupied territories. The PLO could provide financial support and political guidance for the
      uprising in the West Bank and Gaza, but the day-to-day operations of managing the mass mobilization fell to the
      young activists on the ground. The nearly simultaneous emergence of the Islamic Resistance Movement, better known
      as Hamas, marked the first direct, non-PLO-affiliated challenge to Arafat’s leadership in many years. The growing
      prominence of local Palestinian leaders in the West Bank and Gaza along with the rise of a credible Islamist
      opposition fueled the PLO’s fears of being sidelined by the Intifada.
    


    
      The Palestinian rebellion had a profound impact in Washington as well. In addition to challenging assumptions
      regarding Israel’s ability to maintain indefinite control over the occupied territories through military means
      alone, the Intifada “made mainstream American policymakers recognize the Palestinian issue as the central and
      core issue.”68 In
      contrast to the administration’s halfhearted peace plan a few years earlier, Shultz launched a major diplomatic
      push in early 1988. The U.S. plan called for convening an international peace conference to oversee negotiations
      between Israel and a joint Jordanian-Palestinian delegation to hammer out an interim autonomy arrangement in the
      occupied territories. The plan gained little traction in the region. Prime Minister Yitzhak Shamir, of the Likud
      party, opposed the idea of an international conference. Meanwhile, Shultz’s visit to the region in February 1988
      was boycotted by local Palestinian leaders as a protest of Washington’s continued refusal to deal with the PLO.
    


    
      The decisive shift for Washington occurred later that summer when Jordan’s King Hussein officially severed legal
      and administrative ties to the West Bank. Hussein’s announcement threw the administration’s peace efforts into
      disarray and upended a major pillar of America’s Middle East policy. By formally renouncing the Hashemites’
      claims to the West Bank, Hussein put an end to the “Jordan option” as a solution to the Palestinian problem as well as to Washington’s futile search for alternatives to the PLO. After
      the announcement, “There was a great silence in Washington,” recalled Richard Murphy. “There was a sense then
      that maybe we missed opportunities years earlier.”69 Resigned to the inevitability of dealing with the PLO, Shultz
      tapped multiple channels simultaneously to communicate with Arafat’s leadership on the precise terms for
      initiating a formal dialogue. The most important of these was the Swedish foreign minister, Sten
      Andersson.70 At the
      same time, Shultz was wary of appearing overeager to deal with the PLO. “We had to be careful,” recalled Dan
      Kurtzer, then on Shultz’s staff, “because we could not convey interest, and we could not convey commitment. But
      the very fact that Shultz didn’t stop [the secret channel] was important.”71
    


    
      By the autumn the PLO had signaled a readiness to meet U.S. conditions, although Shultz was determined not to
      make it easy for Arafat. On November 15, 1988, the Palestinian National Council, the PLO’s parliament-in-exile,
      voted to declare an independent Palestinian state in the West Bank and Gaza defined by the 1967 borders. Although
      the declaration included an explicit acceptance of UN Resolutions 242 and 338 and disavowed terrorism, it failed
      to satisfy the U.S. administration. When Arafat announced his intention to clarify the PNC statement in a speech
      before the UN General Assembly in New York, the State Department denied him a visa. “It was politics,” Kurtzer
      surmised. If there was going to be “some hell to pay with the Israelis and with the American Jewish community,
      the pro-Israel community, then maybe he could establish a little bit of a firewall for having proved his
      credentials.”72 In
      response to the visa denial, the world body took the unprecedented step of moving its proceedings to Geneva to
      allow Arafat to address the General Assembly. In his Geneva speech Arafat reiterated the PLO’s rejection of
      terrorism while hailing the right of all peoples to resist occupation. Yet once again Arafat’s words failed to
      satisfy the Americans, who insisted that the PLO leader “read the script which we had crafted for
      him.”73 Finally, on
      his third attempt, Arafat uttered the magic words in precisely the manner the Americans had demanded. On December
      14, 1988, with a little more than one month left in his term, President Reagan
      announced that the United States would open a “substantive dialogue” with the PLO.
    


    
      Shultz later explained why it took so many attempts for Arafat to satisfy U.S. conditions: “In one place Arafat
      was saying, ‘Unc, unc, unc’ and in another he was saying, ‘cle, cle, cle,’ but nowhere will he yet bring himself
      to say ‘Uncle.’ ”74
      Shultz’s choice of words was telling. Whereas Arafat and the PLO had pursued the United States in the hope that
      it would eventually “deliver” Israel, the Reagan administration now boasted that it had effectively “delivered”
      the PLO to Israel. “I did not change my mind,” declared Shultz. “They changed theirs.”75 In response to Shamir’s vociferous
      opposition to the decision to talk directly to the PLO, Reagan assured the Israeli prime minister that neither
      the dialogue nor the peace process would alter America’s “unshakable” commitment to Israel’s security and
      well-being, and added that “a major reason for our entry into this dialog is to help Israel achieve the
      recognition and security it deserves.”
    


    
      A “VERY SHORT LEASH”
    


    
      The launching of an official U.S.-PLO dialogue had enormous symbolic value and was a crucial step in opening the
      door to Palestinian participation in the peace process—which, interestingly enough, still did not include a role
      for the PLO in the peace process, nor even a recognition of the group as the official representative of the
      Palestinians.
    


    
      The Palestinians had welcomed the new administration of George H. W. Bush and his secretary of state, James
      Baker, which, despite their continued opposition to Palestinian statehood, took a firmer line against Israeli
      settlement construction in the occupied territories. Nevertheless, the official dialogue remained highly
      restricted and tightly controlled and ultimately went nowhere. The dialogue was conducted by Robert Pelletreau,
      the American ambassador in Tunis, who held a total of four face-to-face meetings with mid-level PLO officials
      over a period of roughly eighteen months. Pelletreau’s main point of contact was Yasser Abed-Rabbo, a relatively
      junior member of the PLO Executive Committee. Arafat “was pointedly excluded” from the exercise, according to Baker, due to “his reputation as a terrorist.”76 The PLO resented the tight controls imposed
      by Washington but went along in the hope of that they would gradually loosen. Instead, the opposite occurred.
      Congress placed additional restrictions on the dialogue with the PLO while adding new sanctions on the group. In
      addition to requiring the administration to verify the PLO’s compliance with U.S. conditions every three months,
      Congress enacted new legislation requiring the United States to defund any UN organization or agency that
      recognized the PLO.77
      The latter was a clear attempt to tie the group’s hands diplomatically.
    


    
      Unlike his other diplomatic duties, Pelletreau’s contacts with the PLO were tightly controlled by Washington. As
      the ambassador to an important Arab nation, Pelletreau had broad authority to shape U.S. policy as developments
      required. “You tell us what to do. Don’t ask us to tell you what to do,” Pelletreau
      recalled being told by his superiors prior to his deployment to Tunis. Thus, when insiders within the Tunisian
      regime resolved to quietly “retire” the country’s aging and increasingly erratic dictator, Habib Bourguiba, after
      more than thirty years in power—the so-called Velvet Coup of 1987—Washington turned to Pelletreau to shape the
      direction of U.S. policy. “I almost dictated the U.S. response on that,” Pelletreau recalled. “But then, when we
      opened the dialogue the PLO, that very long leash snapped back into a very short leash. And every day I would
      have a secure telephone conversation back to Washington … so that I could understand the pressures in Washington
      and what was happening there. And it was through that channel that I would report who I was going to be meeting
      with.”78
    


    
      Once the dialogue began, the discussions focused primarily on two issues. The first was security cooperation.
      According to Pelletreau, “We were very interested in not only having further assurances that the PLO was not
      involved [in terrorism] but that the PLO would condemn and … help suppress any such actions.”79 The other issue was Shamir’s
      autonomy plan for the West Bank and Gaza, under which Palestinians would elect a “council” to negotiate on the
      shape of future self-rule. Although Shamir later backed away from his own proposal, the plan became the basis of
      U.S. peace efforts for the first two years of the Bush administration. The
      administration also gave in to Shamir’s demands that Palestinians from East Jerusalem, the diaspora, and the PLO
      be excluded from the process.80 “In effect,” Baker wrote in his memoir, “we were asking Arafat to disenfranchise himself on
      the grounds of political expedience.”81
    


    
      Baker later authorized Pelletreau to speak with Arafat’s deputy, Salah Khalaf (Abu Iyad), the reputed ringleader
      of the notorious Black September Organization. Leaks of Khalaf’s involvement embarrassed the administration and
      triggered a major outcry on Capitol Hill. According to Pelletreau, Khalaf’s inclusion in the dialogue was due in
      part to the belief that he would be more flexible than anyone else inside the PLO on proposals for electing
      non-PLO negotiators in the West Bank and Gaza.82 Khalaf had also become an important intelligence asset and was
      working simultaneously with the CIA to shut down the Abu Nidal terror network. When word got out of his meetings
      with Khalaf, however, Pelletreau “was instructed, in very straight language, no further meetings with Abu Iyad.”
      Moreover, both men were now physically, as well as politically, vulnerable. According to Pelletreau, “Word was
      also out that Abu Nidal had known that we were meeting and was going to put a contract on both of us. And the
      State Department was concerned enough that I received a reinforced security detachment in Tunis, which included
      some Delta Force folks. And my own security and movements became a lot tighter and more
      unpredictable.”83
    


    
      By the spring of 1990, it was clear that both the dialogue and Baker’s peace initiative were going nowhere.
      Attempts by the Palestinian side to broaden the discussion proved fruitless.84 Members of Pelletreau’s team who wanted to
      engage the PLO more seriously complained of being “hogtied” by the administration and of its inability to
      appreciate changes in PLO positions.85 The Palestinians did little to hide their frustration with Washington. “What is most
      surprising and painful,” Khalaf wrote in Foreign Policy magazine, “is not the
      position of Shamir or those of a similar bent in Israel, but rather that of the United States.” Despite the PLO’s
      displays of goodwill and flexibility, he continued, “The United States appears unwilling or unable to distance
      itself from the more extreme Israeli positions and policies.… As a result, the
      PLO still has no clear or serious understanding of why the United States itself—as distinct from Israel—does not
      support the two-state solution or on what its objections to such a solution are based.”86 Several months later, Khalaf was
      assassinated by an Abu Nidal operative.
    


    
      The dialogue officially ended following an abortive attack at a Tel Aviv beach in May 1990 by the Palestine
      Liberation Front, an Iraqi-sponsored PLO faction headed by Mohammed Zaidan (Abul-Abbas). Although unsuccessful,
      the attack was seen by U.S. officials as a breach of the PLO’s commitment to refrain from terrorism. Unsatisfied
      with Arafat’s condemnation of the attack, the administration demanded he take more serious action against Zaidan.
      Arafat was in Baghdad at the time and was under pressure from Saddam Hussein. Moreover, two-thirds of the PLO’s
      fighters were based in Iraq, and Arafat had grown heavily reliant on Iraqi financial and military support.
      Meanwhile, American officials had been in contact with senior PLO figures who were eager to preserve the dialogue
      in the hope of persuading Arafat to make a clear statement distancing himself from Zaidan. Faced with mounting
      pressure of his own, however, Bush decided to suspend the dialogue even before hearing from Arafat.87 Baker insisted that “Arafat
      had squandered any chance of establishing his credibility or even a scintilla of moral authority by refusing to
      renounce the terrorist attack,” but the Palestinians viewed the decision as a convenient pretext to suspend a
      dialogue that was no longer useful for Washington. According to Baker, Bush was reluctant to end the dialogue,
      which “was now all that remained of the tattered peace process.”88
    


    
      BAKER’S BADLY TAILORED SUIT
    


    
      The PLO’s apparent siding with Saddam Hussein following Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait in August 1990 ended any hope
      of resuming the U.S.-PLO dialogue. The invasion of Kuwait confronted the PLO leadership with a “dilemma of
      unprecedented proportion.”89 In addition to the PLO’s heavy reliance on Iraqi financial and strategic support, pro-Saddam
      sentiment ran high among Palestinians in the occupied territories and Jordan.
      Arafat also hoped to avoid burning his bridges with Kuwait, home to some 300,000 Palestinians, and other wealthy
      Gulf states. As a result, the PLO leader attempted to hedge. Arafat, like Jordan’s King Hussein, had called for
      an “Arab solution” to the crisis while linking an Iraqi withdrawal from Kuwait with an Israeli withdrawal from
      the West Bank and Gaza. But Arafat’s failure to call unequivocally for an Iraqi withdrawal from Kuwait was seen
      as siding with Saddam Hussein. A few senior PLO figures, including Khalaf, tried unsuccessfully to dissuade
      Arafat from his support of Iraq regarding withdrawal from Kuwait, for which the PLO and the Palestinians paid
      dearly. The PLO lost $100 million in annual support from Arab Gulf states, while tens of thousands of
      Palestinians were expelled from Kuwait.90 What was more, according to Kurtzer, “The PLO was finished in the Bush administration’s
      playbook.… Not only had they not done what we’d asked them to do, but they went over to the enemy as far as we
      were concerned.”91
    


    
      In response to the Iraqi occupation and subsequent annexation of Kuwait, the United States assembled a broad
      international coalition, which included several key Arab states, including Saudi Arabia, Egypt, and Syria, aimed
      at ousting Saddam’s forces from the oil-rich emirate. After a two-month bombing campaign, the U.S.-led coalition
      successfully expelled Iraqi forces from Kuwait in March 1991. The United States emerged from the First Gulf War
      with its stature in the Middle East and around the world greatly enhanced. Iraq’s defeat by the American-led
      coalition in early 1991 presented Baker with “an historic opportunity” to pursue Israeli-Arab peace.92 Baker’s plan was to bring
      Israel, Arab states, and the Palestinians into direct negotiations under the auspices of an international
      conference. On the thorny matter of Palestinian representation, Baker turned to a group of prominent Palestinian
      leaders from the occupied territories with whom he held a series of meetings in preparation for what became the
      1991 Madrid peace conference. The group comprised roughly a dozen Palestinians selected by the PLO in Tunis and
      headed by Faisal Husseini, a leading figure of the Intifada and the PLO’s unofficial representative in Jerusalem.
      Husseini’s team made it a point to open each meeting by asserting that they were acting under the authority and at the behest of the PLO—something Baker already knew but preferred not to
      hear.93 Despite such
      modest acts of defiance, Husseini and the others held Secretary of State Baker in high esteem for his willingness
      to treat them as equal participants in the peace process. “He was the one U.S. official who took us seriously,”
      recalled Hanan Ashrawi, who worked closely with Baker in the lead-up to Madrid.94 According to Ashrawi, “Baker was the only
      person who engaged with us and wanted to learn. We could discuss and argue with him, and he didn’t hide behind
      his talking points. And he didn’t allow the team to take over—even though they tried; Dennis Ross was always
      trying to take charge and hijack the policy.”95
    


    
      But even Baker had his limits. The Shamir government had conditioned its participation in the upcoming peace
      conference on the usual Israeli demands: the Palestinians could participate only as part of a joint delegation
      with Jordan, and the delegation could not include Palestinians from East Jerusalem, the diaspora, or (of course)
      the PLO. Otherwise Israel would not attend. The administration accepted Shamir’s conditions, which the
      Palestinians found galling—particularly since Baker’s two primary interlocutors, Faisal Husseini and Hanan
      Ashrawi, were themselves Jerusalemites. Husseini likened the myriad restrictions placed on the Palestinians to a
      badly tailored suit whose sleeves and pant legs were severely twisted and uneven and forced Palestinians to
      contort themselves to fit the shape of the suit. “So, Mr. Baker,” Husseini would say, “if you see us behaving in
      strange or inappropriate ways, it is not because we were born that way, or because it is our nature, but because
      the suit you have tailored for us doesn’t fit!”96 Baker urged the group not to put “symbolism over substance,”
      and reminded them that Palestinians had more to lose from the absence of a peace process than anyone
      else.97 Many within
      the Palestinian leadership were inclined to agree. As Farouk Kaddoumi put it, the PLO would have either to join
      the peace process or to exit history.98
    


    
      Baker may not have been able to offer the Palestinians a new suit, but he was willing to make the one they had a
      bit less constricting. In exchange for dropping their claim to East Jerusalem as the capital of their future
      state, Baker promised to take a tougher stance on Israeli settlements.99 Shamir’s commitment to
      accelerating the settlement project in the West Bank and Gaza, which included plans to settle thousands of Soviet
      Jewish immigrants there, was a constant source of friction between Shamir and Baker. In the lead-up to the Madrid
      conference, Baker rankled the Israeli government and its supporters in Congress by urging lawmakers to delay
      action on Israel’s request for $10 billion in loan guarantees to help with the absorption of Soviet immigrants
      until it agreed to freeze settlement construction in the occupied territories. Baker later worked with U.S.
      lawmakers to pass legislation requiring the United States to deduct the amount estimated to have been spent by
      Israel on settlement construction in the occupied territories from U.S. loan guarantees provided to Israel.
      Although the loan guarantees deduction was largely symbolic, it was the first time an American administration had
      linked the issue of Israeli settlements directly to Israeli aid. “Baker and President Bush stared down the
      supporters of Israel in Congress, they took on AIPAC and basically beat them,” recalled a former U.S. diplomat.
      “The crisis caused a lot of turmoil in Israel politically because one of the most important tasks I think the
      Israeli public believed that any Prime Minister has to do is to maintain a very good working relationship with
      the government of the United States.”100 In addition, Baker provided each side with written assurances outlining American
      commitments during the negotiations, thus elevating the Palestinians to virtual co-equals with the Israelis.
      Among other things, Baker’s letter of assurances to the Palestinians promised the Palestinians that their
      participation in the process would not affect their claim to East Jerusalem and stipulated that the United States
      was “opposed to the Israeli annexation of East Jerusalem and extension of Israeli law on it and the extension of
      Jerusalem’s municipal boundaries.”101
    


    
      The Madrid peace conference, convened in late October 1991, marked a major milestone in the pursuit of
      Arab-Israeli peace. Although the talks did not produce any agreements, the process brought Lebanon, Syria, and
      Jordan into direct negotiations with Israel for the first time. Baker’s approach also succeeded in bringing the
      Palestinians directly into the peace process for the first time and to a certain extent helped to normalize the
      PLO’s participation as well. Although officially not invited, PLO officials were
      physically present—oftentimes in the same hotel—throughout the Madrid conference, and it was clear to almost
      everyone, including the Israelis, that Arafat’s leadership in Tunis was calling the shots. Subsequent peace talks
      held in Washington throughout 1992 eventually dispensed with the pretense of a joint delegation, even with the
      understanding that the Palestinian team was fully delegated by the PLO. Baker was certainly no fan of the PLO or
      of Arafat—as he makes clear in his memoir, where he expresses the hope that if local Palestinian leaders “decided
      to do something for themselves, the PLO’s authority might be diminished.”102 But Baker also understood there was no realistic way to
      avoid the PLO and Arafat. In the end, the relative success of the Madrid conference was possible because Baker
      understood whom to push on or to prop up, and when, in order to achieve his objectives and because he sought out
      creative ways to circumvent his own government’s limitations.
    


    
      As the peace process was about to enter a new phase, the Palestinians’ dilemma remained. “The Baker suit not only
      did not fit but was unbefitting,” wrote Hanan Ashrawi. “How many disadvantages and handicaps could we bear to
      bring with us to a process whose scales were already weighted in favor of our adversary? … Could we afford the
      price of a no? And if we said yes it would bring not only serious suffering, but also a certain amount of
      negation and denial.”103 Bush and Baker had helped to offset some of the imbalance in their quest to build a credible
      peace process. But they were the last American administration that was prepared to do so.
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      The Oslo Trade-Off
    


    
      Mr. Chairman, I am not a great man. I am a failure, and you have
      made me one.
    


    
      —President Bill Clinton to Yasser Arafat, January 2001
    


    
      On July 12, 1994, thousands of exuberant Palestinians poured into the
      streets to greet Yasser Arafat upon his arrival in the Gaza Strip. The Palestinian leader’s triumphal return to
      the homeland after a quarter century of exile was a personal victory for Arafat as well as a vindication of his
      political strategy. After years of bloodshed and failed diplomacy, the PLO had finally established the
      long-awaited “national authority” on Palestinian soil—all without firing a shot. For those few Palestinians old
      enough to remember, Arafat’s return must have seemed like something of a déjà-vu moment. Forty-five years earlier,
      another exiled Palestinian leader, Amin al-Husseini, had similarly mounted a triumphal return to Gaza to
      establish a provisional government for a would-be state—the ill-fated All Palestine Government. But this time
      things would be different. Whereas al-Husseini’s political career had ended unceremoniously in defeat,
      humiliation, and international pariah status, Arafat had managed to reverse his political fortunes. His return
      was not the final, desperate act of a
      leader in decline; rather, he saw his return as the opening act of a leader determined to reinvent himself and to
      turn the page on his people’s tragic history. In the end, both Arafat’s fate and that of the prospective state he
      sought to lead had more in common with their 1948 counterparts than he could have realized at the time.
    


    
      Arafat’s return to Palestinian soil had been made possible by another
      historic moment ten months earlier. The signing of the Oslo Declaration of Principles in Washington, DC, on
      September 13, 1993, by Prime Minister Yitzhak Rabin and the PLO leader Yasser Arafat laid the groundwork for
      Palestinian self-rule in the occupied territories with the aim of reaching a permanent peace settlement within
      five years. The sight of the two former enemies shaking hands on the White House lawn, flanked by a smiling U.S.
      President Bill Clinton, has since become one of the most iconic images of the twentieth century. That the man who
      had been shunned by successive U.S. presidents as a terrorist was now an honored guest of the White House was
      a testament to Arafat’s dramatic transformation in the eyes of
      American officials. But Arafat’s newfound VIP status was still entirely dependent on Israel and the peace
      process, the product of an unspoken trade-off between the Palestinian leadership and the peace process’s American
      sponsors. In return for a seat at the negotiating table, the PLO was expected not only to live up to its security
      and other obligations under the Oslo Accords but also to work to neutralize political opponents of the peace
      process and other problematic aspects of their politics. For their part, Palestinian leaders were prepared to
      give up a degree of control over their internal politics and decision making in the hope that the United States
      would ultimately prevail on Israel to end its occupation of the West Bank and Gaza to enable the creation of a
      Palestinian state. However, this highly precarious arrangement would not last. Ironically, even as the Clinton
      administration came to terms with Palestinian political leaders, and eventually even the idea of Palestinian
      statehood, it proved to be far more deferential to Israeli demands and far less willing to pressure its leaders
      than previous U.S. administrations. Arafat, too, did not live up to his end of the bargain, as the failed Camp David summit and the outbreak of the
      Al-Aqsa Intifada demonstrated. Just as it was through Israel that Arafat was welcomed in Washington, it was also
      Israel that later kept him out.
    


    
      OSLO AND ITS DISCONTENTS
    


    
      The Oslo Declaration of Principles, the result of secret negotiations held between Israel and the PLO in the
      Norwegian capital, caught almost everyone by surprise. Not least of these were American and Palestinian
      negotiators in Washington. After the Madrid conference, U.S. officials oversaw bilateral talks between the
      Israelis and each one of the Syrian, Jordanian, and Palestinian tracks. The Israeli and Palestinian teams were
      about to enter their eleventh round when news of the deal was leaked in August 1993. The two sides had been
      hopelessly deadlocked for weeks over the nature of the “Palestinian interim self-governing authority” in the West
      Bank and Gaza. Yitzhak Shamir’s Likud government had stuck to the old Begin formula that Palestinian autonomy
      applied solely to people and not land. He later confessed that he “would have carried on autonomy talks for ten
      years and meanwhile we would have reached half a million Jews” in the West Bank. Although Shamir’s defeat in June
      1992 by Yitzhak Rabin’s Labor Party brought a more peace-oriented government to power in Israel, the Palestinian
      side faced its own limitations imposed by the PLO leadership in Tunis. Fearing being upstaged by Palestinian
      negotiators in Washington and resentful of their direct access to the U.S. administration, Arafat worked to
      obstruct the process in order to force the Americans to deal with him directly.1 The news from Oslo blindsided members of the
      Palestinian delegation, who had been in serious negotiations with U.S. and Israeli officials for nearly two
      years, along with most members of the PLO Executive Committee and Fatah’s Central Committee, neither of which
      were consulted beforehand.2 Clinton administration officials had known about the Oslo channel since early 1993 but put
      little stock in its success.3 Among other things, members of the American team were surprised to find that Israel had agreed to things that they themselves had deemed unworkable, such as allowing
      former PLO fighters to serve as the core of the new Palestinian internal security force in the West Bank and
      Gaza.4
    


    
      The Oslo agreement fundamentally challenged longstanding assumptions on both sides—particularly the widely
      accepted notion that progress in the peace process could only occur with active American involvement. This fact,
      however, did not fundamentally alter the political calculus of American and Palestinian decision makers toward
      the peace process or one another. For all intents and purposes, Oslo represented a reversal of Arafat’s
      traditional formula—instead of relying on Washington to help bring the Israelis on board, Arafat used Israel’s
      recognition of the PLO to force the United States to follow suit. However, this did little to alter the PLO
      leader’s basic strategic calculation that the road to a Palestinian state necessarily ran through Washington. For
      U.S. policymakers, the success of the Oslo back channel ran against two basic axioms of U.S. Middle East policy:
      that the United States was indispensable to the Arab-Israeli peace process and that it was possible, if not
      preferable, to exclude the PLO from that process.
    


    
      While Arafat continued to bank on the United States, many U.S. officials remained highly distrustful of the PLO
      and its leaders. Even the question of whether Arafat would be allowed to attend the signing ceremony in
      Washington was the subject of considerable controversy and debate within the administration.5 Few U.S. officials were more
      distrustful of Arafat than Dennis Ross, Clinton’s newly appointed Middle East peace envoy. “I was never convinced
      that the PLO should be involved in this process,” a Palestinian official reported hearing Ross say as they
      awaited Arafat’s arrival at Dulles International Airport in September 1993.6 The new envoy had unparalleled influence in shaping U.S.
      policy throughout the Oslo years. Distrust of Arafat and the PLO was even more pronounced in Congress. The large
      corpus of anti-PLO legislation accumulated over the years, including the 1987 law labeling the group a “terrorist
      organization,” remained on the books. To allow the peace process to continue, Congress enacted waivers granting
      the president the ability to temporarily suspend specific provisions such as the
      ban on dealings with the PLO and allowing U.S. funds to flow to the Palestinian Authority.
    


    
      Like the Camp David–inspired autonomy talks of the 1980s, the Oslo Declaration of Principles envisioned a
      two-tier process. In the first phase, Israel’s military government in the occupied territories would transfer
      powers to the newly formed Palestinian Authority, which would govern Palestinians in the West Bank and Gaza for a
      period of five years. A resolution of the more difficult core issues of the conflict—including the future of
      Jerusalem, Israeli settlements, security arrangements, final borders, and the fate of millions of Palestinian
      refugees—would be put off until a later stage, with so-called permanent-status negotiations between Israel and
      the PLO to be completed by the end of the interim period in May 1999. In the meantime, Israel would retain
      overall security responsibility for the whole of the occupied territories while gradually transferring powers and
      limited territory to the Palestinians. The nature of the transition, including where and how much land Israel
      would cede to the newly formed Palestinian Authority, was left to subsequent agreements. The Oslo process was
      premised on the notion that confidence-building measures and incremental progress on day-to-day issues, including
      improved economic conditions for Palestinians, enhanced security for Israelis, and the gradual transfer of
      administrative responsibility and territory to the Palestinian Authority, would enable the parties to tackle the
      more difficult core issues of the conflict further down the road. Much to their regret, the Palestinians failed
      to secure an explicit reference to a freeze on settlement construction in the occupied territories during the
      interim period in either the Declaration of Principles or sequent agreements. PLO negotiators had reportedly
      attempted to include such a clause in Oslo, which the Israelis refused. Instead, the Palestinians relied on a
      vaguely worded provision in the Oslo Accords to treat “the West Bank and the Gaza Strip as a single territorial
      unit, whose integrity will be preserved during the interim period,” though this, too, was repeatedly violated.
    


    
      The timing of the agreement reflected a convergence of interests between the PLO leadership in Tunis and Israel’s
      Labor government led by Rabin, although both sides had very different understandings of what the agreement meant and where it should lead. For the PLO, the Oslo Accord fulfilled two
      long-standing strategic aims: achieving formal recognition by Israel and the United States and gaining a foothold
      in the homeland on which to build the long-awaited Palestinian state. At a more practical level, Oslo also
      provided a way to ensure the PLO’s bureaucratic survival and continued political relevance, as well as Fatah’s
      continued dominance, at a moment when Arafat’s leadership faced a severe political and financial crisis. For
      Arafat, it was “the PLO’s political survival, rather than any specific provision in the accord, that provided the
      real guarantee of eventual statehood.”7 The PLO had been crippled by the loss of funding from Arab Gulf states and increased political
      isolation following the 1991 Gulf War, while the collapse of the Soviet Union later that year only reinforced
      Arafat’s conviction that Washington was the key to Palestinian statehood. Internally, the winding down of the
      Intifada, the growing prominence of Palestinian leaders from the “inside,” and the rise of Hamas, which was now
      second only to Arafat’s Fatah movement in strength and popularity, posed an immediate threat to the PLO’s primacy
      and drove Arafat’s desire to gain access to Palestinian territory at any cost.8
    


    
      In return for preserving the PLO’s leadership and representative status, Arafat was prepared to make far-reaching
      concessions, including several he had previously rejected, such as holding elections under occupation and putting
      off dealing with crucial issues such as sovereignty and the status of both Jerusalem and refugees until the end
      of the process. The fact that the PLO leadership in Tunis had a limited understanding of the physical and
      political conditions in the occupied territories, both in terms of Israel’s settlement enterprise and Palestinian
      civic and political life, also did not help matters. This, combined with the PLO’s weakness, would explain why,
      for example, the PLO negotiators in Oslo did not insist on including an Israeli commitment to freeze settlement
      construction in the West Bank, a lapse that they would later come to regret. To Arafat and the small coterie of
      PLO figures who negotiated the Oslo Declaration of Principles, what mattered most was to preserve the central
      role and relevance of the PLO while issues such as the settlements, jurisdiction, and security were, according to one former member of the Palestinian delegation in Washington, “just
      details.”9
    


    
      The weakened state of the PLO leadership was not entirely lost on Israeli leaders.10 For Prime Minister Rabin, however, the
      overriding priority was to end the Intifada, which had cost the lives of over 1,100 Palestinians and 160
      Israelis, sapped Israeli resources, and battered Israel’s image around the world.11 In addition to forcing Israeli society to
      come to terms with Palestinian nationalism, the uprising had convinced Rabin of the need for a new security
      paradigm for the occupied territories. Oslo provided a way to operationalize “autonomy” in the West Bank and
      Gaza, relieving Israel of the burden of having to govern millions of hostile Palestinians, without relinquishing
      overall control over the territories. The fact that progress toward ending the occupation would be conditional on
      Palestinian performance while thorny issues like Jerusalem and settlements would be put off until the end of the
      process helped to mitigate the risks for Israeli leaders. Meanwhile, the promise of potential normalization of
      relations with Arab and Muslim countries and in the broader international arena provided additional political and
      economic benefits for Israel.
    


    
      The inherent vagueness of the Oslo Accords, which laid out a detailed blueprint of the transitional period
      without defining what it was transitioning to, produced very different expectations on each side. The expectation
      among Palestinians was that Israel would gradually withdraw from all of the occupied territories with the
      exception of those areas reserved for permanent status negotiations—namely East Jerusalem and the
      settlements—leading eventually to an independent state at the end of the interim period, in May 1999. For the
      Israelis however, Oslo represented a sort of expanded autonomy focused more on relinquishing control over people
      rather than of territory, with no commitment to Palestinian statehood. The result fell somewhere in the middle,
      reflecting the asymmetry of the two sides. At the height of the Oslo process, in 1999, the PA had jurisdiction
      over some 95 percent of the Palestinian population in some 39 percent of the West Bank, plus Gaza. All of East
      Jerusalem remained off limits to the PA.12 Neither the 1993 Declaration of Principles nor any of the half dozen or so interim
      agreements signed in subsequent years called for the creation of a Palestinian
      state or even an end to the occupation. In the words of one Israeli scholar, “The two sides could not march
      forward together because they were intent on marching in different directions.”13
    


    
      Even as Clinton and other world leaders hailed Oslo as a triumph for peace, the accord met with fierce opposition
      among large segments of Palestinian and Israeli societies. In Israel, the opposition leader Benjamin Netanyahu of
      the Likud blasted Rabin for violating the political consensus against negotiating with the PLO and likened the
      agreement to British Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain’s appeasement of the Nazis. Leaders of Israel’s settler
      movement denounced the “extreme treacherous acts against Eretz Yisrael” and threatened that there would be “war
      over Judea, Samaria and Gaza.”14 Opposition to Oslo was equally severe among Palestinians. The Popular Front for the
      Liberation of Palestine, the Democratic Front for the Liberation of Palestine, and other rejectionists within the
      PLO, along with the Islamist factions Hamas and Islamic Jihad, accused Arafat and the PLO of “selling out” the
      Palestinian homeland and of abandoning the rights of Palestinian refugees. Critics also accused the agreement of
      institutionalizing the power imbalance between the two sides. Thus while the Palestinians had recognized the
      “right of the state of Israel to exist in peace and security,” Israel had agreed simply to recognize “the PLO as
      the representative of the Palestinian people.” Nor was opposition to the accord limited to hardliners—some of
      Oslo’s fiercest critics came from within the Palestinian mainstream. Chief among them was Edward Said, who railed
      against Oslo as an “instrument of Palestinian surrender, a Palestinian Versailles,” while accusing the PLO of
      having “transformed itself from a national liberation movement into a kind of small-town government.”15
    


    
      Palestinian opponents of Oslo also took issue with the authoritarian manner in which the deal was sprung on the
      Palestinian public. In contrast to Israel, where Oslo’s provisions were subjected to heated and often incendiary
      political debate, Arafat had presented the Oslo Declaration of Principles as a fait accompli, with virtually no
      internal debate, much less an attempt at building a political consensus, around the more controversial provisions of the agreement. The PLO’s leftist factions were too weak and
      fragmented to mount a credible fight against the agreement, while the largest opposition force, Hamas, was not
      part of the PLO. The PLO’s highest decision-making body, the Palestine National Council, never took up the matter
      in any case and by this time had become “largely formalistic and ceremonial [in] nature,” convening only
      periodically to rubber-stamp decisions of its Fatah-dominated leadership.16 Despite having been kept in the dark, Fatah’s ruling
      body, the Central Committee, gave the accord its grudging approval. The PLO’s Executive Committee eventually
      ratified the Declaration of Principles as well, but only by the thinnest of margins, thanks largely to the
      resignations and boycotts of several Oslo opponents.17 The failure to build a minimal political consensus around the
      agreement became one of the “original sins” of the Oslo era, one that would haunt Arafat’s leadership,
      Palestinian politics, and the peace process for a generation.
    


    
      The euphoria that followed the celebrated handshake on the White House lawn came to an abrupt and violent end in
      February 1994 when Baruch Goldstein, a radical Jewish settler and former Brooklyn resident who opposed the Oslo
      agreement, gunned down twenty-nine Palestinian worshipers at the Ibrahimi Mosque, known to Jews as the Cave of
      Machpelah, a shrine sacred to both Muslims and Jews, in the southern West Bank town of Hebron. Even as Prime
      Minister Rabin and other Israeli officials condemned the massacre, radicals in the Israeli settler movement
      hailed Goldstein as a hero and a martyr. Although Goldstein did not succeed in derailing the Oslo Accords as he
      had hoped, his bloody act set off a chain reaction of extremism, violence, and terror that permanently altered
      the course of the peace process. In the wake of the Hebron massacre, Hamas shifted its focus from mainly
      targeting Israeli soldiers and police to deliberate attacks on Israeli civilians, launching the first of what
      would become a pattern of deadly suicide bombings in April 1994.18 Determined to forge ahead, in September 1995 Israeli and
      Palestinian negotiators agreed on the terms for the redeployment of Israeli soldiers outside most major
      Palestinian cities in the West Bank with the promise of several further redeployments down the road. The new
      interim agreement, known as Oslo II, further delineated the Palestinian
      Authority’s powers and areas of jurisdiction as well as a timetable for electing a new Palestinian legislative
      council. A few weeks later, on November 5, the peace process suffered its most serious blow yet when another
      Jewish extremist, Yigal Amir, gunned down Prime Minister Yitzhak Rabin at a peace rally in Tel Aviv.
    


    
      Rabin’s murder cast a pall over the peace process, arresting Oslo’s momentum even if it did not completely halt
      its forward movement, and for many it marked the moment to which many would later trace the death of the peace
      process.19 Despite
      the assassination, the Israeli army completed its redeployment from West Bank cities in December 1995 in time for
      Palestinian legislative and presidential elections in January 1996. The elections were a crowning moment in the
      Oslo process, as well as for Arafat, who handily won election as president of the Palestinian Authority, while
      his Fatah faction took control of the newly seated Palestinian Legislative Council. Celebrations were
      short-lived, however, as another deadly wave of suicide attacks by Hamas killed scores of Israeli civilians in
      early 1996. Israel responded to the attacks by sealing off the West Bank and Gaza and imposing harsh movement
      restrictions and other repressive measures on the Palestinian population. The closures, which were reinstated
      after each attack, wreaked havoc on the Palestinian economy, thus undermining a central pillar of the Oslo
      process. On the Israeli side, the growing frequency of terrorist attacks soured public opinion on the peace
      process, paving the way for the election in May 1996 of a government headed by Likud’s Benjamin Netanyahu, a
      vocal opponent of the Oslo Accords.
    


    
      The Oslo process, along with the violence and terror that accompanied it, badly polarized Israeli and Palestinian
      politics and opened up deep rifts within both societies. Yet while both sides had their violent spoilers, only
      the Israeli side had the institutional capacity to accommodate political opposition. The Israeli polity could
      withstand a catastrophic event like Rabin’s assassination not only because it had strong state institutions and a
      well-developed constitutional order but also because it enjoyed a deeper societal consensus on the underlying
      rules of the political game. Consequently, Israeli opponents of Oslo who resorted
      to violence remained relatively marginalized in large part because opportunities for political dissent, and even
      course correction, were available through normal political channels, as the election of Netanyahu following the
      rash of suicide bombings in 1996 clearly demonstrated. The same did not hold true of the Palestinians, who lacked
      not only a state and properly functioning governing institutions but also the means for ensuring meaningful
      representation and political dissent. Thus, not only was there no minimal political consensus on the difficult
      compromises that Oslo entailed—recognition of Israel, giving up armed struggle, and accepting a two-state
      solution—but also, in the absence of genuinely representative institutions, there was no credible way to bring
      one about. In the absence of meaningful avenues for political dissent and possible course correction, both of
      which were strongly discouraged by the Oslo framework and the PA leadership, political actors found other ways to
      assert themselves politically—very often through violence.
    


    
      THE NATURE OF THE TRADE-OFF
    


    
      Despite its emphasis on state building, the peace process did not provide Palestinians with either the means or
      the incentives to rectify this situation. If anything, the Oslo process helped to accelerate the decline of
      Palestinian institutional politics that began in the 1980s while reinforcing the exclusionary and authoritarian
      impulses of the PLO leadership. This outcome was a product of the peculiar political and power dynamics between
      the United States, Israel, and the Palestinians as well as of the nature of the Oslo Accords themselves. Oslo was
      in fact not one process but two, combining traditional conflict resolution between two parties with a process of
      “state building” for one of them. The implications of this were enormous, particularly given the status of the
      United States as the world’s sole remaining superpower, the exceptionally close bonds between the U.S. and
      Israel, and the PLO’s internal and external weakness. For one, this meant that outside actors, including the
      United States, foreign donors, and even Israel, now had a direct say in—and in some cases an effective veto
      over—key aspects of Palestinian political life. This also meant that Palestinian
      politics and the peace process were now inextricably linked. Exclusion from one almost invariably meant exclusion
      from the other; if one failed the other was likely to suffer as well. The challenge for the PLO leadership, as
      one Palestinian reformer observed at the time, would be to “prove that it is still able to represent, defend, and
      further the interests, aspirations, and rights of the entire Palestinian people, and not just a portion of
      them.”20
    


    
      As it turned out, all three sides—the United States, Israel, and the PLO—had an interest in curtailing or
      suppressing various aspects of Palestinian politics, albeit for different reasons. The PLO leadership was fixated
      on three overriding goals: ensuring the PLO’s institutional survival, preserving Fatah’s continued dominance
      within Palestinian politics, and winning American favor. Thus, for reasons of both pragmatism and parochialism,
      the Palestinian leadership was prepared to give up a degree of control over its internal decision making and to
      suppress certain aspects of Palestinian politics in return for a seat at the table and the expectation that the
      United States would apply sufficient pressure on Israel to compel it to meet its obligations in the interim
      period and ultimately to end its occupation and allow the establishment of a Palestinian state.
    


    
      For their part, U.S. officials tended to view the peace process through the lens of the special relationship with
      Israel and American domestic politics as well as to conflate their own priorities with the needs of the peace
      process. As a result, Oslo became a vehicle not just for resolving the conflict but for transforming the
      Palestinians into a suitable peace partner as well as a platform for promoting Israeli normalization in the
      region and projecting American power and influence in the region and beyond. The United States was the
      “indispensable nation,” in the words of Secretary of State Madeleine Albright. All the more so since the collapse
      of the USSR left the United States as the world’s only remaining superpower. The Middle East was an area of
      strategic importance where U.S. officials felt they could have more influence.
    


    
      In the meantime, the Oslo process had fundamentally reorganized and redefined Palestinian politics and governing
      institutions, including their main sources of legitimacy as representative and inclusive of all Palestinians, in the occupied territories and the diaspora. The
      creation of the Palestinian Authority in 1994 marked the first step in the PLO’s institutional reincarnation,
      although the process of restructuring Palestinian political institutions remained ad hoc and non-inclusive. While
      the PLO remained the official political address of the Palestinian national movement in the international arena
      and in negotiations with Israel, its bureaucratic and administrative infrastructure was gradually transferred to
      the newly formed PA. Even as the PA replaced the PLO as the locus of Palestinian politics, the lines between the
      two bodies continued to be blurred.21 In the process, the PLO’s secrecy, nepotism, and corruption were now extended to the PA,
      alienating large segments of the local population, many of whom derisively referred to their newly transplanted
      overlords as “the Tunisians.” The authoritarian and elitist tendencies of the PLO were at odds with the more
      grassroots and decentralized civic and political culture of the West Bank and Gaza, which despite restrictions
      imposed by the occupation had remained relatively vibrant.22
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      Source: Adapted from United Nations, with additional detail from other sources.
    


    
      Oslo did introduce positive elements into Palestinian politics, most notably an elected parliament and president,
      effectively replacing the PLO’s elaborate and antiquated quota system. However, these came at the expense of the
      PLO’s claims to be representative of all Palestinians. Although elections for PA president and the new
      Palestinian Legislative Council in January 1996 were widely viewed as free and fair, the vote was boycotted by
      the largest opposition group, Hamas. Moreover, the roughly 60 percent of the Palestinian population who were
      refugees were not eligible to vote in PA elections and were effectively cut out of the Oslo process.
    


    
      The implicit trade-off of Oslo rested on two essential pillars: security and aid. The underlying theory was that
      improving the economic conditions of Palestinians would reduce public support or sympathy for violence and
      increase confidence in the PA and the peace process. On the Israeli side, meanwhile, the expectation by the
      Americans was that enhanced security would boost the public’s confidence in the process, thereby increasing the
      willingness of Israeli leaders to make concessions such as turning over territory to the Palestinians. “The
      Palestinians wanted land; the Israelis wanted security,” observed Clinton’s
      secretary of state, Madeleine Albright. “The question was how much land Israel would return and what kind of
      security assurances the Palestinians would provide.” In Albright’s view, Jewish settlements in the occupied
      territories were a constant reminder of what were essentially Palestinian socioeconomic grievances: “Within the
      gated settlement walls were people with money living well. Outside were shacks and Palestinians living miserable,
      impoverished lives.”23
    


    
      Of the two pillars, security came first. Like the Israelis, the Clinton administration believed that security was
      paramount and hence the key to political progress. A major portion of international aid therefore went to support
      Palestinian security forces. The CIA began providing counterterrorism and intelligence training and other
      assistance to PA security officials in 1994, progressively expanding overt and covert assistance to Palestinian
      security services in subsequent years.24 So long as the PA performed well in the security realm, Washington was prepared to overlook
      abuses and other governance problems. “Neither we nor the Israelis questioned what Arafat was doing internally,”
      observed the U.S. peace envoy, Dennis Ross. “At this point, we both felt he was the only one who could manage the
      Palestinians. As we would hear often from Rabin, we shouldn’t be pressing Arafat on human rights or even
      corruption.”25
    


    
      The ability to “manage the Palestinians” rested mainly on the influx of unprecedented levels of international aid
      to the PA. From 1993 to 1999, international donors channeled more than $2.7 billion in reconstruction and
      development assistance to the PA, making Palestinians the largest per capita recipients of international donor
      aid in the world.26
      As the largest single donor and the peace process’s main sponsor, the United States spearheaded the donor effort
      by pledging $500 million to the PA while bringing others on board. Internationalizing the donor aid effort also
      helped to insulate the process from Oslo’s many opponents on Capitol Hill, where pro-Israel lobbyists and
      American lawmakers had worked to ensure that the continuation of U.S. aid was conditioned on PA compliance with
      its security and other obligations.27 Aid played an essential role in the creation and maintenance of the PA, enabling it to pay salaries, particularly for its security services, and serving as a crucial
      buffer against the negative effects of Israel’s frequent closures of the territories and various other economic
      impediments of the occupation. Its main purpose, however, was to help transform the PA into a suitable “partner
      for peace” while building a “peace constituency” among Palestinians.28
    


    
      The reality proved to be very different. International aid did lead to significant improvements in the occupied
      territories, including large-scale infrastructure projects, increased access to education and health services,
      and the creation of thousands of new public-sector jobs. However, the influx of large amounts of donor funds also
      helped fuel PA corruption and reinforce the leadership’s authoritarian tendencies by underwriting Arafat’s
      patronage networks and facilitating the PA’s suppression of political dissent. International donors, including
      the United States, gave Arafat considerable leeway to stack the PA’s ballooning bureaucracy with Fatah loyalists
      and to curtail the activities of civil society organizations affiliated with his opponents.29 Providing Arafat with what
      American officials called “walking around money” was considered a necessary evil in order to help strengthen the
      PA and its ability to implement agreements, fight terrorists, and neutralize Oslo’s opponents.30
    


    
      Meanwhile, the anticipated “peace dividend” never materialized. Israeli closures and other restrictive measures
      in the West Bank and Gaza in response to terrorist attacks led to a precipitous decline in Palestinian economic
      conditions during the Oslo period. Thus, between 1992 and 2001 Palestinian living standards declined by
      approximately 20 percent.31 Unemployment rates tripled as the economic growth rate stood at half what it had been prior
      to Oslo.32 As a
      result, the focus of donor aid shifted from encouraging economic growth to merely keeping the PA—and the Oslo
      process—afloat.33
      Foreign aid, as one U.S. official observed, “quickly became life support, not development aid.”34 The PA’s growing dependency
      on international aid also raised questions as to whether Palestinian leaders should be more responsive to the
      needs of its donors and benefactors than to those of its constituents.35
    


    
      The central flaw of Oslo, according to Nigel Roberts, the former World Bank
      country director, was that it “required that the PLO turn protector of Israel at a time when Israel was still in
      occupation of territories the PLO was committed to liberating.”36 Repressive measures by the PA and Israel led to temporary
      lulls in violence but failed to put an end to terror attacks by Hamas and other militant groups. Not only did the
      “security first” doctrine fail to curb attacks on Israelis, it is likely that Hamas and other militant groups
      became stronger as a result of “the economically regressive and politically stifling atmosphere of
      Oslo.”37 As the same
      time, the securitization of Palestinian governance under Oslo helped to deepen the rift between the PA and Hamas
      while steadily eroding the credibility of the PA and the peace process. To be sure, relations between Fatah and
      Hamas had long been strained, but the relationship became considerably more antagonistic and confrontational
      during the Oslo years.
    


    
      Arafat preferred to deal with Hamas through a combination of carrots and sticks, alternating between repression
      and attempts at cooptation, an approach American and Israeli officials strongly disapproved of. Although Hamas
      mostly refrained from violent reprisals against the PA, it still had the ability to hit Arafat where it hurt
      most—the peace process and his budding relationship with the United States. A relentless series of suicide
      bombings in Israeli cities in early 1996 following the assassination of the Hamas military commander Yahya Ayyash
      in January 1996 claimed the lives of fifty-nine Israelis and brought intense American and Israeli pressure on
      Arafat to take firm action. The PA’s subsequent crackdown on Hamas and other militant groups led to a period of
      relative calm in the second half of 1997, although Hamas suicide bombings resumed in early 1997. Human rights
      groups accused the PA of torture, arbitrary arrests, and other abuses, but Clinton administration officials
      largely looked the other way and occasionally even voiced their approval. When human rights groups accused the PA
      of violating basic due process by using special “security courts” to try suspected terrorists, Vice President Al
      Gore defended the practice, claiming “the accusations are misplaced and that they are doing the right thing in
      progressing with prosecutions.”38 The PA’s repressive measures also played into the hands of
      Arafat’s domestic political opponents. “If you were Hamas,” observed Bruce Riedel, who served in the Clinton
      White House during the latter years of Oslo, “how could you design a scenario more to your liking, in which the
      father of the Fatah security service is going to be the Central Intelligence Agency working with the Israelis?
      It’s like it’s setup to undermine these people. And yet that’s how we ended up.”39
    


    
      THE PRICE OF AMBIVALENCE
    


    
      As in the past, the White House and Congress managed to work both for and against the goals of the peace process
      at the same time. Bill Clinton came to office determined to undo what he viewed as the overly critical approach
      to Israel taken by his predecessors. A former administration official and peace process veteran, Aaron David
      Miller, recalled, “That several of us happened to be Jewish was less important than the prevailing climate of
      pro-Israel sentiment that mushroomed under Bill Clinton.”40 That climate was quickly translated into policy. The Clinton
      administration backed away from the assurances provided to the Palestinians by James Baker ahead of the Madrid
      conference, which according to Dennis Ross had created “needless suspicions on the Israeli side, and raised
      expectations on the Palestinian side.”41 Within months of taking office, Clinton also became the first U.S. president since 1948 not
      to reaffirm UN General Assembly Resolution 194 on the rights of Palestinian refugees. Although the refugee issue
      remained unresolved, U.S. officials characterized Resolution 194 as “obsolete and anachronistic” following the
      signing of the Oslo Declaration of Principles, mirroring the language of the Israeli government.42 In addition, the Clinton
      administration for the first time lent tacit U.S. approval to Israeli settlement construction in the occupied
      territories.43 The
      Clinton White House did away with language referring to Israeli settlements as “obstacles to peace”; instead they
      were now downgraded to a “complicating factor” in the peace process.44
    


    
      Congress responded to Oslo by passing new legislation with the barely concealed aim of tipping the scales in
      Israel’s favor and handicapping the Palestinians politically and diplomatically.
      The new laws were the product of a Congress controlled by a Republican leadership that was highly skeptical of
      Oslo and by pro-Israel lobbyists who were well to the right of the Israeli government—some of whom were openly
      committed to defeating the peace process. Despite objections from both the Rabin government and the Clinton
      administration, Congress passed a new foreign aid bill in 1994 backed by the anti-Oslo Zionist Organization of
      America that prevented the transfer of aid to the Palestinians until the president certified that the PLO was
      complying with signed agreements.45 No similar provisions were put in place regarding Israel’s compliance. That same year,
      Congress passed new laws requiring the United States to defund UN agencies—and potentially the UN as a whole—that
      admitted the Palestinians as a full member. Another Oslo-era piece of legislation with an embedded “poison pill”
      was the Jerusalem Embassy Act of 1995—the same law invoked by President Donald Trump in December 2017. In
      addition to recognizing “undivided” Jerusalem as Israel’s capital, the law required the United States to move its
      embassy from Tel Aviv to Jerusalem by 1999, while allowing the president to waive implementation every six
      months. Although opposed by the Clinton administration on both diplomatic and constitutional grounds, the law
      passed by wide bipartisan majorities in both houses of Congress. Trump eschewed the customary waiver, thus giving
      the act force for the first time.
    


    
      The Oslo process suffered from a number of deficiencies, including the absence of an implementation mechanism and
      a lack of accountability. In addition, Oslo’s focus on incremental progress left too many opportunities for
      extremists on either side to derail the process. As a result, gestures intended as confidence-building measures
      did not actually build confidence but ended up expending large amounts of political capital just to keep the
      process afloat. Given the high domestic political costs entailed in such concessions, the two sides had few
      incentives to do more than what was minimally required to keep the process alive.46 This was compounded by the Clinton
      administration’s reluctance either to pressure Israel to meet its obligations or to accommodate Palestinian
      domestic political constraints. The failure of Israel to follow through on its
      commitments, particularly after Netanyahu came to power, badly damaged Arafat’s credibility and that of the peace
      process as a whole. By the end of Clinton’s presidency, Israel had carried out only two of the three withdrawals
      agreed to in the 1995 Interim Agreement, reflecting mainly Netanyahu’s reluctance to upset his right-wing
      coalition. Even when Netanyahu’s cabinet voted not to carry out the withdrawals called for in the October 1998
      Wye Memorandum, Clinton still asked Congress to approve $900 million in supplemental aid to implement an
      agreement that Israel had failed to implement.47
    


    
      The two issues that ultimately doomed the Oslo process in the eyes of ordinary Israelis and
      Palestinians—terrorism by Palestinians and continued Israeli settlement expansion—received very different
      treatment by the administration. The administration had consistently pressured Arafat to crack down on
      Palestinian militants, which while politically understandable was ultimately ineffective. On the other hand,
      American officials did very little to curb the growth of Israeli settlements, an area where they could genuinely
      have affected the outcome were it not for a lack of political will. Israeli settlements were considered an
      “obstacle to peace,” but apparently not a big enough obstacle to warrant any sort of cost for Israel. The former
      Clinton peace team member Aaron David Miller stated, “I don’t recall a single tough, honest conversation in which
      we said to the Israelis, ‘Look, settlements may not violate the letter of Oslo, but they’re wreaking havoc with
      its spirit and compromising the logic of a gradual process of building trust and confidence.’ ”48 Instead, the Clinton
      administration urged the Israelis to refrain from building in the settlements while carving out various
      exemptions for East Jerusalem, large “settlement blocs,” “natural growth,” and other loopholes. As a result,
      during the Oslo years, from 1993 to 2000, the Israeli settler population in the West Bank, East Jerusalem, and
      the Gaza Strip grew from roughly 270,000 to more than 370,000, nearly three times the growth rate inside
      Israel.49
    


    
      The announcement in February 1997 by the Netanyahu government of plans to build a new settlement, Har Homa, on
      the outskirts of Jerusalem illustrated the very different responses by the administration to the political
      pressures facing both sides. The new settlement, strategically situated between
      East Jerusalem’s Palestinian neighborhoods and the West Bank town of Bethlehem, was seen by Palestinians as a
      major blow to their hopes of establishing a future capital in East Jerusalem. The administration expressed its
      objection to the new settlement but declined to pressure the Israeli government to halt the project out of
      deference to Netanyahu’s precarious coalition. “Prime minister,” Ross told Netanyahu, “you will have to do what
      you have to do, but there will be a problem and you should not kid yourself.”50 Clinton took the additional step of vetoing
      a Security Council resolution calling on Israel to abandon its plans for the new settlement.51 In response to the
      announcement and Netanyahu’s reluctance to move forward with further withdrawals, Arafat attempted to shield
      himself politically by suspending peace talks with Israel and making overtures to his political opponents,
      including releasing prisoners and inviting Palestinian factions to a “national dialogue.” The administration
      condemned the inclusion of Hamas and other militant groups in the internal dialogue. According to Ross, such
      gestures were evidence of Arafat’s duplicitous character and his “preoccupation … with how he looked to his
      public … Defiance being so much a part of Arafat’s appeal to Palestinians, always took precedence over
      accommodation, particularly if he judged the mood to be negative in the street.”52
    


    
      The administration’s ambivalence on issues such as settlements and Jerusalem, while reflective of Clinton’s and
      the Democratic Party’s strong political and ideological attachment to Israel, nonetheless had serious
      consequences for the success of the Oslo process. The emphasis on improving security and combating terrorism was
      understandable but was ultimately fruitless in the absence of a similar effort to deal with the highly corrosive
      effects of Israeli repression, internal closures, and settlement expansion policies. “It was almost impossible to
      even discuss the implications with [U.S. officials] at a senior level,” recalled Joseph Saba, the World Bank’s
      country director for the West Bank and Gaza in the 1990s. According to Saba, Clinton administration officials
      “somehow did not appreciate, or chose not to appreciate, their significance for a Palestinian state or the
      consequences of the suffocation of Palestinian political and economic aspirations.”53 The failure to deal with the increasingly explosive conditions on the ground would have serious consequences. Instead of
      building a peace constituency among Palestinians, the Oslo process seemed to produce the opposite. By the end of
      2000, there had been a marked increase in support among Palestinians for violence while only a minority of
      Palestinians still supported the Oslo process; the two primary reasons cited were a lack of improvement in living
      standards and increased settlement activity.54
    


    
      THE CLINTON PARADOX
    


    
      Although his personal and political leanings were clearly aligned with Israel, few presidents showed a greater
      willingness to break with old taboos and break new ground with regard to the Palestinians and the peace process
      than Clinton. When controversy broke out over Arafat’s attendance at the signing ceremony in September 1993, it
      was Clinton who decided that he needed to be there.55 In addition to hosting Arafat at the White House a dozen
      times, Clinton skillfully used his soft power to bolster the Palestinian leader while subtly bearing down on the
      Netanyahu government. Clinton also went out of his way to connect with Palestinians on a human level. “If ever
      there was a president who could be both pro-Israel and pro-Palestinian, it was Clinton,” observed William
      Quandt.56
    


    
      Indeed, for a time, the “trade-off” appeared to be working well for both sides, particularly after Netanyahu came
      to power in 1996. That same year, the United States extended its free trade agreement with Israel to include
      Palestinian products originating in the West Bank and Gaza, ostensibly laying the groundwork for an independent
      bilateral relationship. In the spring of 1998, an increasingly frustrated Clinton indirectly accused Netanyahu of
      “a deliberate strategy of delay.”57 Hillary Clinton’s public observation in May 1998 that it was in the interests of all sides
      “for Palestine to be a state” roiled the Netanyahu government. Although the White House walked backed the first
      lady’s statement as a slip of the tongue, the president had already arrived at the same conclusion, even if he
      would not say so officially.
    


    
      The real high point in U.S.-Palestinian relations occurred in the lead-up to and
      just after the signing of the Wye River Memorandum, an agreement negotiated between Israel and the Palestinian
      Authority at a summit in Wye River, Maryland in October 1998. Under Oslo II, Israel was to carry out three
      substantive redeployments of Israeli forces from West Bank territory. The first phase was completed in January
      1997, when Secretary of State Warren Christopher successfully brokered a deal on Israel’s redeployment from most
      of Hebron. Since then, however, the Netanyahu government had dragged its feet on carrying out any further
      withdrawals. Instead of compelling the Israeli prime minister to live up to his obligations, the Clinton
      administration agreed to renegotiate the terms of the withdrawal. The Palestinians had been pushing for a
      withdrawal from an additional 30 percent of West Bank territory while Netanyahu was prepared to offer only 9
      percent. Ross basically split the difference, proposing that Israel withdraw from 13 percent. The transfers would
      occur in parallel with antiterrorism measures by the PA. Despite his bitterness over Netanyahu’s intransigence,
      Arafat went along with the U.S. proposal. According to Ross, “This reflected the weakness of his position,
      because our proposals were far closer to the original Israeli concepts than to his.”58 The arrangement was formalized at a
      three-way summit between Clinton, Netanyahu, and Arafat held at the Wye River Plantation in Maryland.
    


    
      Upon returning to Israel, however, Netanyahu suspended implementation of the Wye Memorandum while making new
      demands of the PA. “This was unfortunate,” explained Ross, “because the Palestinians were working diligently to
      carry out most of their commitments under Wye, particularly in the area of making arrests and fighting
      terror.”59 The
      administration was much less pleased with Netanyahu. After Wye, according to the PLO’s Ahmed Qurei, “The
      Americans began to display an unprecedented level of sympathy with our aspirations. This change in American
      attitudes resulted in part from the sustained diplomatic effort by my Palestinian colleagues at Wye River and
      elsewhere, but also because of Netanyahu’s bad management and mistakes.”60
    


    
      The crowning moment for Arafat came in December 1998 during the president’s historic visit to Gaza and Bethlehem.
      Palestinian officials saw the visit “as a boost for us and as a rebuke to
      Netanyahu for his provocation of the Americans,” including his lack of compliance with agreements he had
      signed.61 The stated
      purpose of the visit was to allow Clinton to oversee the removal of objectionable passages from the PLO’s
      charter, a key demand of the Netanyahu government. However, Clinton used the visit to send a clear message to
      leaders on both sides. After presiding over the PNC vote amending the PLO charter in Gaza City, Clinton addressed
      the hundreds of delegates assembled: “For the first time in the history of the Palestinian movement, the
      Palestinian people and their elected representatives now have a chance to determine their own destiny on their
      own land.” It was the closest a U.S. president had come to supporting a Palestinian state. During his short visit
      to Gaza, Clinton took the time to meet with Palestinian children whose fathers had been killed or imprisoned by
      Israel. “Those children brought tears to my eyes,” he declared. “We have to find a way for both sets of children
      to get their lives back and to go forward.”62 Arafat’s many risky ventures since 1973—the intelligence and security cooperation with
      the CIA, the countless third-party dialogues, the various UN initiatives, the decision to recognize Israel—all
      seemed to be leading to this moment.
    


    
      BLAME GAME: CAMP DAVID AND THE INTIFADA
    


    
      Arafat’s moment lasted until roughly May 1999, when Ehud Barak of the Labor Party defeated Netanyahu for Israel’s
      premiership. Barak had come to office with a highly ambitious diplomatic agenda, promising to conclude
      comprehensive peace agreements with both Syria and the Palestinians within fifteen months and to end Israel’s
      occupation of southern Lebanon. Barak’s bold ideas appealed to Clinton, who was now in the final year of his
      presidency. Arafat, however, distrusted Barak, who like his predecessor had reneged on his commitments to hand
      over territory and release prisoners. The Palestinian leader was also troubled by Barak’s determination to pursue
      the Syrian track first, which had the blessing of the Clinton administration. A separate peace agreement between
      Syria and Israel, much like the Egypt-Israel treaty of 1979, would leave the
      Palestinians more isolated and exposed. After Israeli-Syrian talks collapsed in early 2000, Barak shifted back to
      the Palestinian track and convinced Clinton of the need to convene a high-stakes peace summit between Israelis
      and Palestinians. Although Arafat resisted the idea as premature and highly risky, Clinton embraced Barak’s plan
      and remained highly deferential to the Israeli prime minister throughout the process, from the timing and
      structure of the summit in Camp David to the fateful decision to lay blame for its failure solely on the
      Palestinians.63
    


    
      On July 11, President Clinton hosted Ehud Barak and Yasser Arafat at the Camp David presidential retreat in
      Maryland. Over the course of the next two weeks, the Israeli and Palestinian leaders, along with their respective
      teams, held intensive negotiations on all of the core issues, including security, territory, Jerusalem, and
      refugees. The talks were punctuated by periodic interventions by President Clinton with the active support of the
      U.S. peace team, most of whom remained at the compound for the duration of the summit as the president shuttled
      back and forth between Camp David and Washington. The negotiations adopted an all-or-nothing approach, based on
      the principle that “nothing is agreed until everything was agreed.” The stakes were therefore exceptionally high,
      particularly for Arafat, who feared being entrapped by his two more powerful counterparts. The talks made some
      progress in the area of security and to a lesser extent on territory, but wide gaps remained on the central
      issues of Jerusalem and refugees. When Clinton proved unable to bridge those gaps, the summit ended in failure.
      The collapse of the Camp David summit in July 2000, which was soon followed by the outbreak of the Palestinian
      uprising, the Al-Aqsa Intifada, became the first real demonstration of how the power and political dynamics of
      the American-led peace process operated in times of crisis. Although all three leaders were guilty of missteps
      and miscalculations during and after Camp David, it was easier and less costly politically for Clinton and his
      ally, Barak, to shift the costs of failure onto the Palestinians in general and Arafat in particular. However,
      this came at the expense of broader U.S. goals of stability and diplomacy.64 In addition to narrowing the political space for an
      agreement during Clinton’s remaining time in office, the decision helped to fuel
      the cycle of violence in the months and years that followed and to cement the “no partner” narrative later seized
      on by Prime Minister Ariel Sharon.
    


    
      According to the Israeli narrative, which gained wide currency in Washington, the Camp David talks failed when
      Arafat unreasonably rejected a “generous offer” by Barak and then instigated a violent Intifada in an attempt to
      squeeze more concessions out of the Americans and Israelis.65 However, accounts by various Palestinian, American, and
      Israeli former negotiators, scholars, journalists, and other observers told a different story.66 Arafat had been reluctant to
      go along with the idea of a “make or break” summit out of a fear that Clinton and Barak would team up against him
      and attempt to squeeze the Palestinians and then blame them for the summit’s failure. Despite a prior pledge by
      the president not to blame Arafat in the event of failure, however, Clinton joined Barak in publicly holding
      Arafat responsible for the summit’s collapse. Clinton’s interests in pursuing an Israeli-Palestinian peace deal
      were not driven solely by calculations of American national interests or the strategic, diplomatic, or
      humanitarian benefits that resolution of the conflict might bring. His motivations were also rooted in more
      parochial concerns, such as the primacy of U.S.-Israel relations, Clinton’s personal admiration for Barak and his
      desire to help him politically, and the president’s own desire to enhance his legacy.67
    


    
      The summit itself was plagued by a variety of deficiencies related to all three sides, including a lack of
      preparation on the part of its American hosts and internal dynamics that were notoriously
      “dysfunctional.”68 A
      lack of cohesion on the Palestinian side also hampered the process and greatly limited Arafat’s
      flexibility.69
      Compounding the problem was a distinct knowledge and expertise gap on the American team. According to one
      American negotiator, Clinton and the U.S. team began the summit already predisposed “to consider Israeli needs
      and requirements as the standard by which to judge what we could live with.” In contrast, the U.S. team’s
      understanding of Palestinian needs or claims was far more limited, particularly on the crucial questions of
      sovereignty and the future of Jerusalem.70
    


    
      In the end, the problems with Camp David came down to substance. The climax of
      the summit was Barak’s proposal for a Palestinian state on some 80 to 90 percent of the West Bank (depending on
      the method of calculation) along with limited autonomy in Arab East Jerusalem. Under the proposal tabled by
      Barak, the Palestinians would have sovereignty over Arab suburbs of Jerusalem but only “functional autonomy” in
      the city’s Palestinian neighborhoods, including the Old City, where most Christian and Muslim holy sites are
      located, as well as “custodianship” over the Al-Aqsa Mosque compound (Haram al-Sharif, the Temple Mount). Clinton
      and the American team hailed Barak’s offer as a “far reaching and brave” proposal.71 While certainly unprecedented and
      politically risky from the standpoint of Israeli politics, Barak’s offer fell well short of the Palestinian’s
      minimal demands. Among other things, the proposal seriously undervalued the importance of Palestinian sovereignty
      in Jerusalem and the depth of Arab and Muslim attachment to the Holy City. “At Camp David we never got close,”
      said one member of the U.S. team. “Despite the mythology that’s been created since then, we weren’t even in the
      ballpark.”72
    


    
      The Palestinians rejected the Israeli proposal in its entirety but declined to make a counteroffer. Like Barak,
      Arafat was under enormous domestic pressure not to concede too much at Camp David.73 Popular frustration in the occupied
      territories had been running high, while Hamas leaders seized every opportunity to denounce Arafat for
      participating in the peace summit.74 Moreover, as the weakest party in the equation, the Palestinian leader was even more
      circumspect in his approach to the summit than his American and Israeli counterparts. The exceptionally high
      stakes for both sides may also explain why Barak, perhaps feeling overly exposed by the extent of his unrequited
      offer, chose to lash out at Arafat. In the wake of the failed summit, the Israeli prime minister mounted a media
      campaign denouncing Arafat as a non-partner who had no interest in peace.
    


    
      The fact that the most significant progress occurred after the summit suggested that Barak’s offer at Camp David
      was not in fact the best offer the Palestinians could hope to get from the Israelis, as Barak and the American
      team had claimed, but rather was a basis for more serious negotiations in the
      months that followed. Despite Barak’s campaign to paint Arafat as “not a partner” for peace, Israelis and
      Palestinians continued to negotiate in the weeks and months after the summit, both with and without American
      mediation. However, the outbreak of the Al-Aqsa Intifada in late September 2000 made the ongoing peace talks both
      more urgent and less likely to succeed.
    


    
      The uprising was triggered by the visit of Ariel Sharon, the leader of the Likud opposition, to the Al-Aqsa
      Mosque compound in Jerusalem in late September, but it reflected deeper Palestinian frustrations that had been
      simmering beneath the surface for some time.75 Israeli and Palestinian leaders both sought to leverage the violence politically, even
      as they continued to negotiate: Arafat often approved of armed attacks on Israelis, either directly or by turning
      a blind eye; Barak gave the Israeli army a free hand in the occupied territories in a bid to crush the uprising
      in its infancy. Human rights groups and other international observers attributed the rapid escalation of violence
      to Israel’s use of lethal force against both unarmed protesters and armed militants, leading to extensive
      civilian casualties and contributing to the militarization of the Intifada at an early stage. An official
      fact-finding commission appointed by Clinton in October 2000 and headed by former Senate majority leader George
      Mitchell later found that “for the first three months of the current uprising, most incidents did not involve
      Palestinian use of firearms and explosives.”76 Israeli, Palestinian, and international human rights groups came to similar
      conclusions.77
    


    
      The administration responded to the violence with characteristic ambivalence. Despite occasional rebukes by the
      U.S. State Department of Israeli use of “excessive force,” the administration put the onus for the violence on
      the Palestinians. In an interview with a Sunday morning news program, CNN’s Late
      Edition, Secretary of State Madeleine Albright complained that “the Palestinians in many ways are putting
      the Israelis under siege,” and accused Palestinian stone-throwers of provoking a “siege mentality” among Israeli
      soldiers.78
    


    
      By the time the Americans put forward a serious peace proposal in late December, the political environment was
      far less hospitable to peacemaking. Unlike at Camp David, Clinton’s “parameters” for a final status peace deal, which envisioned a Palestinian state in roughly 95 percent of the West Bank
      plus Gaza with Palestinian sovereignty over most of East Jerusalem, including much of the Old City, were by all
      measures “in the ballpark.” Sovereignty over the highly contentious Al-Aqsa Mosque–Temple Mount would be divided
      between Palestinians and Israelis. The bulk of Palestinian refugees would be resettled in the Palestinian state
      with a limited number allowed to return to Israel. After three months of bloodshed and with less than a month
      remaining in Clinton’s term, however, the political calculus on all sides had changed. The narrow window of
      opportunity that emerged after the collapse of Camp David in late July effectively closed following the outbreak
      of violence in late September. Moreover, with Israeli elections only weeks away, Barak’s defeat at the hands of
      Sharon looked increasingly imminent. Arafat, too, faced growing public anger over the mounting civilian
      casualties as well as the growing appeal of Hamas and other “resistance” elements, and was steadily losing
      control over dynamics on the ground.
    


    
      Clinton’s offer was take-it-or-leave-it, and the two leaders were given just four days to respond. Although both
      sides had serious misgivings about the plan, neither rejected it outright. Barak and Arafat each gave what
      amounted to a highly qualified yes. This seems to have been Clinton’s interpretation as well, and a January 7
      statement issued by the White House acknowledged that “both Prime Minister Barak and Chairman Arafat have now
      accepted these parameters as the basis for further efforts. Both have expressed some reservations.”79 Ross saw things differently,
      however, and convinced Clinton that whereas Barak’s reservations were “within” the parameters, Arafat’s were not
      and, hence, were “tantamount to rejection.”80 It is not clear why Clinton shifted his stance regarding Arafat’s response. Although it
      is reasonable to assume that with the clock running down and the realization slowly setting in that a
      conflict-ending peace deal was not in the offing, the urge to assess blame increased in parallel—if only to help
      ensure that the failure did not end up as part of Clinton’s legacy.
    


    
      Since then a debate has raged over whether Arafat’s failure to give an unequivocal yes was motivated by political
      considerations or something more nefarious. Israeli leaders have suggested that it was because Arafat was not genuinely interested in peace—his true aim was “the elimination of Israel,” if
      not through violence and terror then by seeking to flood Israel with millions of refugees.81 Administration officials
      attributed Arafat’s response to his failure to “pivot from being a revolutionary and the leader of a movement to
      being a statesman and the leader of a country.”82 Such explanations however seem to overlook the more basic
      factors of power and politics. It should not come as a surprise that the weakest and most politically
      disadvantaged actor would also be the most risk-averse. And after the Camp David blame game, Arafat likely
      understood where he stood vis-à-vis Clinton.
    


    
      Timing and political environment were also likely critical factors in shaping Arafat’s decision making. By the
      time Clinton left office, nearly 300 Palestinians and 43 Israelis had been killed in the Intifada.83 The mounting Palestinian
      death toll, public anger at both Israel and the United States, and the growing appeal of Hamas and other
      “resistance” elements, would have limited what Arafat could agree to explicitly. “If they had offered [the
      Clinton Parameters] in the first or second week of the Intifada, it could have changed history,” observed a
      veteran Palestinian negotiator.84 With Clinton on his way out and Barak’s chances for defeating Sharon in upcoming elections
      growing slimmer by the day, “The likelihood of reaching a deal was remote at best; if no deal could be made, the
      Palestinians feared they would be left with principles that were detailed enough to supersede international
      resolutions, yet too fuzzy to constitute an agreement.”85 Arafat may have also believed that he would fare better under
      the incoming administration of George W. Bush, an impression that seems to have been encouraged by his friends in
      Saudi Arabia.86 In
      other words, Arafat may have rationally assessed the potential costs of an unequivocal acceptance as too high and
      the expected return too low.
    


    
      In the eyes of American officials, however, Arafat would remain the “artful dodger” and “master manipulator” who
      had failed to prepare his people for the hard choices necessary for peace.87 That the same could be said of Barak—who after all did
      not fully understand the requirements of peace until after the collapse of the Camp David summit—was less
      compelling to American officials in light of the political dynamics between the
      two countries. As the Camp David negotiator Bruce Riedel explains, “When the moment of truth came, there was no
      doubt whose side we were going to come down on.”88 According to Clinton’s national security adviser, Sandy
      Berger, Arafat’s chief failing was that he “had not built the framework into which he could try to sell an
      agreement.”89 But
      building such a political framework would have likely required a far more cohesive and inclusive brand of
      Palestinian politics than either Arafat or the Oslo process were prepared to tolerate. Clinton unloaded his anger
      with Arafat onto the incoming Bush administration. “Don’t ever trust that son of a bitch,” he warned. “He lied to
      me, and he’ll lie to you.”90 Although far less interested in peacemaking than his predecessor, Bush nonetheless heeded the
      advice. The peace process was failing, and for that someone would have to pay a price.
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      The Price of Failure
    


    
      I believe that there could be no greater legacy for America than
      to help to bring into being a Palestinian state for a people who have suffered too long, who have been humiliated
      too long, who have not reached their potential for too long, and who have so much to give to the international
      community and to all of us.
    


    
      —Condoleezza Rice, keynote address at American Task Force on Palestine
      inaugural gala, October 11, 2006
    


    
      Ariel Sharon was known as many things during his long political and military
      career, but “a man of peace” was seldom one of them. Yet these were the words President George W. Bush used to
      describe the Israeli prime minister in April 2002. At the time, the statement drew a mix of outrage and
      bewilderment both at home and abroad, including a phone call from the president’s father, George H. W. Bush, who
      telephoned “to complain vociferously about the president’s choice of words.”1
    


    
      The timing of Bush’s comment was especially awkward, coming as it did in the
      midst of a massive Israeli military offensive in the West Bank that had destroyed much of the Palestinian
      Authority’s security apparatus and governing institutions and resulted in the deaths of hundreds of Palestinians and dozens of Israeli soldiers. A
      week earlier, in one of the bloodiest episodes since the start of the Al-Aqsa Intifada, IDF soldiers had raided
      the Jenin refugee camp, leaving fifty-two Palestinians and twenty-three soldiers dead and triggering allegations
      of war crimes. A report by Human Rights Watch accused the IDF of the “deliberate killing of
      civilians.”2
      The day after Bush’s comments on Sharon, the administration voted in favor
      of a UN Security Council resolution calling for a fact-finding team to investigate events inside Jenin refugee
      camp, although Israel subsequently blocked the team from entering the country. The series of events was
      emblematic of the Bush administration’s highly conflicted approach to the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, which
      even more than Clinton’s simultaneously worked both for and against the goals of the peace process.
    


    
      One aspect of Bush’s approach that was rather consistent however was in
      working to ensure that the costs of repeated political and diplomatic failures were borne primarily by the
      Palestinians. Both the horrific violence of the Intifada in the early 2000s and Hamas’s surprise election victory
      of 2006 posed serious challenges for U.S. policymakers and for the peace process as a whole as well as major
      opportunities for course correction. But instead of addressing the many longstanding contradictions that had
      accumulated within the Oslo process, including their own roles in creating them, American and Israeli decision
      makers consistently put the onus for absorbing the fallout from these challenges onto the Palestinians. Like any
      fragile object subjected to persistent pressure, the Palestinian Authority eventually broke, further crippling
      both the peace process and Palestinian politics for the foreseeable future.
    


    
      1982 REDUX
    


    
      In contrast to his predecessor, who had invested considerable time and energy in the pursuit of
      Israeli-Palestinian peace, George W. Bush significantly scaled back American involvement in the peace process.
      Bush shared Clinton’s assessment that Arafat and the Palestinians were largely to
      blame for the collapse of peace negotiations and the ongoing violence but saw little value in wading into the
      troubled waters of Arab-Israeli peacemaking despite early opportunities to do so.3 When Israeli and Palestinian negotiators held
      a final round of peace talks in Taba, Egypt, in late January, the Bush administration largely stayed away from
      the proceedings. A single State Department official was dispatched to Taba for the purpose of reporting back to
      Washington. The election shortly after Bush took office of Ariel Sharon, who shared the new president’s tough
      stance on terror and his penchant for unilateralism, only reinforced the president’s aversion to the peace
      process.
    


    
      Like Ronald Reagan, Bush came to office with a limited knowledge of foreign affairs and a tendency to view the
      world in stark, black-and-white terms.4 Moreover, his administration was plagued by internal divisions and infighting between two
      opposing camps with very different approaches to the Middle East and the world. Secretary of State Colin Powell
      and CIA director George Tenet favored a balanced approach to the Israeli-Palestinian conflict as well as active
      American involvement in dealing with the crisis. On the other side were Vice President Dick Cheney and Defense
      Secretary Donald Rumsfeld, along with a cadre of neoconservatives, who preferred to give Sharon a free hand in
      dealing with the uprising. As Condoleezza Rice later wrote in her memoirs, “The differences in the administration
      between the decidedly pro-Israel bent of the White House and the State Department’s more traditional pro-Arab
      view percolated beneath the surface.”5 Bush vacillated between the two camps throughout his presidency, which led to a pattern of
      indecision, inconsistency, and lack of follow through.6
    


    
      Bush’s attempts to steer clear of the conflict would not last, however, as the violence of the Intifada continued
      to spiral out of control. Sharon’s determination to crush the Intifada through military force had helped to fuel
      the militarization of the uprising, leading to a sharp rise in attacks on Israeli civilians as well as a growing
      humanitarian crisis in the West Bank and Gaza. Roughly half of the Israelis killed during the first four months
      of the Intifada (September 29, 2000, to January 20, 2001) were civilians. However, that proportion shot up to
      around 80 percent in the four-month period that followed (January 21 to June 1,
      2001).7 Mounting
      casualties and growing Arab anger over Washington’s hands-off approach spurred the administration to act. After a
      Hamas suicide bombing at a Tel Aviv nightclub killed scores of Israelis in June 2001, Bush sent CIA Director
      George Tenet to the region to arrange the first of several abortive ceasefires. Sharon simply ignored the truce,
      preferring instead to keep up the pressure militarily. Arafat, too, was not inclined to fully assert his
      authority by clamping down on groups such as Hamas and Islamic Jihad. The spike in terror attacks galvanized
      Israeli public support for Sharon’s crackdown in the occupied territories, while Washington’s Arab friends viewed
      Bush’s inaction as an endorsement of Sharon’s war on the Palestinians.
    


    
      The administration’s tepid response to the violence strained its ties with its key Arab ally, Saudi Arabia, whose
      de facto ruler, Crown Prince Abdullah, repeatedly turned down Bush’s invitations to visit Washington. In late
      August 2001, Abdullah sent a strongly worded message to President Bush warning that unless the United States
      found “a way to separate the actions of the Israeli government and its own interests in the region,” the kingdom
      would be forced to reevaluate its relationship with the United States.8 Rattled by the threat from its Saudi ally, and with the backing
      of Secretary of State Colin Powell, Bush sent a private message to the Saudi ruler pledging to take concrete
      steps to advance the peace process while affirming that “the Palestinian people have a right to
      self-determination and to live peacefully and securely in their own state, in their own homeland, just as the
      Israelis have a right to live peacefully and safely in their own state.”9 In his message to Abdullah, the president also promised to
      make a similar public declaration in support of Palestinian statehood the following month.
    


    
      The terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001, on Washington and New York exacerbated divisions within the
      administration, which were now reflected in its increasingly discordant policies. Bush continued to adhere to
      Secretary of State Powell’s moderate, multilateralist approach to the peace process for the first few months
      after the attacks but gradually began to publicly align with Sharon. In the wake of the attacks, the White House
      rejected Sharon’s characterization of Arafat as “our Bin Laden,” and further
      angered the Israeli prime minister by refusing his repeated requests for permission to “go after”
      Arafat.10 Bush also
      kept his promise to the Saudis, affirming for the first time official American support for Palestinian statehood.
      In a speech before the UN General Assembly on November 10, 2001, Bush declared, “We are working toward the day
      when two states—Israel and Palestine—live peacefully together within secure and recognized borders, as called for
      by the Security Council resolutions.”11 The speech infuriated the Israeli government and conservatives within the administration, who
      viewed it as a “significant departure” from past U.S. policy.12 Clinton had attempted to delineate the contours of a
      Palestinian state in the negotiations, but Bush’s statement for the first time made a two-state solution official
      U.S. policy.
    


    
      The statement was a major victory for Powell, who now led the international effort to reengage with the Israelis
      and the Palestinians diplomatically. Working with representatives of the European Union, the United Nations, and
      Russia, who joined the United States in the newly formed Middle East Quartet, Powell coordinated the Quartet’s
      efforts to end the violence and reestablish a diplomatic process. With only limited engagement by the president,
      however, the peace process remained Powell’s domain. Bush resisted calls to appoint a special envoy for the
      Middle East, as past presidents had done, leaving Powell to name his own special adviser for the peace process,
      General Anthony Zinni.
    


    
      Powell’s approach would not last. The United States was now engaged in a war in Afghanistan against the Taliban
      as part of the broader global fight against terrorism. Bush came under mounting pressure from the Israeli
      government and administration hardliners, as well as his own conservative base, to reorient his approach to the
      Israel-Palestine conflict as well. Their efforts were unwittingly aided by Arafat, who had failed to fully
      appreciate the new realities of the post-9/11 era and continued to green-light violence and attacks on Israelis,
      either directly or with a wink and a nod. The decisive moment came on January 3, 2002, following Israel’s seizure
      of a Gaza-bound ship, the Karine A, in the Mediterranean that was carrying weapons.
      Although Arafat denied involvement, the incident convinced Bush that Arafat was a “failed leader” and that peace would require a transformation of Palestinian politics.13 Sharon, who had already
      declared Arafat “irrelevant” and severed ties with the Palestinian Authority shortly after 9/11, welcomed the
      shift in the administration’s position.
    


    
      In the meantime, the situation on the ground went from bad to worse. On March 29, 2002, following a pair of
      deadly suicide bombings in Israel for which Hamas claimed responsibility, including an attack on a Passover
      celebration that left thirty Israelis dead, Sharon launched a major offensive in the West Bank, operation
      “Defensive Shield.” During the operation—the largest military offensive since Israel captured the territory in
      1967—the IDF reoccupied Palestinian cities while Israeli tanks surrounded Arafat inside his Ramallah
      headquarters, the Muqataa. The nature and scale of the Israeli offensive was reminiscent of Sharon’s invasion of
      Lebanon two decades earlier. As in the 1982 war, the IDF’s targets extended well beyond armed militants and the
      “infrastructure of terrorism” to include a wide range of Palestinian institutions and national symbols. Having
      already closed down Palestinian institutions in Jerusalem, including the PLO’s unofficial headquarters, known as
      Orient House, the previous year, Sharon now set his sights on those in the West Bank and Gaza.14 In addition to destroying
      Gaza’s international airport, Israeli forces targeted numerous Palestinian Authority ministries, including
      Health, Education, Finance, and Agriculture, along with the Central Bureau of Statistics and several
      municipalities, and seized or destroyed official computers, public records, and cultural works.15 Terje Rød-Larsen, the UN special coordinator in the occupied territories, warned that events were
      “moving in the direction of state destruction and not state building.”16
    


    
      The White House responded to the invasion with conflicting messages, affirming Israel’s “right to defend itself
      from terror” while simultaneously warning Sharon “to halt incursions into Palestinian-controlled areas and begin
      the withdrawal from those cities it has recently occupied.”17 The president’s mixed message amounted to a green light for
      Sharon to quash the Intifada while systematically destroying Palestinian governing and security institutions
      along the way. In an attempt to defuse the crisis, Powell traveled to Ramallah to meet with Arafat in his besieged and partially demolished presidential compound. However, Bush prevented
      Powell from making any offers to Arafat, so his mission ended in failure.18 Meanwhile, Sharon brushed aside the administration’s
      warnings and pressed on with the operation, which continued for another month and ended only after Bush
      threatened to publicly criticize Israel “in the harshest terms.”19 The six-week offensive left nearly 500 Palestinians dead and
      most of the PA’s institutions damaged or destroyed.
    


    
      “I was appalled by the violence and loss of life on both sides,” Bush later wrote in his memoirs, “but I refused
      to accept the moral equivalence between Palestinian suicide attacks on innocent civilians and Israeli military
      actions intended to protect their people.”20 The suicide bombings in Israel were intolerable. But Israel’s use of disproportionate
      military force had killed many more Palestinian civilians and had made life unbearable for Palestinians in the
      West Bank and Gaza. As Rice later wrote, “The President and Colin said yet again that Israel had a right to
      defend itself … But the Israelis always seem to go too far.”21 In addition to the moral and humanitarian dimensions, there
      was also the question of the political and security costs wrought by the wholesale destruction of Palestinian
      security and governing institutions, and of who would pay them. Sharon continued to insist that the offensive was
      no different than the U.S. war on al-Qaeda in Afghanistan, but many in Washington took a different view. An
      editorial by the Washington Post noted: “The problem with equating Israel’s campaign
      against terrorism with that of the United States, as Mr. Sharon and some of his American supporters do, is that
      it overlooks this contest for territory and sovereignty underlying the Israeli-Palestinian bloodshed.… In the
      name of uprooting terrorism, they have systematically destroyed the institutions and infrastructure of
      Palestinian self-government. To back the Israeli invasion, as the Bush administration has mostly done, is not
      just to back the cause of counterterrorism; it is also to abet Mr. Sharon’s drive to suppress Palestinian
      national rights.”22
    


    
      Inside the administration, however, there was one group that was almost totally in sync with Sharon’s thinking,
      which included Vice President Dick Cheney, Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld, and NSC staffer Elliott Abrams. The Cheney camp had been in the ascendant since early 2002, but by June it was
      firmly in charge of U.S. Middle East policy. On June 24, in a speech he delivered in the White House Rose Garden,
      Bush stated: “Peace requires a new and different Palestinian leadership, so that a Palestinian state can be
      born.”23 Under the
      new policy Palestinians would need to “elect new leaders … not compromised by terror” before there could be
      movement toward a political resolution. The speech “was music to Sharon’s ears,” recalled Condoleezza Rice.
      Reactions to Bush’s speech were considerably more negative in Europe and the Arab world, as well as in much of
      the State Department. While most welcomed Bush’s call for a Palestinian state, the speech was widely seen as
      relieving Israel of any of its own obligations in the peace process.
    


    
      The speech effectively designated Arafat an unofficial member of Bush’s “axis of evil,” alongside the leaders of
      Iran, Iraq, and North Korea, while the Intifada and the decades-old Israeli-Palestinian conflict were subsumed
      under a broadly defined and open-ended war on terror.24 For administration hawks, the Palestinians were just one
      manifestation of a much broader problem of extremism and terrorism which were at the heart of the violence and
      instability in the Middle East and which, in the wake of 9/11, were also a clear threat to the American homeland.
      Terrorism had to be uprooted at its source, which, in the view of Cheney and other neoconservatives, was the lack
      of freedom and democracy. The administration’s “war on terror” was framed in distinctly ideological, even
      civilizational, terms. The goal was not simply to end repression or tyranny—otherwise it might also have taken
      aim at Israel’s occupation—but to restructure the political and ideological underpinnings of societies where
      terrorism prevailed to bring them in line with those of self-described free societies and Western democracies. It
      was the same reasoning that propelled the decision to invade Iraq and overthrow Saddam Hussein in 2003 and the
      administration’s “freedom agenda,” through which the United States would help transform the region’s autocratic
      regimes into liberal democracies. As the former deputy national security adviser Elliott Abrams writes, “The
      president was using Palestine, like Iraq and Lebanon, as an example of how
      democracy might be coming to the Arab world.”25
    


    
      Politically and rhetorically, Bush and Sharon were now in virtual lockstep. But this did not mean that American
      and Israeli interests were also in alignment, as the IDF’s repeated assaults on Arafat’s Ramallah compound
      throughout 2002 demonstrated. Sharon had openly expressed his desire to expel or kill Arafat, later admitting
      that he was “sorry that we did not liquidate him,” but was prevented from doing so by Bush.26 Despite their denunciations
      of Arafat as an unrepentant terrorist and an obstacle to peace, U.S. officials understood that allowing Sharon to
      “eliminate” him would likely plunge the region into further chaos. Having all but endorsed Sharon’s offensive,
      however, the administration now found it exceedingly difficult to rein it back in. The administration’s
      frustration with Sharon finally boiled over in September 2002, shortly after the Rose Garden speech, during the
      third and largest assault on the Muqataa. The State Department spokesman Richard Boucher urged Israel “to
      consider carefully the consequences of its recent actions and their effect on the goals of Palestinian security
      cooperation and reform of Palestinian institutions in preparation for Palestinian statehood.”27 Even so, it took an American
      abstention from a Security Council resolution demanding an end to the Arafat siege and a stern warning from the
      White House for Sharon to comply. “This needs to end now,” Rice warned the Israeli ambassador. “If you and I are
      having this same conversation a week from now, you are going to have a serious problem in this building, and
      you’re going to have that serious problem with me.”28
    


    
      In her memoirs, Rice lamented the fact that Israel’s repeated attacks on Arafat’s compound allowed a “smiling
      Arafat to emerge to a hero’s welcome.” Indeed, the Bush administration’s hopes for advancing the peace process
      while denying Arafat’s legitimacy and relevance would prove to be a difficult task, not only because of the
      natural impulse of people to rally around their leaders in times of crisis and his stature among Palestinians as
      the father of the national movement, but because Arafat himself would not allow himself to be marginalized. Years
      later a senior Palestinian official described how Arafat would allow “Hamas and
      others to carry out [armed] action. Not because Arafat was sitting back and thinking ‘Now I’ll use violence.’ But
      because he thought he can prove he’s needed to counter violence.”29 To be sure, many within the PA leadership and even inside
      Fatah had grown frustrated with Arafat’s rule and hoped to loosen his stranglehold over power, including his
      deputy and longtime rival, Mahmoud Abbas (Abu Mazen). But their task became appreciably more difficult in the
      context of Israeli siege and perceived American dictates.
    


    
      A ROADMAP TO NOWHERE
    


    
      Bush’s June 2002 Rose Garden speech effectively modified the original trade-off of the 1990s by adding new
      conditions on the Palestinians while simultaneously downgrading what they could expect to receive in return. In
      addition to fighting terror, which of course was even more paramount than before, the Palestinians would also
      need to elect new leaders and enact democratic reforms to be eligible for statehood. In a sense, Bush’s Rose
      Garden speech marked a return to the Kissinger and Haig school of Arab-Israeli diplomacy, which viewed
      Palestinian politics as a kind of pathology that needed to be transformed or defeated before peace could be
      achieved. According to Deputy National Security Adviser Abrams, one of the principal architects of Bush’s
      Palestine policy, peace would require a complete “transformation of Palestinian attitudes and self-identity.” The
      same did not hold true for Israel, however. According to Abrams, Israelis had been engaged in “a decade-long
      untrammeled debate over the conditions of a final status agreement, but nothing of this sort has occurred on the
      Palestinian side. The PA and PLO have not prepared the Palestinian people for the national concessions that any
      final status agreement with Israel will require.” In other words, for Abrams and other administration hardliners,
      the real source of the conflict was not Israel’s ongoing military occupation, which still controlled most aspects
      of Palestinian life in the West Bank and Gaza, or the still unresolved fate of Palestinian refugees, but the fact
      that Palestinian politics still placed a premium on resolving these issues. The reality, of course, was that
      Palestinians had been engaged in a highly contentious—often violent—internal
      debate over the two-state solution dating back to the 1970s, well before such ideas were taken up seriously by
      Israeli or American politicians. Certainly aspects of Palestinian politics were no doubt distasteful and
      problematic, but the same could be said of Israeli politics, where settler extremists and other champions of
      Eretz Yisrael, “Greater Israel,” wielded growing influence over the Israeli government and its treatment of
      Palestinians.
    


    
      For Abrams and other administration hardliners, Bush’s vision was straightforward: “Get rid of Arafat, abandon
      terror, start building a democracy, and then—but only then—the United States will support creation of a state—and
      even then, a state ‘whose borders and certain aspects of its sovereignty will be provisional’ until there was a
      wider peace agreement in the region.” In other words, says Abrams, “Statehood would be the Palestinians’ reward
      for ridding themselves of a corrupt leadership, ending terrorism, and becoming capable of self-government.”
      Abrams had been critical of the president’s unconditional embrace of Palestinian statehood earlier on since in
      his view, “the Palestinian side was not ready for statehood.”30
    


    
      In the meantime, Bush’s Middle East policy continued to operate on two parallel and increasingly contradictory
      tracks. Despite the ascendancy of the Cheney camp, Powell continued to pursue his peacemaking agenda through the
      Middle East Quartet. The Quartet was in many ways an ideal forum for dealing with the seemingly intractable
      conflict between Israelis and Palestinians. Its small but powerful membership gave it political heft and a degree
      of authority in dealing with both sides of the conflict, while its informal structure afforded it the flexibility
      to navigate crises and adapt to changing developments. Since Israel’s incursion into the West Bank in the spring
      of 2002, American, European, Russian, and UN officials had been working on a plan to pave a way out of the
      violence and back to a diplomatic process—the Roadmap to Peace in the Middle East.
    


    
      After several delays, the Quartet’s roadmap was officially released on April 30, 2003. The authors of the roadmap
      had sought to correct what they viewed as the primary deficiencies of the Oslo process that ultimately led to its
      collapse in 2000, including the absence of implementation mechanisms and the
      overall lack of accountability.31 The plan’s emphasis on parallel implementation and mutual accountability was fundamentally at
      odds with the one-sided conditionality and implicit unilateralism contained in Bush’s Rose Garden speech. The
      roadmap laid out parallel steps for both sides to rein in violence and end incitement to violence. In addition,
      the Palestinians would be required to reform their security and governing institutions, including consolidating
      PA security services and appointing an “empowered” prime minister to help curb Arafat’s influence. For its part,
      Israel was required to freeze “all settlement activity (including natural growth of settlements)” as well as ease
      movement restrictions in the West Bank and reopen Palestinian institutions in Jerusalem. In terms of
      implementation, Quartet members discussed the need for a formal monitoring mechanism but instead left the task of
      ensuring each side’s compliance with the roadmap to the United States.
    


    
      Despite reservations over the roadmap’s intrusive nature, the Palestinian leadership had little choice but to
      embrace it. In contrast, Sharon’s government refused to engage with either the plan or its sponsors.32 Although attempts by the
      Sharon government to derail or change the roadmap were unsuccessful, they did succeed in delaying its release for
      several months until after the Israeli election in early 2003, as well as in redefining its provisions more to
      its liking. The delay in the roadmap’s release also gave the administration time to build up international,
      particularly Arab, support for its impending invasion of Iraq. It also allowed time for the appointment of the
      PA’s first prime minister in the hope of gradually “easing Mr. Arafat out.”33 After hastily amending the Palestinian Basic Law, Arafat
      reluctantly appointed his long-time deputy Mahmoud Abbas to the post. When Abbas resigned after just five months
      in office, citing internal opposition and a lack of international support, it became clear that Arafat was still
      calling the shots and that “the effort to sideline Arafat had failed.”34
    


    
      Meanwhile, Israeli officials worked behind the scenes with the White House to negotiate a separate arrangement
      that was more in line with their concerns, particularly when it came to the settlements and the emphasis on
      “security first.” As a result, the Bush administration agreed to make Israel’s
      implementation of the roadmap conditional on the Palestinians’ meeting their obligations first. In addition,
      instead of a total freeze, Israel could continue building in the occupied territories subject to a much less
      stringent set of “restrictions on settlement growth.”35 The two main elements of the roadmap—mutual accountability and
      parallel implementation—had now been eliminated. By July 2003, the roadmap—and for some, the Quartet itself—was
      already being pronounced dead. “The reason the Roadmap was accepted by the Palestinians was because it specified
      obligations for both sides, and the Quartet was involved,” said one senior Palestinian official. However, he
      added, “The Quartet is now dead, and there are no Israeli obligations. The Roadmap is being used as a carrot and
      stick, but only on the Palestinian side.” An Israeli official likewise conceded that “the Quartet has been
      sidelined, and that means that a part of the Roadmap doesn’t exist.”36 Although effectively stillborn, at a rhetorical level the
      roadmap remained official U.S. policy, leading to considerable confusion, even among U.S. officials, regarding
      when, how, and even if its provisions went into effect.37
    


    
      The sidelining of the roadmap spelled the end of the Powell approach and cemented the Bush-Sharon alignment,
      which was no longer limited to simply fighting terror. As Sharon continued to insist that Israel had “no partner”
      for peace, the Israeli prime minister outlined two short-term strategic priorities. The first was to complete
      construction of the 400-mile-long barrier that snaked through the West Bank, which had been begun in 2002. The
      barrier, a complex of barbed wire and electrified fences in some places and a twenty-five-foot concrete wall in
      others, was routed in a way that incorporated most of the major settlement blocs, often extending several miles
      deep into West Bank territory. Sharon justified the barrier as a security measure designed to prevent terrorists
      from entering Israel. But Palestinians and Israeli and other rights groups saw the barrier’s tortuous route,
      which incorporated around 10 percent of West Bank land, as a land grab.38 The Bush administration initially feared that the barrier
      might be used as a unilateral demarcation of a border but eventually accepted Israel’s security rationale. The
      Palestinians took the matter to the International Court of Justice, which
      ultimately ruled in their favor in July 2004. In a nonbinding advisory opinion, the ICJ determined that the
      “wall” was part of Israel’s settlement enterprise and therefore illegal under international law. But this did
      nothing to prevent its continued construction.39
    


    
      The second component of Sharon’s strategy was to “disengage” unilaterally from the Gaza Strip, where some 8,000
      Israeli settlers had been living among 1.5 million Palestinians. Once again, the administration hesitated before
      eventually embracing the plan. Sharon’s Gaza Disengagement plan raised immediate red flags for the Palestinians,
      who feared that by cutting Gaza loose, Israel would then be free to consolidate its control over the West Bank,
      particularly around Jerusalem. The Palestinian leadership also worried about the implications of being cut out of
      the process politically, a situation that could play into Hamas’s hands. Sharon trumpeted his plan as “a blow to
      the Palestinians, in that it will force them to give up on their aspirations for many years to come.”40 Sharon’s chief of staff, Dov
      Weissglass, described the disengagement plan as the “formaldehyde that is necessary so there will not be a
      political process with the Palestinians.” The White House understood the risks of a unilateral withdrawal as
      well, and Rice and other U.S. officials were keen that the United States not be seen as legitimizing settlements
      or as endorsing Israeli attempts to preempt future negotiations.41 Despite the administration’s initial reservations, however,
      Bush hailed the initiative as a “courageous and historic step” on the path to peace, while administration
      officials attempted to convince the Palestinians that the planned evacuation from Gaza was in line with the
      roadmap.42
    


    
      In return for Sharon’s plans to quit Gaza Bush gave Sharon formal “assurances” regarding Israeli positions on
      several core issues of the conflict. In a letter dated April 14, 2004, Bush assured Sharon that Israel would not
      have to withdraw fully from the occupied territories in the event of a peace deal and that Israel should be
      allowed to keep “existing major Israeli population centers”—a reference to the major settlement blocs in the West
      Bank. In addition, Bush stated, Palestinian refugees should not be allowed the right to return to their former
      homes in Israel but only to a future Palestinian state. Since 1948, successive Israeli governments have rejected any form of return of Palestinian refugees, fearing that they would
      dilute the Jewish character of the state or even become a majority. While Sharon hailed Bush’s statement as yet
      another victory, the Palestinians denounced the statement in the harshest of terms. Although Bush’s letter
      stopped short of explicitly legitimizing Israeli settlement expansion, the fact that Israel already controlled
      these areas, and in the context of the administration’s overall support of Israeli unilateralism, meant it would
      inevitably be seen as an endorsement of settlements and a departure from longstanding American policy.
    


    
      STILL NOT A PARTNER
    


    
      The year 2005 proved to be pivotal in the peace process, and in Palestinian politics. Yasser Arafat died on
      November 11, 2004. On January 9, 2005 the Palestinians elected a new leader, Mahmoud Abbas, to succeed Arafat as
      president of the PA and chairman of the PLO. Violence had declined sharply, and for the first time in more than
      four years the popular mood among both Palestinians and Israelis had begun to show signs of optimism. These
      trends, combined with Israel’s anticipated evacuation from Gaza later that summer, had opened a narrow window of
      opportunity to move past the bloodshed and political deadlock of previous years.
    


    
      Abbas came to power on a platform of unifying the Palestinians’ badly fractured political system under his
      leadership and securing a conflict-ending peace agreement with Israel that would pave the way for an independent
      Palestinian state. A critic of Arafat’s handling of the Intifada, the new Palestinian leader seemed to grasp that
      Palestinian statehood would to a large extent depend on fixing the Palestinians’ broken politics. After
      concluding a ceasefire agreement with Sharon on February 8, 2005, Abbas brought the Palestinian factions together
      in Cairo to solidify the truce with Israel, quietly ending four years of violence. Hamas, after carrying out
      dozens of suicide attacks that killed hundreds of Israelis during the previous several years, all but ceased its
      attacks on Israelis. A report by Israel’s internal security agency, Shin Bet,
      credited the intra-Palestinian accord for the dramatic reduction in violence against Israelis, underscoring the
      extent to which Palestinian political cohesion had a direct bearing on Israeli security.43 The Cairo Declaration also laid out a
      framework for reforming Palestinian politics, including a timetable for holding legislative elections and a
      commitment to reform and restructure the PLO to bring in groups like Hamas, Islamic Jihad, and others.
    


    
      The first seven months of Abbas’s presidency brought a sense of cautious optimism.44 As the violence and chaos subsided,
      Palestinian security forces gradually resumed control over major Palestinian towns from the IDF. Unfortunately
      for Abbas, however, the Israeli-Palestinian conflict was no longer a top priority in Washington. Ironically, the
      sharp decline in violence seemed to remove the sense of urgency that had kept U.S. officials focused on the issue
      during the worst years of the Intifada. Moreover, the administration had other more pressing matters to tend to,
      including the ongoing wars in Afghanistan and Iraq. The U.S. occupation of Iraq in particular was going badly and
      the United States was becoming increasingly bogged down with the growing anti-U.S. insurgency there. The failure
      to capitalize on the election of Abbas and the reduction in violence—the two main conditions outlined in Bush’s
      2002 Rose Garden speech—and the planned Gaza withdrawal undercut Abbas’s rule at a critical moment and marked the
      start of his steady decline.
    


    
      The stakes for Abbas were particularly high in Gaza, politically, economically, and security-wise. On the eve of
      Israel’s withdrawal, Gaza “was almost a failed entity” with a poverty rate of 65 percent and 35 percent
      unemployment, with high instability both inside and outside its borders.45 For the evacuation to be a success it would need to
      deliver tangible economic benefits to Gaza’s 1.5 million Palestinians, which in turn would require internal
      stability and access to the outside world, particularly the West Bank and Israel.46 In addition, Abbas hoped to use the
      disengagement from Gaza, a traditional Hamas stronghold, to demonstrate the efficacy of his negotiations
      approach, thereby weakening Hamas. Conversely, if the evacuation went badly, Hamas stood to gain at Abbas’s
      expense. On its face, Sharon’s disengagement plan offered little improvement over the status quo.47 Sharon remained adamant about avoiding a negotiation of any
      kind. Under pressure from the administration he agreed to coordinate the process with Abbas’s PA while making it
      clear to the Americans and the Palestinians that he “wanted the withdrawal defined entirely as an Israeli move
      made for Israeli interests.”48
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      Meanwhile, Abbas continued to press the administration to ensure that the Gaza withdrawal produced tangible
      political as well as economic rewards. For Abbas, this meant two things: Gaza needed to be accessible to the
      outside world and could not become a “prison” following the evacuation of Israeli soldiers and settlers and,
      secondly, the evacuation needed to be linked to a broader “political horizon” for the day after. Administration
      officials made no promises, suggesting only that the disengagement might offer a “way back” to the roadmap and
      that they would do their best to make the process a success. In an attempt to boost the Palestinian leader ahead
      of the withdrawal, Bush welcomed Abbas at the White House in May 2005 while pledging $50 million to help
      “transform and professionalize” Palestinian security forces and build trust between the PA and Israel.
      International donors promised another $1.2 billion to support the effort. Bush appointed the former World Bank
      president James Wolfensohn to oversee the evacuation and spearhead Gaza’s economic recovery on behalf of the
      Quartet.
    


    
      The administration was willing to marshal economic and security resources to ensure a smooth evacuation, but was
      not prepared to make a significant political investment in Abbas or the planned withdrawal. Little thought was
      given to what was to come after Israel’s evacuation. According to the USAID mission director for the West Bank
      and Gaza at the time, Howard Sumka, administration officials were not seeking to normalize economic operations on
      Gaza’s borders but only to “maintain a sufficient flow of goods so that you wouldn’t have any humanitarian
      problems.”49
      Moreover, the president shared Sharon’s skepticism of Abbas, whom he considered “well-meaning, but [he] had
      little confidence in his ability to force change and lead to statehood.”50 The perception of Abbas as too weak to be a peace partner
      would soon become self-fulfilling.
    


    
      The one person in the administration who was prepared to help the withdrawal plan
      succeed was Condoleezza Rice, who had now replaced Powell as secretary of state. Rice’s personal involvement in
      the process helped to secure a commitment from Israel to keep Gaza’s borders open, but it was not enough to
      ensure its implementation, and the arrangement quickly collapsed. The ambitiously named Agreement on Movement and
      Access (AMA) of November 15, 2005, outlined a detailed plan to allow limited movement of people and goods in and
      out of Gaza and between Gaza and the West Bank. In keeping with Sharon’s insistence that it was not a
      negotiation, Israel had refused to sign the document, which bore only Rice’s signature. The United States assumed
      responsibility for overall implementation of the agreement, and EU monitors were put in place to ensure daily
      compliance at key crossings. However, the AMA was suspended within weeks of its signing, leading to the closure
      of Gaza’s borders.51
      “In the end,” recalled Sumka, “the Israelis had no interest really in the AMA, and they were not cooperative with
      us in trying to increase the flow of commodities back and forth,” and Washington did little to follow
      through.52 The
      closure of Gaza’s borders precipitated a “sudden economic free fall” and an upsurge in rocket attacks into
      Israel, which in turn triggered Israeli military reprisals and tighter border restrictions.53 Hamas quickly capitalized on
      the situation, claiming credit for having driven the Israelis out of Gaza through “resistance” and pointing to
      the AMA’s collapse as further of evidence that Abbas’s negotiations were futile.
    


    
      ALL STICK AND NO CARROT
    


    
      The collapse of the AMA and the closure of Gaza’s borders could not have occurred at a worse time for Abbas,
      coming as they did just two months before planned legislative elections. Unlike the first PA elections held in
      1996, Hamas had decided to contest a race for the Palestinian Legislative Council, now slated for January 25,
      2006. Hamas’s participation in the elections had been the subject of intense debate beforehand, both inside and
      outside the organization. Internally, Hamas’s decision to enter the race, despite its longstanding and often violent opposition to the Oslo Accords, reflected a change in strategy on the
      part of the group’s leaders. The Intifada had exacted a heavy toll on the organization, including the
      assassination of its two top leaders, Sheikh Ahmed Yassin and Abdel Aziz al-Rantisi, by Israel in 2004. Moreover,
      Hamas saw an opportunity to capitalize on Abbas’s new and untested leadership and the growing popular discontent
      with Fatah and the peace process. Having concluded that the Oslo paradigm was dead, Hamas leaders no longer
      sought to replace the PLO or the PA but would now work within the existing political structures to reorganize
      Palestinian politics. The Israelis sought to have Hamas barred from the elections until it had recognized Israel
      and laid down its weapons, but Abbas maintained that banning the group would undermine the legitimacy of the
      election and further aggravate internal tensions. Although many within the Bush administration shared the Israeli
      view, Bush ultimately accepted Abbas’s reasoning. “Whatever the outcome, free and fair elections would be the
      truth,” the president wrote in his memoirs.54 That truth turned out to be considerably more complicated and taxing than anyone
      expected.
    


    
      Hamas won a clear majority of seats in the PLC, giving it the ability to form a government on its own (it won a
      slim plurality of the popular vote, 44 percent compared to Fatah’s 41 percent). This created an immediate crisis
      for all sides, including Hamas. The election dealt a major blow to Abbas’s fragile leadership and ended nearly a
      half century of Fatah dominance of Palestinian politics. Hamas, too, was surprised by its electoral success and
      was wholly unprepared to govern, particularly in light of Israel’s and much of the international community’s
      aversion to dealing with the group. Israeli leaders had no desire to legitimize a group that was responsible for
      the deaths of hundreds of Israeli civilians and was rhetorically committed to its destruction and vowed to
      boycott any government headed by Hamas. As a result, Israel suspended transfers of customs revenues (value added
      tax) collected on the PA’s behalf, which accounted for roughly two-thirds of its budget. Given Hamas’s official
      designation as a terrorist organization by the United States and the European Union, the PA’s two largest donors,
      these donors had little choice but to suspend their Palestinian aid programs as well.
    


    
      The United States and its partners in the Quartet called on the new Hamas-led
      government to lay down its arms, recognize Israel, and abide by previous agreements.55 American officials took the lead in urging
      the international community to suspend its diplomatic and financial ties to the Palestinian government until it
      accepted the Quartet’s three conditions. After having jettisoned the Quartet’s official peace plan, the Roadmap
      for Peace, the Bush administration now treated the Quartet conditions as immutable and binding. The Bush
      administration had decided fairly early after the elections that its preferred outcome, short of Hamas’s
      compliance with the conditions, was to ensure that the Hamas government failed. Other Quartet members,
      particularly the UN and Russia, disapproved of the U.S. approach but could do little to steer things in a
      different direction. The Quartet’s envoy, James Wolfensohn, criticized the policy as “a misguided attempt to
      starve the Hamas-led Palestinians into submission.”56 Wolfensohn’s office closed down shortly thereafter. For its
      part, Hamas rejected the Quartet’s conditions as “blackmail” but offered no alternative way out of the
      crisis.57
    


    
      Hamas’s election prompted several additional changes in the administration’s policy. The previous policy of
      working for an “empowered” prime minister, a post now held by a member of Hamas, was quickly abandoned. Instead,
      the focus shifted to the office of the president, held by Abbas, who was encouraged to issue decrees to limit the
      authority of the government, particularly authority over the PA’s security forces. A new U.S. Security
      Coordinator, Lieutenant General Keith Dayton, had arrived in the West Bank only weeks before the election. Dayton
      abruptly shifted his mission from security reform to ensuring that a new Hamas-led government did not take
      control of the PA’s security forces.58 On the political front, Secretary of State Rice became convinced of the need to restart
      negotiations between Abbas and Israel’s new prime minister, Ehud Olmert, who had recently taken over from Sharon,
      who had suffered a stroke in January.
    


    
      Meanwhile, the international boycott of the PA combined with Israel’s decision to withhold tax revenues sent the
      Palestinian economy into a tailspin and virtually paralyzed the government, jeopardizing the very institutions
      the United States and other international donors had helped rebuild.59 Eager to relieve the pressure
      on the PA, Abbas proposed a national unity government between Hamas and Fatah, an option favored by Palestinian
      political factions and the public. The UN’s Middle East envoy, Álvaro de Soto,
      explained: “As Abu Mazen [Abbas] saw it, the alternative was for Hamas to remain in the cold, where it would
      always have the means and incentive to blow up any moves he might make towards a deal with Israel.”60 Despite assurances by Abbas
      that any unity government would have to accept his program of two states and “one gun, one authority,” the Bush
      administration continued to view any option that allowed Hamas to remain in the government as a nonstarter.
      Instead, U.S. officials pressed Abbas to take the extraordinary—and extraconstitutional—step of dissolving the
      government and calling for fresh elections. Such a step had no legal basis in the Palestinian Basic Law and would
      almost certainly lead to civil war, an outcome U.S. officials were not entirely averse to.61
    


    
      Even though there were bound to be negative repercussions following Hamas’s election victory, given the group’s
      bloody past and its official terrorist designation, the election also presented an opportunity to reexamine the
      developments that led to it, including whether and how U.S. and Israeli policies may have contributed to such an
      outcome. The election outcome—Hamas’s decisive victory—had less to do with the group’s Islamist agenda or its
      violent tactics than with widespread frustration with Fatah and the PA. Indeed, even after the election most
      Palestinians continued to voice support for a negotiated settlement with Israel.62 Moreover, after years in power, Fatah and
      the PA had failed to deliver tangible improvements in the lives of most Palestinians. Fatah’s history of
      mismanagement, corruption, and bad governance had undoubtedly played a major role in the party’s electoral
      defeat. Thus, the announcement of $2 million in U.S.-funded aid projects to help boost Fatah in the days leading
      up to the election may have done it more harm than good.63 However, the PA’s failings also could not be divorced from the
      chronic failures in the peace process. The closure of Gaza’s borders and the marginalization of the PA during the
      disengagement process, the proliferation of military checkpoints, physical barriers, road closures, and other
      restrictions on Palestinians’ movement within the West Bank, and ongoing Israeli
      settlement construction in the West Bank and East Jerusalem reflected as much on the PA leadership’s credibility
      as they did on Israel and the peace process.64
    


    
      Furthermore, Hamas leaders had also begun to show signs of moderation as well as a desire for political
      normalization and international legitimacy, which many believed were worth exploring. The group’s 2006 electoral
      program had also notably omitted language calling for Israel’s destruction and other offensive passages contained
      in its infamous charter of 1988.65 Moreover, while the party still refused to recognize Israel, various Hamas leaders, including
      its founder and spiritual leader, Sheikh Ahmed Yassin, and its prime minister, Ismail Haniyeh, had expressed a
      willingness to accept a Palestinian state based on the 1967 borders.66 Despite ample cause for skepticism, many observers believed
      that Hamas had evolved enough to at least warrant a reconsideration of the existing approach. For example, the
      UN’s de Soto believed that Hamas “can potentially evolve in a pragmatic direction that would allow for a
      two-state solution—but only if handled right.”67 But these opportunities were never seized upon or even
      explored in any meaningful way. Instead, administration officials continued to ramp up the pressure on the
      Palestinians.
    


    
      Faced with a choice between overturning the results of a democratic election—and a likely civil war—and the
      possibility of indefinite international isolation, Abbas opted for latter. In February 2007, amid sporadic street
      battles between Fatah and Hamas in Gaza and elsewhere, Abbas stunned the U.S. administration by signing an
      agreement with Hamas in Mecca on the formation of a national unity government. Upon learning of the
      Saudi-brokered reconciliation deal, said one State Department official, “Condi was apoplectic.”68 In her memoirs, Rice
      described the Mecca Accord as a “devastating blow” to the peace process that rendered her plans to relaunch
      Israeli-Palestinian peace negotiations “dead on arrival.”69 Abbas tried to emphasize the positives of the national unity
      government: Hamas would lose control over thirteen portfolios, including the foreign, finance, information, and
      interior ministries. Russian and UN representatives welcomed the unity deal while EU officials indicated a
      willingness to work with non-Hamas members of the government. A few isolated
      voices in Washington, such as that of Senator Chuck Hagel of Nebraska, urged the administration to engage with
      the Palestinian unity government because it was democratically elected. However, the Bush administration
      continued to work behind the scenes to bring it down. Washington stepped up the pressure on Abbas to “collapse
      the government” and call for early elections.
    


    
      Like any fragile object subjected to persistent pressure, the Palestinian Authority eventually broke. American
      officials put together a detailed “action plan” to oust Hamas from power and pledged to support Abbas’s Fatah
      forces with arms and training—a promise they could not keep.70 Even as Hamas continued to receive military and financial
      support from Iran, Abbas’s security forces were crippled by the many U.S. and Israeli sanctions imposed on the
      PA. The American-led boycott of the PA had prevented Abbas from paying the salaries of his security forces, which
      had never fully recovered from Israel’s 2002 offensive. Meanwhile, Congress had put a hold on $86 million in
      pledged aid to the PA.71 At the same time, Israel would not allow anything but small arms to reach PA forces in Gaza.
      When word of the U.S. plan to provide arms and training to Fatah forces was leaked in June 2007, Hamas launched a
      “preemptive” move to thwart what it saw as an American-backed plan to forcibly remove it power, in the process
      routing Abbas’s PA and seizing control of the Gaza Strip. Hamas’s rapid takeover of Gaza raised questions about
      the efficacy of what had been the centerpiece of U.S. policy since the start of the Oslo process. As one
      Palestinian analyst observed, “It took [Hamas] just a few days to flush away a 53,000-strong PA security
      apparatus which was a fourteen-year Western investment.” American officials drew a very different conclusion from
      Hamas’s takeover. “We didn’t regard this as proof the project wasn’t working,” observed Elliott Abrams, “but
      rather that the project was needed”—that is, the United States had not done enough.72 Whether or not Abrams and other
      administration officials genuinely believed their “regime change” strategy was working, or could work, the fact
      remained that the United States was now working at cross-purposes with its own stated objectives of ending
      Israel’s occupation and building a Palestinian state.
    


    
      FROM GAZA TO ANNAPOLIS AND BACK
    


    
      Whereas most ordinary Palestinians saw the physical and political division between the West Bank and Gaza as a
      blow to the national project, Bush administration officials saw it as an opportunity to work with Abbas’s
      leadership on laying the foundations of a Palestinian state without the negative influences of Hamas. Following
      the takeover by Hamas, Abbas dissolved the unity cabinet and appointed Finance Minister Salam Fayyad, a former
      IMF economist, to head a new caretaker government, allowing the resumption of American and European aid to the PA
      in the West Bank. Likewise, Israel released the PA’s frozen tax revenues while sealing off Gaza’s borders.
      Following the loss of Gaza, Abbas became more dependent than ever on the United States and his fate ever more
      tied to the peace process. The administration began working aggressively with the new Fayyad government to
      promote “state building” and economic prosperity in West Bank areas under PA control while isolating Hamas in
      Gaza, which was now subject to an Israeli blockade by air, land, and sea. The theory behind the unspoken policy,
      often referred to as “West Bank first,” was to promote stability and prosperity in the West Bank with the
      expectation that while life improved under the PA, there would be a simultaneous decline in economic and
      political conditions in Gaza that would eventually prompt Palestinians there to rise up against Hamas. At the
      same time, the administration announced plans to relaunch negotiations between Israel and Abbas’s leadership in
      the West Bank before the end of the year. “We’d always argued that the Palestinians needed new leadership before
      they could have a state,” Rice later explained. “Now they’d fulfilled their part of the bargain; we needed to
      fulfill ours.”73
    


    
      The Americans took the lead on security, allocating $86 million to Dayton’s program to train and equip PA forces
      in the West Bank. To spearhead Fayyad’s economic revitalization and institution-building efforts, Bush tapped
      former British premier Tony Blair to serve as the Quartet’s new envoy. The Quartet had already been in decline
      since the sidelining of the roadmap in 2003. With its members hopelessly divided over the abortive Palestinian
      unity government, the Quartet was now effectively paralyzed. The appointment of
      Blair and his decidedly nonpolitical mission marked the unofficial end of the Quartet’s diplomatic or political
      role in the process.74 Unlike his predecessor, James Wolfensohn, who had attempted to expand his largely technical
      role into the political realm and was promptly swatted down by the Bush administration, Blair remained loyal to
      his narrow economic mandate throughout his tenure.
    


    
      In the end, the West Bank first policy did not dislodge Hamas from power. Instead, the Israeli blockade, combined
      with repeated military confrontations, exacerbated the dire economic and humanitarian situation in Gaza. By 2008,
      reliance on food aid increased from approximately 60 percent to 80 percent, while 90 percent of Gaza’s 400
      factories were forced to shut down as a result of the ban on exports.75 Among the critics of the policy was Howard Sumka, who at the
      time was responsible for overseeing USAID projects in the occupied territories. “I believed it was fanciful then,
      and expressed that, quietly, to people in Washington,” said Sumka of the idea that Gaza’s isolation was likely to
      foment a rebellion against Hamas. In fact it may even have helped to consolidate Hamas’s grip on the impoverished
      enclave: “The combined U.S.-Israeli policy has just destroyed the private sector in Gaza. It was the bulwark
      against radicalism there,” said Sumka.76 The results in the West Bank were not much better. Although the Israelis agreed to ease some
      movement restrictions in the West Bank, Fayyad and Abbas continued to complain that Israeli settlement
      construction, home demolitions, and IDF incursions were undercutting the institutional and security reform
      effort.77 Moreover,
      the split between Fatah and Hamas had paralyzed the PA’s most important institution, the Palestinian Legislative
      Council, thus removing parliamentary checks and balances and leaving Abbas to rule by presidential decree.
    


    
      Ironically, the most successful component of the administration’s strategy, albeit in relative terms, was the
      negotiation track, which was relaunched in November 2007 at the Annapolis Conference. Like the state-building
      project, the conference was intended to strengthen Abbas politically against Hamas, but ultimately ended up
      weakening him further. Rice’s preparations for resuming Israeli-Palestinian negotiations had begun the previous year as a result of a reordering of American priorities in the Middle East in
      2006, which had become the administration’s annus horribilis. The anti-U.S. insurgency in Iraq had gone from bad
      to worse. Moreover, the electoral success of Hamas and other Islamist parties around the region put an end to the
      administration’s Freedom Agenda, and the idea that free elections around the region would bring pro-Western
      forces to power. The war between Israel and Hezbollah in the summer of 2006 had shaken Bush’s confidence in Prime
      Minister Ehud Olmert and convinced the president that unilateralism had run its course. The administration
      returned to the roadmap but abandoned the sequential and conditional approach that prevailed during Bush’s first
      term. Moreover, under Rice’s direction, U.S. officials had begun to emphasize the need to return to negotiations
      to achieve a two-state solution, which was now defined in terms of American national security interests.
      According to Rice, the creation of a Palestinian state alongside Israel would “strengthen peace and security, not
      just in the region but the peace and security of us all.”78
    


    
      The Annapolis negotiations, which began in November 2007 and continued throughout most of 2008, were the first
      substantive talks between Israelis and Palestinians in nearly seven years. On the surface, most of the key
      ingredients for a successful negotiations process seemed to be in place: Israeli and Palestinian leaders who were
      eager to make an agreement and were prepared to make the necessary compromises, and an American secretary of
      state who was equally determined to make an agreement, even if her boss remained somewhat disengaged. Just
      beneath the surface, however, the picture looked very different. The success of any negotiation process depends
      on three basic factors: the substance of the talks; the process—how those talks are structured; and the political
      dynamics within and between the parties. The Annapolis talks were quite promising on substance, highly flawed on
      process, and virtually hopeless in terms of the internal politics of both sides, especially as concerned Abbas.
    


    
      In November 2005 Olmert had joined Ariel Sharon in defecting from the Likud Party to form Kadima, a new, centrist
      party that supported a two-state solution. Unlike Sharon, however, Olmert acknowledged Abbas as a peace partner and was eager to relaunch negotiations on a permanent peace deal
      with the Palestinians. But by the time of the Annapolis talks, Olmert was under criminal investigation on various
      corruption charges and was facing imminent indictment. Meanwhile, Olmert’s chief rival within Kadima, Foreign
      Minister Tzipi Livni, also a key participant in the Annapolis talks, was eagerly waiting in the wings to replace
      him. Abbas’s internal political weaknesses were more structural in nature. Olmert could be replaced by a new
      prime minister with a fresh electoral mandate, but this was not necessarily true of Abbas. The PLC and other
      Palestinian political institutions were paralyzed. Moreover, Abbas had just lost control of Gaza, home to roughly
      40 percent of the Palestinians in the occupied territories. Given the division within the Palestinian polity, the
      proposition that Abbas would be in a position to negotiate far-reaching compromises with Israel was highly
      questionable at best.
    


    
      The negotiations themselves got off to a rocky start. Within days of launching the negotiations at Annapolis, on
      November 27, 2007, the announcement of a raft of new Israeli settlements in East Jerusalem and elsewhere led to a
      public outcry in the West Bank and triggered a crisis on the Palestinian side. A debate ensued within Abbas’s
      inner circle over whether to quit the process. In the end, Abbas opted to continue. Once the talks were under
      way, the sides established a highly elaborate, three-tiered negotiation structure. At the top of the pyramid were
      Olmert and Abbas, who held a series of one-on-one meetings. In the middle were the somewhat arbitrarily named
      “plenary” negotiations between Ahmed Qurei, the chief negotiator on the Palestinian side, and Foreign Minister
      Livni on the Israeli side. The plenary talks were supported by a dozen different technical committees, each of
      which also met separately. The highly ornate negotiation structure, which was often beset by communication
      problems both within and between the two sides, was largely illusory. The plenary and technical committees, which
      were part side show and part testing ground, were for the most part disconnected from the leadership talks. The
      only meaningful negotiations of the Annapolis process took place in the Abbas-Olmert tier.
    


    
      By all accounts, the two leaders held highly substantive negotiations covering
      all of the core issues of the conflict, with each putting forward serious proposals of their own. Olmert’s
      proposal was detailed in some areas, namely on territory, and less so in others, such as Jerusalem and refugees.
      In terms of borders, Olmert’s proposal was consistent with the 2000 Clinton Parameters. Israel would annex 6.5
      percent of the West Bank in return for a similar (but not equivalent) amount of Israeli territory—an improvement
      over Barak’s proposal at Camp David, but less far-reaching than the Israeli proposal at Taba.79 Areas annexed by Israel would
      include all of the Jewish settlements in East Jerusalem, while the city’s Arab areas would be under Palestinian
      sovereignty. One of the more noteworthy aspects of Olmert’s proposal was to place the Old City and its
      surroundings, known as the Holy Basin, under an international trusteeship made up of five states: Saudi Arabia,
      Jordan, Palestine, Israel, and the United States. Abbas also tabled his own counterproposal in May 2008—a first
      by a Palestinian leader. Abbas’s proposal, which received far less publicity than Olmert’s, would allow Israel to
      annex 1.9 percent of the West Bank, encompassing around 65 percent of the settler population, including East
      Jerusalem, in exchange for territory in Israel equivalent in size and value.
    


    
      What value there was to a peace offer made by a lame-duck leader who was about to be indicted and another who had
      just lost a civil war and a major election is anyone’s guess. What was clear, however—at least to other
      Palestinians—was that Abbas suffered from a serious legitimacy crisis that hampered his ability to make
      meaningful concessions. Palestinian negotiators emphasized this point during secret backchannel talks that ran
      parallel with the Annapolis negotiations. “Abu Mazen [Abbas] can’t sign [an agreement], even if he wants to,”
      they informed their Israeli counterparts. “Any agreement will become an instrument for internal political
      struggle, and even a unity government with Hamas won’t put aside the disagreements between Fatah and Hamas on
      diplomatic decision-making.”80
    


    
      Despite the talks’ slim prospects for success, Abbas had other reasons to participate in the Annapolis process.
      For one, the negotiations allowed him to assert his and Fatah’s continued relevance on the international scene, particularly after the loss of Gaza to Hamas. According to Ahmed Qurei, the PLO’s
      chief negotiator during the Annapolis talks, the Palestinian leadership saw Annapolis as a “lifeline” that would
      allow it to “renew its legitimacy at both the Arab and international levels, and to strengthen its position that
      had been badly shaken by the bloody coup carried out by Hamas in mid-June 2007.”81 Abbas had also internalized key lessons
      from the ill-fated Camp David summit, particularly the need to avoid being blamed for the failure of the
      negotiations at all costs. Hence Abbas’s decision to put forward a formal map proposal in May 2008, something
      Arafat had strenuously avoided in 2000, and to remain in the process even after the new settlement announcements
      in December 2007. Finally, the Annapolis talks provided an opportunity to educate American officials,
      particularly Rice, whom the Palestinians had come to respect. The PLO’s Ahmed Qurei considered Rice different
      from previous secretaries of state, not because she accepted the Palestinian perspective but because “she
      listened very carefully to the views we put forward and was willing to discuss them with us.”82 Like James Baker nearly two
      decades earlier, Rice had earned the respect of her Palestinian counterparts simply by acknowledging their voice
      and agency. Another of Rice’s Palestinian interlocutors, Hanan Ashrawi, offered an even more glowing appraisal of
      Rice’s role. “Condi Rice was smart, quick and decisive,” observed Ashrawi. “She also checked whatever information
      she was given by the Israelis. This verification process was unique and indicated a sense of integrity and
      reliability.”83
      Although Ashrawi was not directly involved in the Annapolis talks, she and Rice had developed a close working
      relationship over the years, which Ashrawi saw as vital to countering the inordinate influence wielded by Israeli
      officials and administration hardliners. “I could see there was a struggle in her because she was getting to know
      the facts and getting beyond the incessant Israeli hammering of the Israeli agenda, and discourse, and
      priorities. And as much as she tried to hold on to them, we kept coming back,” said Ashrawi.84
    


    
      Whatever value one attached to the Annapolis talks, negotiations were not necessarily what the peace process had
      been lacking in that particular moment in time. In the end, the Annapolis process was derailed by the same set of issues that had led to its launch. The start of Operation Cast Lead, in
      late December 2008, the biggest and most devastating Israeli military campaign in the Gaza Strip to date, dealt
      another major blow to Abbas’s beleaguered leadership. The Bush administration had repeatedly failed to grasp a
      basic principle of conflict resolution, which is that peace negotiations are unlikely to succeed as long as those
      with the ability to derail the process through violence remain outside of that process.85 Whether American policymakers would finally
      be able to break from this pattern would now be left to the next U.S. president.
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      Less of the Same
    


    
      What matters to us, and what matters, we think, to the process
      that we are trying to keep on track here is that Abbas remains the president, that Fayyad remains the prime
      minister.
    


    
      —Victoria Nuland, State Department spokesperson, February 9, 2012,
      commenting on Fatah-Hamas reconciliation efforts
    


    
      After the twenty-four-day Gaza war in January 2009, a cease fire in Gaza
      finally went into effect on January 17, 2009, three days before Barack Obama’s swearing in as the forty-fourth
      president of the United States. The operation had begun on December 27 with a massive air campaign followed a
      week later by an Israeli ground invasion. At the end of the fighting, nearly 1,400 Palestinians had been killed,
      most of them civilians, some 15,000 homes had been damaged or destroyed, and more than 50,000 Palestinians had
      been internally displaced.1 Ten Israeli soldiers and three civilians were also
      killed. The fallout from the 2009 Gaza war was among the first major foreign policy challenges to confront Obama
      when he took office. “Our hearts go out to Palestinian civilians who are in need of immediate food, clean water, and basic medical care, and who’ve
      faced suffocating poverty for far too long,” declared the president shortly after the war. At the same time,
      Obama hinted at a possible shift in U.S. policy by endorsing UN calls for opening Gaza’s borders to allow the
      “regular flow of goods and people” and “unimpeded” humanitarian aid.2
    


    
      Change did not come, however. Gaza remained physically cut off from the
      world and politically disconnected from both the Palestinian Authority and the peace process. After convening an
      international donors’ conference in Egypt in March, where an estimated $4.5 billion was pledged in humanitarian
      and reconstruction aid to Gaza, the administration shifted its focus back to restarting negotiations between
      Israel and Abbas’s leadership in the West Bank. The Obama administration was able to adapt U.S. policies to keep
      pace with changing realities elsewhere in the region, most notably during the tumultuous Arab Spring uprisings of
      2011. But when it came to the Israeli-Palestinian conflict and the peace process, the administration fell back on
      the largely ineffective and outdated policy formulas developed by previous administrations. Despite adopting a
      more balanced approach than either Bush or Clinton, Obama refrained from directly challenging the increasingly
      destructive dynamics on the ground or the growing power asymmetry between the two sides. Unlike his two immediate
      predecessors, Obama did not actively contribute to the trends that were harming the peace process and prospects
      for a two-state solution, but neither did he seriously challenge them or attempt to break new ground. Obama’s
      attempts to hold the line, namely by reasserting the primacy of the 1967 border and the illegitimacy of Israeli
      settlements, were necessary but ultimately insufficient, given the pernicious threats by a deepening Israeli
      occupation, a highly destabilizing siege in Gaza, and a divided and dysfunctional Palestinian leadership.
    


    
      THE PATH OF LEAST RESISTANCE
    


    
      Barack Obama entered office amid exceptionally high expectations both at home and around the world. Casting
      himself as a transformational figure, Obama began his presidency promising to right the wrongs of his
      predecessor, from ending America’s highly unpopular military presence in Iraq and Afghanistan to shutting down
      the notorious prison camp at Guantanamo Bay. The contrast between Obama’s image and self-presentation with that
      of his predecessor was sufficiently stark that less than nine months into his presidency Obama was awarded the
      Nobel Peace Prize “for his extraordinary efforts to strengthen international diplomacy and cooperation between
      peoples.” As part of his efforts to lay out a “new beginning” in America’s relations with the Muslim world, Obama
      pledged to adopt a more balanced U.S. approach to the Israeli-Palestinian conflict and to make a two-state
      solution a top priority of his administration. In his celebrated “Speech to the Muslim World,” delivered at Cairo
      University on June 4, 2009, Obama spoke passionately about “the pain of dislocation” of Palestinian refugees and
      “the daily humiliations” of life under occupation. Obama pledged to make resolution of the conflict a top
      priority of his administration while alluding to the possibility of a more even-handed U.S. approach to Middle
      East peacemaking. “If we see this conflict only from one side or the other,” the president cautioned, “then we
      will be blind to the truth.”
    


    
      The peace process Obama inherited was anything but promising. The return of Netanyahu to power in Israel, shortly
      after Obama’s arrival in the White House, consolidated the rightward shift in Israeli politics that had been
      under way since at least the collapse of the Oslo process and the start of the Intifada. The arrival of more than
      a million immigrants from the former Soviet Union since the 1990s and the rapid growth in the Orthodox Jewish
      community combined with widespread disaffection with the Oslo process and mistrust of Palestinian intentions also
      helped to fuel illiberal and pro-settlement trends within Israeli politics. This was reflected in the increased
      prominence and assertiveness of the Israeli settler movement, many of whose members were now part of Netanyahu’s
      ruling coalition.
    


    
      On the Palestinian side, Hamas was no longer merely a renegade opposition
      movement that could be squeezed or co-opted, but a powerful political and military force nearly equal in stature
      to Fatah and, in Gaza at least, a government in its own right. In addition, Hamas now boasted a larger and more
      sophisticated military arsenal, thanks in part to the growing influence of its primary sponsor, Iran, since the
      2003 U.S.-led invasion of Iraq. Hamas’s growing stature, which received an additional boost following the Arab
      uprisings of 2011, stood in marked contrast to the declining fortunes of Abbas’s Palestinian Authority, whose
      governing and security apparatus remained heavily dependent on the political patronage and financial largesse of
      the United States and other Western donors. Meanwhile, the 2008–09 Gaza war had helped to deepen the split
      between Hamas and Fatah while badly damaging Abbas’s domestic standing. With his popularity in decline, and few
      if any institutional checks on his power, Abbas’s rule became increasingly autocratic.
    


    
      Changes in the physical landscape were equally dramatic. Israel’s settler population in the occupied territories,
      which stood at nearly 270,000 at the start of the Oslo process, had nearly doubled to 490,000 when Obama entered
      office. Settlement growth was heavily concentrated in and around Jerusalem. In the decade or so since Clinton had
      proposed dividing Jerusalem along demographic lines, the Israeli settler movement, with government support, had
      worked frantically to fill in the blanks. The case of Har Homa, the strategically situated East Jerusalem
      settlement inaugurated by the first Netanyahu government at the height of the Oslo process in the late 1990s,
      stood as a testament to the enormous success of the settlement enterprise, particularly in Jerusalem. First
      populated in 2002, Har Homa had a population of around 1,600 at the end of 2003. But by 2009 its population had
      increased seven-fold, to nearly 12,000. With a highly unnatural growth rate of around twenty times that of
      Israel’s overall population, the mainly government-sponsored building frenzy in Har Homa illustrated how
      settlement construction was driving settlement growth, rather than the other way around. By 2017 Har Homa’s
      population had reached 21,000.3 Meanwhile, by 2009 close to two-thirds of Israel’s separation barrier had been completed. The combination of the barrier, Israeli settlements,
      and an array of checkpoints and other internal closures had carved up West Bank territory into hundreds of
      isolated Palestinian pockets surrounded by a sea of Israeli-controlled areas—what George W. Bush had famously
      referred to as “Swiss cheese.”4
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      Source: Adapted from United Nations Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian
      Affairs (OCHA), Occupied Palestinian Territory (oPt) map
    


    
      The political and physical realities on the ground reinforced two seemingly paradoxical trends that worked in
      tandem to stymie progress toward a peaceful settlement. In times of violence Israeli leaders lacked the will to
      engage in serious negotiations with the Palestinians, but during times of relative calm they felt no urgency to
      do so. Palestinian leaders had the opposite problem; although they generally had the will—perhaps even a need—to
      achieve a peace agreement with Israel, they lacked the capacity, both politically and materially, to bring one
      about.
    


    
      The Palestinian leadership might have helped offset some of its structural weaknesses by, for example, developing
      a broader diplomatic strategy that appealed to a wider set of international actors. Instead, Abbas chose to use
      international action sparingly, and for the most part tactically, while continuing to bank almost entirely on the
      United States to deal with the power asymmetry for him. For a time, it looked as though Obama was inclined to do
      so. Unlike Bill Clinton and George W. Bush, both of whom had become serious about peacemaking at the end of their
      presidencies, Obama tackled the issue at the beginning of his first term, fulfilling a promise he had made during
      the campaign.5 Whereas
      Bush had resisted naming a peace envoy, on his first full day in office Obama appointed former Senate majority
      leader George Mitchell to serve as special envoy for Middle East peace. Obama officially did away with Bush’s
      policy of conditionality and even hinted at a possible change in policy toward Gaza. Even Hamas leaders seemed
      encouraged by the apparent shift in Washington, addressing a letter to the new president in which they urged him
      to visit the war-ravaged Gaza Strip.6
    


    
      Perhaps most significant, Obama took an unusually tough stance on Israeli settlements. The president stopped
      short of declaring settlements illegal but insisted that the United States would “not accept the legitimacy of
      continued Israeli settlements.” Whereas previous presidents had given Israeli
      leaders considerable latitude to continue building in the occupied territories, the Obama administration made it
      clear to the Israelis that it expected “to see a stop to settlements—not some settlements, not outposts, not
      natural growth exceptions.”7 As part of his efforts to undo Bush’s legacy, Obama instructed Mitchell to inform the Israelis
      that prior assurances made by Bush were not binding on the new administration.8 Obama’s corrective on settlements stemmed from
      his view that settlements posed a direct threat to a two-state solution, which U.S. officials characterized as a
      “vital national security interest of the United States.”9
    


    
      The administration viewed the ongoing conflict between Israelis and Palestinians as the primary source of
      anti-American sentiment and a leading source of instability in the Arab and Muslim worlds.10 In parallel with his calls
      for a settlement freeze, Obama called on Palestinian leaders to continue to fight terror and incitement to
      violence and urged Arab states to take steps toward normalizing relations with Israel. “The case he was trying to
      make was that the United States will be a better partner to Israel if it has more credibility with the Arab
      states, that we will be a better, more useful friend to Israel if we have more friends in the Arab world,”
      explained Obama’s deputy national security adviser, Ben Rhodes.11 Although welcomed by the Palestinians, the shift in
      Washington’s tone, combined with the broader perception that Obama was personally sympathetic to the
      Palestinians, alarmed the Netanyahu government and many American Jewish leaders.
    


    
      During the first several months of the administration, U.S. officials focused most of their energies on getting
      the parties to restart negotiations, which had long been the path of least resistance for Americans, while
      devoting much less attention to the environment surrounding the talks or what might come out of them. As Mitchell
      pressed the two leaders to go back to the negotiating table, the administration coaxed Netanyahu into making a
      public endorsement, albeit a highly conditional one, of Palestinian statehood. However, since the collapse of the
      Annapolis process and the Gaza war, Abbas had become reticent about entering into direct negotiations. Mitchell
      also faced a number of additional challenges, particularly finding a way to translate the administration’s lofty rhetoric on settlements into something more concrete. Netanyahu would not agree
      to a full settlement freeze, and Abbas would not negotiate without one. There was also the question of how or
      whether to enforce whatever arrangement was put in place. The old Baker-era loan guarantees deduction, last
      invoked by George W. Bush in 2005, had gone from being a symbolic sanction to a nonexistent one—mainly because
      Israel had not borrowed any funds from U.S. banks since then.12 Moreover, despite hints by Mitchell that the administration
      would “keep open whatever options” in relation to settlements, it did not propose any other mechanisms for
      countering Israeli settlements. In the meantime, Obama continued to hear from American Jewish leaders and members
      of Congress regarding his handling of the issue, including AIPAC-initiated letters signed by 76 senators and 328
      representatives expressing concern over what they regarded as the deterioration in U.S.-Israeli
      relations.13 These
      problems were complicated by sharp disagreements within the president’s peace team, as Mitchell butted heads with
      Dennis Ross, who had recently joined the administration and had been given a broad Middle East portfolio.
    


    
      Throughout the summer of 2009, administration officials met with Israel to work out a package on settlements that
      would allow a resumption of negotiations. The Palestinians were not included in these discussions. In lieu of a
      full freeze on settlements, American and Israeli officials agreed on a ten-month moratorium on new settlement
      construction in the West Bank— but not in East Jerusalem, where some 200,000 Israeli settlers lived among roughly
      230,000 Palestinians. Having taken Obama’s tough talk at face value, Palestinian officials were taken aback by
      the administration’s rapid climb-down on settlements. “You put me in this position! It’s like having a gun to my
      head—damned if you do and damned if you don’t,” declared Saeb Erekat, the chief Palestinian negotiator, to
      Assistant Secretary of State David Hale. “We have had to kill Palestinians to establish one authority one gun and
      the rule of law. We continue to perform our obligations. We held the Fatah conference—our country remains
      divided.”14
    


    
      The president seemed to have his own questions about the process as well, repeatedly asking his advisers, “What’s
      the strategy here?” Obama wanted to know how the settlement moratorium would “get
      us where we want to be? Tell me the relationship between what we are doing and our objective.”15 Abbas continued to insist
      that he could not enter direct negotiations without adequate preparations, though he eventually agreed to
      participate in proximity talks—that is, indirect negotiations with a third party, in this case with the United
      States serving as intermediary. Aides of the Palestinian leader warned the Americans that Abbas could not afford
      to engage in negotiations for their own sake or that lacked clear aims or ground rules. Without a halt in
      settlement construction and a commitment that the talks would be based on the 1967 lines, Erekat warned, “we will
      have the same result as Camp David.”16
    


    
      Abbas’s troubles were only just beginning, however. The release in September 2009 of a report by a
      UN-commissioned investigation into the 2008–09 Gaza war, headed by the South African jurist Richard Goldstone,
      knocked the wind out of Abbas and threatened to wreck the administration’s plans for restarting negotiations. The
      Goldstone Report accused both Israel and Hamas of having committed war crimes during the recent
      conflict.17 But given
      the lopsided death toll, the bulk of the report’s criticisms fell on Israel. Israeli officials dismissed the
      commission’s findings as “distorted, falsified and not balanced.”18 Palestinians welcomed the Goldstone Report as a rare
      opportunity to hold Israel accountable for its actions during the war.
    


    
      In the West Bank and Gaza, the Goldstone Report became a rallying cry for civil society groups and ordinary
      citizens alike, increasing the pressure on Abbas to embrace Goldstone’s findings. The UN Human Rights Council was
      set to vote on the report’s recommendations in early October. Although the vote would have been largely symbolic,
      Palestinian officials came under “heavy and ongoing pressure” from the Obama administration to delay the
      vote.19 Washington
      had long had a zero-tolerance policy for Palestinian actions outside the confines of the U.S.-led peace process,
      particularly when they were strongly opposed by Israel. Moreover, for U.S. officials, such strong-arming was
      necessary to safeguard efforts to relaunch negotiations. Abbas, who had been widely criticized for his perceived
      impotence during the war, relented and agreed to have the vote delayed. Back home, the decision led to a popular outcry against the Palestinian leader, whom many now branded as a
      traitor.20 A senior
      Hamas official called the decision “a very big crime against the Palestinian people” and called on Abbas to
      resign.21 In an
      attempt to contain the damage, the embattled Abbas appointed an official PLO commission of inquiry to look into
      the events that led the UNHRC vote to be delayed. Abbas even offered to resign, although he quickly backtracked
      on the idea and said instead that he would not seek reelection for another term. The Goldstone affair badly
      wounded Abbas domestically and marked a turning point in his presidency, from which he would never fully recover.
    


    
      The controversy over the Goldstone Report was soon followed by a new crisis. On March 10, 2010, just days after
      the administration announced that Palestinians had agreed to take part in proximity talks without a full
      settlement freeze, Israeli authorities announced plans to build 1,600 new settler homes in the East Jerusalem
      settlement of Pisgat Zeev. Although technically not a violation of the U.S.-Israel arrangement, which had
      exempted Jerusalem from the settlement moratorium, the announcement threatened to derail the negotiations even
      before they began. The timing of the announcement just as Vice President Joe Biden embarked on a three-day visit
      to Israel had further angered the White House. Secretary of State Hillary Clinton called the announcement “an
      insult to the United States.” An outraged Biden reportedly told Netanyahu, “What you’re doing here undermines the
      security of our troops who are fighting in Iraq, Afghanistan, and Pakistan. That endangers us and it endangers
      regional peace.”22
      Despite Abbas’s threats to walk away, the administration ultimately prevailed on the Palestinians to remain in
      the process.
    


    
      After several rounds of mostly fruitless indirect talks, Mitchell finally convinced Abbas to resume direct talks
      with Israel. On September 1, 2010, amid much fanfare, President Obama hosted Prime Minister Netanyahu and
      President Abbas, along with Egypt’s Hosni Mubarak and Jordan’s King Abdullah, at the White House to officially
      relaunch Israeli-Palestinian negotiations. But with only three weeks left before the expiration of the moratorium
      on settlement construction, the decision to go ahead with the talks despite the looming deadline suggested that the administration had not fully thought the matter through. Netanyahu had made
      clear that he would not renew the moratorium, and Abbas had been equally clear that he would not remain in the
      talks without one. In a final bid to salvage the process, the Obama administration offered the Israelis an
      unprecedented multi-billion-dollar incentives package, including twenty F-35 fighter jets, various security
      guarantees, and an American pledge to block any UN action directed at censuring Israel, in return for a
      ninety-day extension of the moratorium—to no avail. It finally abandoned the effort in December 2010. The end of
      the moratorium put an end to the administration’s attempts to constrain Israeli settlements, and to Obama’s
      enthusiasm for the peace process.
    


    
      “THE CURRENT PEACE PROCESS IS OVER”
    


    
      Following the collapse of negotiations in late 2010, both Obama and Abbas began to disengage from the peace
      process. It seemed to Obama that he had done more than past presidents to restrain Israeli settlements while
      shielding Israel from any potential UN action stemming from the Goldstone Report, and had gotten only ingratitude
      from both leaders. Obama had essentially washed his hands of the issue. Abbas’s pivot away from the peace process
      was more calculated and tactical in nature. After the expiration of the moratorium, Abbas announced plans to push
      for a Security Council resolution condemning Israeli settlements as a prelude to gaining formal recognition of a
      Palestinian state by the UN before the end of 2011.
    


    
      The failed peace talks were the first in a series of setbacks for Abbas in the winter of 2010–11. On January 23,
      2011, Al-Jazeera and The Guardian released hundreds of confidential Palestinian
      documents purporting to detail “unprecedented concessions” made by Palestinian negotiators to Israel. The release
      put Abbas on the defensive and rekindled questions about whether his leadership had a mandate to negotiate such
      crucial matters. The controversy over the leaks was soon eclipsed by mass protests in Egypt that led to the
      ouster of President Hosni Mubarak on February 11, 2011. The overthrow of Mubarak, a key ally of Abbas and the second Arab leader to be forced out of power in as many months, set off a wave
      of popular rebellions across the region that would soon redraw the political map of the Middle East.
    


    
      The second clarifying moment for Abbas occurred a week later, on February 18, when the Obama administration
      vetoed an anti-settlements resolution in the Security Council that mostly mirrored the administration’s own
      language. The American veto removed any lingering expectations Abbas might have had of the Obama administration
      as a fair-minded broker in the peace process. A few weeks later, the Palestinian foreign minister, Riyad
      al-Maliki, declared, “The current peace process, as it has been conducted so far, is over,” and reiterated the
      PLO’s plans to seek full UN membership.23 Maliki’s words proved to be more prescient than he may have realized.
    


    
      The Arab uprisings exposed Abbas’s domestic vulnerability and pushed him further away from an American-sponsored
      peace process. In a bid to shore up his sagging legitimacy Abbas moved to reconcile with Hamas while accelerating
      his international campaign for recognition of the Palestinian state.24 The toppling of Mubarak and other Arab dictators was
      especially jarring for Abbas, who had serious legitimacy problems of his own. The same economic, institutional,
      and political stagnation that had spurred the region’s youth into rebellion was also felt by Palestinians in the
      occupied territories. Even before the Arab uprisings, Palestinian officials had privately acknowledged that the
      PA’s legitimacy was “hanging by a thread.”25 The PA’s parliament had not convened in nearly four years, leaving Abbas, whose own
      presidential term had officially expired two years earlier, to rule by decree. The PA continued to be plagued by
      corruption, while Abbas’s rule had grown more repressive and authoritarian. At the center of all these
      disruptions was the ongoing political division between the West Bank and Gaza.
    


    
      Within twenty-four hours of Mubarak’s resignation, Abbas had announced a slew of political reforms, including
      holding long-delayed local, legislative, and presidential elections before year’s end. Within a few weeks, the
      revolutionary fervor sweeping the region, then optimistically known as the Arab Spring, had reached the West Bank
      and the Gaza Strip. Inspired by the successful uprisings in Tunisia and Egypt, young Palestinians began to mobilize their own revolution of sorts—except that the kind of “regime
      change” they sought was not aimed at bringing down their government but at putting it back together.
    


    
      In March 2011, thousands of Palestinians gathered in public squares across the West Bank and Gaza to call for an
      end to the split between Fatah and Hamas. In response, Abbas asked the PLO’s Constitution Committee to begin
      drafting amendments to the group’s charter to allow for the inclusion of all Palestinian factions and announced
      that he would soon seek full membership of a Palestinian state in the UN. Despite his own misgivings over sharing
      power with Hamas, Abbas declared, “National unity supersede[s] all other considerations.”26 A few weeks later, on May 4,
      Palestine’s two warring factions met in Cairo to sign a reconciliation agreement calling for the formation of a
      new government of “national consensus,” new PA presidential and legislative elections, and reform of the PLO.
      Unlike the National Unity Government of 2007, the new “government of national consensus” would not include
      members of Hamas or any other faction but would instead by made up of technocrats and independents approved by
      all the factions. Abbas also believed the reconciliation pact would strengthen Hamas’s pragmatic wing and
      reinforce de facto acceptance by Hamas of a state limited to the West Bank and Gaza.27
    


    
      The new Egyptian-brokered reconciliation deal, the first of several in the years to come, also reflected shifts
      in the regional balance of power. Both the PA and Hamas had come to the arrangement from positions of weakness.
      Although Hamas was initially buoyed by Mubarak’s ouster and the subsequent rise of the Muslim Brotherhood, the
      bloody crackdown on the nascent protest movement in Syria by the regime of Bashar al-Assad ultimately led Hamas
      to sever its ties with Damascus and strained its relations with Iran, its two principal allies in the region.
      Hamas’s subsequent turn to Qatar and Turkey for support helped to confer a degree of legitimacy on Hamas within
      the region, while further alienating Abbas. Neither Fatah nor Hamas was in a hurry to share power, however;
      despite a number of follow-up agreements, the main components of the deal remained unimplemented as the two
      factions continued to jockey for position over the next several years.
    


    
      The dramatic changes unfolding across the Arab world also offered an opportunity
      for the Obama administration to recalibrate its approach to what had become a stagnant and outmoded peace
      process, one that it nevertheless declined. Like most everyone else, the Obama administration was taken by
      surprise by the intensity of the Arab protests, which spread quickly from one country to another. Forced to adapt
      to fast-moving events around the region, Washington cut loose longtime American allies in Tunisia and Egypt,
      readjusted U.S. priorities in the region, and gradually came to terms with an array of new political actors.
      Among other things, the rapid rise and subsequent electoral success of groups affiliated with the Muslim
      Brotherhood and other Islamist movements in several Arab states forced the United States into an accommodation,
      albeit a reluctant one, with mainstream political Islam. In a May 19, 2011, speech on the Arab Spring, President
      Obama praised the political transformations under way in the Arab world and signaled that the United States, too,
      would have to alter its dealings with the region. The president pledged to put freedom, democracy, and respect
      for human rights at the center of U.S. policy while warning that “a failure to change our approach threatens a
      deepening spiral of division between the United States and the Arab world.”28
    


    
      The same could be said of the peace process. The Oslo process, originally envisioned as a five-year interim
      arrangement, was now nearly two decades old. Meanwhile, the only real attempt to update the process, the
      Quartet’s Roadmap for Peace, had long since been abandoned, while the Quartet itself had ceased to play any
      meaningful political role. In his speech Obama spoke passionately of the “lack of self-determination” and
      “longing for freedom that has been building up for years” among Tunisians, Egyptians, Libyans, Syrians, and
      Bahrainis, but he mentioned the Palestinians only as a matter related to “the pursuit of peace,” not political
      aspirations. At the same time U.S. officials were calling on governments in these divided Arab societies to “seek
      inclusive dialogue at home,” the administration continued to oppose efforts by Palestinians to do the
      same.29 “What matters
      to us and what matters, we think, to the process that we are trying to keep on track here is that Abbas remains
      the president, that Fayyad remains the prime minister,” stated a State Department
      spokesperson in relation to Fatah-Hamas reconciliation efforts.30
    


    
      The two previous presidents had both left their imprints on the peace process, in ways that were both
      constructive and not constructive. Both Clinton’s “Parameters” of December 2000 and Bush’s controversial Rose
      Garden speech of 2002, despite their differences and many shortcomings, nonetheless expanded U.S. policy into
      previously uncharted territory and at least attempted to respond to existing realities on the ground. Obama’s May
      19 speech was a chance to do the same. The question of whether and how to deal with the Palestinians in the
      speech was the subject of intense debate among members of Obama’s Middle East team, especially between Mitchell
      and Ross, who had frequently butted heads over the peace process. Mitchell wanted the president to present
      positions on all four core issues of the conflict—borders, refugees, security, and Jerusalem—particularly the
      highly contentious issue of Jerusalem. According to Obama’s deputy national security adviser, Ben Rhodes,
      Mitchell wanted the president “to be as bold as possible, to send a signal to the parties and the Arab world more
      broadly that the United States wanted change on this core issue of historic contention.”31 Ross advised against it, urging the
      president to focus on resolving the issues of borders and security, both of which had been discussed extensively
      in previous negotiating rounds, while putting off the more difficult issues of Jerusalem and refugees.32 Obama sided with Ross. A few
      days before the speech, Mitchell announced his resignation.
    


    
      The May 19 speech also underscored the political constraints on Obama and the extent to which the American
      political landscape had shifted in recent years. In the speech, Obama had reiterated the principle that the
      “borders of Israel and Palestine should be based on the 1967 lines, with mutually agreed swaps.” This was a basic
      tenet of U.S. policy that had been acknowledged by both of the previous administrations, even if they did not
      always abide by it themselves. Obama’s statement, “Changes to the 1949 Armistice lines must be mutually agreed
      to,” was not substantively different from the formulation used by George W. Bush in 2005, although he used a
      different term for the 1967 lines. Yet Obama’s statement drew angry responses
      from Israeli leaders and congressional Republicans, including accusations that the president had thrown Israel
      “under the bus.”33
    


    
      As Obama steadily disengaged from the peace process, Abbas stepped up his efforts to gain international
      recognition of the Palestinian state. Gaining full Palestinian membership in the UN required the approval of the
      Security Council, where a U.S. veto was all but assured. To help minimize the backlash, Abbas proceeded
      cautiously, teasing the process out over the span of two years. His first step was to deposit the formal
      application for full UN membership with the Security Council in September 2011, where it remained in bureaucratic
      limbo for more than a year. Abbas planned to return to the UN in 2012 to take up the matter in the General
      Assembly, where he would only need a simple majority to get Palestine recognized as a “nonmember observer state,”
      similar to the status of the Holy See. Although it would change nothing on the ground, Palestine’s recognition as
      a nonmember observer state would give the Palestinians access to a wide range of international agencies and
      mechanisms, including the UN’s human rights bodies, the International Court of Justice, and the International
      Criminal Court. In addition to gaining some negotiating leverage with the Israelis and Americans, the UN bid
      provided Abbas with an opportunity to shore up his sagging popularity back home, where public skepticism
      vis-à-vis an American-led peace process ran high.34 The UN bid did give Abbas a boost
      domestically even as it marked a low point in his relations with Washington.35
    


    
      Contrary to what many in Washington may have believed, Abbas’s pursuit of reconciliation with Hamas and
      recognition by the UN were not a substitute for negotiations but his way of gaining some badly needed leverage in
      any future negotiations. “Negotiations remain our first option,” wrote Abbas in the New York
      Times in May 2011, “but due to their failure we are now compelled to turn to the international community
      to assist us in preserving the opportunity for a peaceful and just end to the conflict.”36 Moreover, Abbas had gone to some lengths to
      ensure the reconciliation pact with Hamas and his statehood bid at the UN in a way that would cause the least
      amount of disruption to future negotiations or his relations with Washington. By
      ensuring that Hamas members were not directly involved in the government Abbas hoped to avoid a repeat of 2007,
      when the PA had been boycotted by Israel, the U.S., and much of the international community. Likewise, by teasing
      out his bid for UN recognition over the span of two years, Abbas hoped to minimize the potential backlash from
      the U.S. and Israel. Abbas was now operating on all three tracks simultaneously—internal reconciliation,
      internationalization, and negotiations—not as part of some overarching strategy but as a survival tactic. When
      any one of them was exhausted or reached a dead end, Abbas would simply pivot to the next one.
    


    
      Despite Abbas’s rather cautious approach, neither the Obama administration nor the Israelis seemed willing to
      afford the Palestinian leader much leeway. Both the reconciliation deal with Hamas and the planned UN bid drew
      fierce opposition from Israel and the United States and badly strained Abbas’s relations with the Obama
      administration. Israeli leaders decried Palestinian attempts to “delegitimize” Israel at the UN while warning of
      an “impending diplomatic tsunami.”37 In addition to suspending $100 million in tax transfers to the PA, Israeli officials
      threatened a range of other retaliatory measures, from revoking existing agreements with the PLO to annexing
      parts of the West Bank. The reactions in Washington mirrored those in Israel. Congress put a hold on $375 million
      in aid to the PA, though U.S. lawmakers later released the funds when Israeli military officials and others
      warned that it would threaten Israeli security by jeopardizing security cooperation between Israel and the
      PA.38 Even as the
      administration scaled back its involvement in the peace process, the administration directed considerable energy
      and resources to defeating what President Obama described as “symbolic actions to isolate Israel at the United
      Nations.”39 Insisting
      that direct negotiations were the only path to Palestinian statehood, the president personally phoned Abbas in
      September 2011 to warn him that it would be “better for you and for us and for our relations” not to pursue the
      matter in the Security Council. Obama reportedly again phoned Abbas prior to the General Assembly vote in
      November 2012 and threatened him with consequences if the vote went
      ahead.40 Meanwhile, a
      State Department spokesperson announced “a very broad and very vigorous démarche of
      virtually every capital in the world, that this is high on the agenda for every meeting the secretary [of State
      Hillary Clinton] has with every world leader.”41
    


    
      Abbas’s May 4 reconciliation agreement with Hamas raised several legal and other complications for Washington in
      light of Hamas’s involvement in violence against civilians and its official designation as a terrorist
      organization. Although Abbas had structured the agreement to avoid running afoul of U.S. law by ensuring that
      Hamas members were not part of the government, the sentiment inside the Israeli government and Congress was that
      even a government that was approved by Hamas was unacceptable.
    


    
      Washington’s response to the UN bid was more difficult to explain, at least from the standpoint of the peace
      process. Despite the administration’s repeated denunciations of the move as disastrous for peace, Abbas
      maintained that UN recognition of Palestinian statehood was intended to affirm a two-state solution and would not
      necessarily foreclose the possibility of negotiations. Indeed, Abbas continued to pursue negotiations before,
      during, and after the UN bid, even when U.S.-led peace talks had become extremely unpopular back home. In fact,
      the only real threat posed by the UN bid was to the increasingly lopsided power dynamics of the peace process. In
      addition to providing the Palestinians with some modest leverage over Israel, Abbas’s UN bid also threatened
      Washington’s role in the international arena. Any attempt to internationalize the conflict was a direct challenge
      to the United States’ monopoly over the peace process. Moreover, since U.S. law required defunding any UN agency
      that admitted Palestine as a full member, Palestinian leaders now had a potentially major source of leverage over
      the United States as well. In other words, the raft of anti-PLO laws adopted by the Congress over the years at
      Israel’s behest had now become potential weapons in the hands of Palestinian leaders. Theoretically, the
      Palestinians could force the United States to defund agencies such as the World Trade Organization, World Health
      Organization, or even the International Atomic Energy Agency, any of which would have serious implications for
      U.S. business, economic, or strategic interests. For the time being, however,
      Abbas chose to tread lightly. His first stop after depositing his statehood application with the Security Council
      was UNESCO (United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization), which voted in October 2011 to
      admit Palestine as its 195th member. The United States was forced to cut off funds to the UN agency. (In November
      2015, Secretary of State John Kerry convinced Netanyahu to drop Israel’s opposition to U.S. funding of UNESCO,
      allowing for its resumption).42
    


    
      GAZA AND THE HAMAS CONUNDRUM
    


    
      In November 2012, after nearly three years of relative quiet, Gaza once again erupted in violence. The eight-day
      conflagration between Hamas and Israel, which resulted in the deaths of 174 Palestinians and six Israelis (four
      of them civilians), was relatively contained, in part due to the new balance of power in the region.43 Hamas had been emboldened by
      the electoral success of fellow Islamists in various Arab states, particularly in neighboring Egypt, where the
      Muslim Brotherhood’s Mohammed Morsi had become the country’s first democratically elected president. Solidarity
      visits by Egyptian, Tunisian, and other dignitaries to Gaza during the crisis also helped to buoy Hamas. A new
      cease fire with Israel was signed on November 21. Yet most of the underlying causes of the conflict remained
      unresolved, particularly the ongoing closure of Gaza’s borders. Moreover, this latest Gaza war served as yet
      another reminder that the besieged enclave could not be ignored or isolated from the peace process.
    


    
      In the aftermath of the first major Gaza war, in 2009, Israel had abandoned its policy of overthrowing the Hamas
      government, fearing that what came after would likely be worse. Despite officially endorsing UN calls for opening
      Gaza’s borders, the Obama administration continued to adhere to the Bush-era policy of isolating Gaza and Hamas
      more or less indefinitely. According to Robert Danin, a former State Department official who also served in the
      Bush White House, it was a mistake for the United States to assume it could “broker peace between Israel and the
      Palestine Liberation Organization (PLO) as if Gaza and Hamas do not exist” and
      that attempting to do so “only strengthens Hamas’ grip, perpetuates Palestinian political stagnation, and helps
      preclude the creation of a Palestinian state and peace with Israel.”44 Moreover, since the original logic behind the regime change
      policy no longer applied, it was not even clear what it would take to lift the siege or bring about a political
      change with regard to Gaza.
    


    
      Israel maintained that the blockade was necessary for security. Since September 2007, when Israel declared Gaza a
      “hostile territory,” its official policy has been “to restrict the passage of various goods to the Gaza Strip and
      reduce the supply of fuel and electricity” as a means of pressuring Hamas.45 Israel’s closure of Gaza was not limited to restricting
      the flow of food and other materials. The Israelis also imposed severe restrictions on Palestinian exports out of
      the Strip. In all of 2012 a meager 252 truckloads of goods made their way out of Gaza, as compared with more than
      11,500 during the first half of 2007.46 The blockade, along with the destruction wrought by repeated military confrontations,
      decimated the Gaza economy and kept it on the brink of humanitarian crisis, with nearly 40 percent unemployment
      and roughly 80 percent of the population dependent on international food aid.47
    


    
      Although violent attacks on Israelis emanating from Gaza no doubt exacted a heavy toll on Gaza’s civilian
      population in the form of Israeli reprisals, it was also through bloodshed that any meaningful changes to the
      blockade regime came about. The first major change occurred in June 2010, following the deadly Israeli raid on an
      international aid flotilla attempting to break the Israeli siege. The attack, which occurred in international
      waters, resulted in the death of nine Turkish activists, one of whom was also an American citizen. In the wake of
      the flotilla incident, the Obama administration sent the Quartet representative, Tony Blair, to Israel to
      negotiate measures to ease the blockade. As a result, Israel agreed to lift restrictions on commercial goods
      entering Gaza by land and allow the delivery of limited construction materials under UN supervision. Where
      international diplomacy, PA advocacy, and Hamas “resistance” had all failed, a few hundred international
      activists succeeded in securing the most significant easing of the blockade in nearly four years, though at
      considerable cost.
    


    
      The disastrous conditions in Gaza were as much a result of failure in Palestinian
      leadership and politics as of Israeli policies and American inertia. The internal division helped to perpetuate
      justifications for the blockade, and thus the blockade itself. So long as Hamas maintained control over Gaza and
      the PA did not operate there, neither Israel nor Egypt would be inclined to normalize their borders with Gaza. In
      the meantime, neither Abbas’s PA nor Hamas could offer any way out of the Gaza conundrum. Hamas’s involvement in
      rocket attacks on Israeli towns, abductions of Israeli soldiers, and other armed attacks, while momentarily
      boosting its popularity, brought little relief from Israel’s punishing blockade and more often invited military
      action that brought even greater misery. Abbas, meanwhile, remained reluctant to inherit responsibility for
      Gaza’s myriad social, economic, and security problems, for which he had no solutions.
    


    
      Although both Hamas and Fatah bore a measure of responsibility for the tragedy in Gaza and the sorry state of
      Palestinian politics, they did not necessarily bear the burdens of failure equally. Despite facing more
      formidable immediate challenges, including a crippling siege and the persistent threat of Israeli military
      action, Hamas had the benefit of lower expectations among Palestinians as well as greater freedom of action. For
      Hamas to succeed it had to do little more than survive, whereas President Abbas was responsible for the
      well-being of all Palestinians, including those in Gaza, as well as for ending the occupation, establishing an
      independent state, and finding an equitable solution for Palestinian refugees. Keeping Hamas outside of the peace
      process gave it a freer hand both diplomatically and militarily. In contrast, Abbas’s options—even nonviolent
      ones such as recognition by the UN—remained heavily constrained by his dependence on the United States and
      Israel. Contrary to what many American and Israeli officials seemed to believe, worsening conditions in Gaza did
      not enhance Abbas’s and Fatah’s standing among ordinary Palestinians, but instead helped to further erode their
      credibility. Meanwhile, PA failures in the West Bank very often helped Hamas.
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      The End of the Peace Process
    


    
      “Useless, useless, useless.”
    


    
      —Palestinian official, describing the mission of the Quartet
      representative, Tony Blair
    


    
      On September 5, 2012, thousands of Palestinians took to the streets to
      demand the resignation of the Palestinian prime minister, Salam Fayyad.1 Fayyad
      was best known for his state-building project, designed to lay the institutional foundations of a future
      Palestinian state in parallel with the diplomatic track. Fayyad’s success in scaling back corruption and
      restoring basic law and order had earned him widespread admiration and praise from international donors, U.S.
      officials, and Israelis alike. The program was successful enough for the World Bank to conclude in April 2011
      that the PA was “well positioned to establish a state at any time in the near future.”2 Yet Fayyad had always been more popular abroad than he was at home. Fayyad’s
      international prominence had made him a target for Fatah cadres, who viewed him as a threat to Abbas’s
      leadership. Moreover, ordinary Palestinians had not seen the tangible benefits of “Fayyadism,” as the
      state-building project became known.
    


    
      The protests began as a relatively limited
      display of anger over rising prices and unpaid salaries but soon metamorphosed into what was reported to be “the
      largest show of popular discontent with the Palestinian Authority in its 18-year existence.”3 For ten straight days, the unrest virtually paralyzed life in Palestinian cities across
      the West Bank, with scenes reminiscent of the first Intifada: burning tires, shuttered shops, and general
      strikes, punctuated by occasional clashes between rock-throwing Palestinian youths and uniformed security forces.
      Activists from Abbas’s Fatah faction had initially encouraged the anti-Fayyad protests in the hope of sidelining
      their leader’s longtime rival, until protesters began calling for his ouster, too. Many Palestinian demonstrators
      began calling not only for the resignation of key political figures but also for the nullification of the Paris
      Protocol, the Oslo-era agreement that had governed economic relations between Israel and the Palestinian
      Authority since 1994, as well as the Oslo Accords themselves.4 The peculiar nature of the
      protests reflected more than just frustration with particular policies or leaders. The ease with which
      Palestinian anger had shifted from Fayyad to the Oslo Accords to Abbas’s leadership reflected the growing sense
      among Palestinians that both the PA and the process that had created it had nothing left to offer.
    


    
      The physical and territorial fragmentation fostered by the Israeli
      occupation was now also mirrored in the peace process and Palestinian politics. Gaza and East Jerusalem remained
      outside the scope of the peace process, as well as physically isolated from the West Bank, which was itself a
      patchwork of PA-controlled “islands” surrounded by areas of Israeli settlement and military control. Progress
      made in the economic, security, and institution-building spheres seemed to have no bearing on the political
      negotiations or on the day-to-day lives of Palestinians. Rather than attempting to reverse these dysfunctional
      trends, the peace process had simply incorporated and normalized them. As Abbas’s leadership continued to pull
      away from the increasingly onerous constraints of the U.S.-led peace process, pro-Israel forces in the U.S.
      Congress worked to further limit his political and diplomatic options. The peace process had become little more than a way of maintaining the status
      quo and was now beginning to unravel one piece at a time.
    


    
      FAYYAD VS. “FAYYADISM”
    


    
      Salam Fayyad’s resignation in April 2013 was the first tangible sign that the Oslo process had run its course. To
      many outsiders, the fact that Palestinian protesters had directed so much of their anger at Salam Fayyad, given
      his reputation as a clean and effective administrator and his impressive record of PA reforms, seemed misplaced.
      Fayyad’s philosophy of self-empowerment, which his admirers affectionately termed “Fayyadism,” had earned him
      universal praise and admiration in the United States, Europe, and even Israel. The New York
      Times columnist Thomas Friedman, who is credited with coining the term, defined Fayyadism as “the simple
      but all-too-rare notion that an Arab leader’s legitimacy should be based not on slogans or rejectionism or
      personality cults or security services, but on delivering transparent, accountable administration and
      services.”5 President
      Shimon Peres went so far as to dub Fayyad the “Palestinian Ben Gurion.”6
    


    
      Fayyad’s state-building plan was based on the belief that “building strong, sustainable, competent and effective
      democratic institutions” was first and foremost a Palestinian interest, and that, in addition, doing so would
      help eliminate international, especially Israeli and American, pretexts for failing to make progress on the
      political track.7
      Fayyad’s philosophy was grounded in a firm belief that the Palestinians’ emancipation begins with embracing their
      own agency. “I don’t see Israel, with all its might, as something that cripples me,” Fayyad has said. “I exist. I
      have power. I can project it. And we can do something about it.” To those who would say it is impossible to build
      a state under occupation, Fayyad had a different view: “No one can stop us from building the state. Sovereignty
      is another issue. But no one can stop us from building it. Let’s just go out and do it, and use the existential
      power of its existence to make it sovereign in some way. That’s the way you transform the world.”8 Fayyad’s reasoning was sound and
      rather compelling, but it was not how things ended up. Whereas Fayyad himself
      emphasized Palestinian self-reliance, agency, and initiative, “Fayyadism” ultimately became a substitute for
      Palestinian politics and a way to avoid dealing with the more structural problems of Israel’s occupation.
      Fayyadism, in other words, was the latest incarnation of the “Oslo trade-off,” but which had never actually
      worked. In the end, neither the success of Fayyad’s internal reforms nor the improvement in security for Israelis
      produced any movement toward Palestinian statehood or ending the occupation.
    


    
      During his six years as prime minister, Fayyad worked to enhance security coordination with Israel and improve
      local policing, which had helped to restore basic law and order and reestablish a measure of public confidence in
      Palestinian institutions. Fayyad’s efforts to increase financial transparency within the PA also helped to scale
      back corruption, while sparking a modest, if brief, economic recovery in the West Bank. From a domestic political
      standpoint, however, Fayyad’s tough fiscal and security policies, the areas for which he earned the most praise
      internationally, involved high costs and relatively low rewards for Palestinians. Pay cuts for government
      employees and increases in fuel prices alienated large segments of Palestinian society, while the PA’s often
      harsh security measures against Palestinian militants brought activists from Hamas and Fatah into rare agreement
      in their opposition to Fayyad. The fact that, as George Washington University’s Nathan Brown put it, the “entire
      program is based not simply on de-emphasizing or postponing democracy and human rights but on actively denying
      them for the present” further undercut the credibility of Fayyad’s reform efforts.9
    


    
      And how credible were they? The successes of Fayyadism had to be assessed within the context in which Fayyadism
      operated. The fact that nearly 30 percent of the PA’s budget went toward security, as compared with the roughly
      10 percent and 19 percent spent on health and education, respectively, raised questions about the nature and
      priorities of Palestinian governance in the West Bank.10 The inordinate investment in security did produce tangible
      results—but mostly for Israelis. From 2009 until 2013, no Israelis were killed by Palestinians in Israel, and
      there were just thirty Israeli fatalities in the West Bank, including ten
      soldiers. By contrast, during the same five-year period, well over 600 Palestinians, at least half of them
      civilians, were killed by Israeli security forces or extremist settlers—not including the 170 killed during the
      eight-day Gaza war in late 2012.11 Once again, improved security for Israelis did not lead to political progress or make their
      leaders more willing to compromise. Instead, the unprecedented calm along with the steady flow of donor funds to
      the PA became what many Palestinians sarcastically referred to as a “five-star occupation,” in which the PA
      worked to ensure Israeli security while the international community picked up the tab.
    


    
      Meanwhile, despite a brief economic recovery from 2009 to 2011, the West Bank remained worse off economically
      than it had been at the beginning of the Oslo process.12 Once again, the biggest impediment to Palestinian economic
      growth in the West Bank remained Israel’s system of internal closures, which carved up West Bank territory and
      prohibited Palestinians from developing 60 percent of the West Bank, including the resource-rich Jordan
      Valley.13
    


    
      The fact that all of this occurred in a context of internal political stagnation and fragmentation raised even
      more questions. How far could institution building go in the absence of a functioning legislature and with few,
      if any, checks on the president’s powers? What value was there in building institutions that could not reach the
      40 percent of the population who lived in Gaza or the 300,000 Palestinians in East Jerusalem? As Nathan Brown, an
      American scholar specializing in Palestinian politics, observed, “For all his admirable qualities, what Fayyad
      has managed to do is to maintain many of the institutions built earlier and make a few of them more efficient.
      But he has done so in an authoritarian context that robs the results of domestic legitimacy.”14
    


    
      In other words, it wasn’t a lack of credible Palestinian institutions that hampered the peace process but the
      other way around: the lack of a credible peace process, along with the paralysis of Palestinian institutional
      politics, crippled the development of Palestinian institutions. Even a highly skilled administrator such as
      Fayyad could not overcome the structural limitations imposed by the absence of sovereignty and the debilitating split between Hamas and the PA.15 “As long as they’re operating under an occupation,” explained
      Howard Sumka, the former USAID mission director for the West Bank and Gaza, “there is very little incentive to
      have real competitive politics in an environment that’s [not] really running things, and where you’re so
      dependent on international donors for your livelihood and support.”16 Many Palestinians respected Fayyad, but some saw his program
      as an attempt to turn the PA “into an NGO-like body, a well-oiled administrative machine to facilitate the
      implementation of micro-projects funded by donor aid.”17
    


    
      Much as Bush’s vision in 2002 had called on Palestinians to build a democracy without freedom, Fayyadism—or at
      least as it was perceived by many outsiders—seemed to bank on the hope that Palestinians could build a state
      without politics. For all its many successes, Fayyadism could not be a substitute for domestic politics and
      genuine political progress toward Palestinian statehood. For all of its many successes, Fayyadism had failed to
      deliver on its central promise. Not only had the PA’s improved security performance and institutional reforms not
      brought about a state, but the Obama administration had actively worked to defeat even a symbolic recognition of
      Palestinian statehood while Congress had imposed new restrictions on the PA.
    


    
      SHIFTING GOALPOSTS: THE KERRY NEGOTIATIONS
    


    
      Fayyad’s departure came just as the Obama administration was gearing up for another attempt at
      Israeli-Palestinian peacemaking. Despite Obama’s pivot toward Asia and away from the broader Middle East, the
      administration singled out the goals of Israeli-Palestinian peace and curbing Iran’s nuclear program as its top
      two priorities in the region. Obama’s new secretary of state, Senator John Kerry, had a personal passion for the
      goal of Middle East peace as well as a strong grasp of the issues. Imbued with a sense of urgency, Kerry warned
      Congress that the window for a two-state solution was rapidly closing and that “we have some period of time, in
      one to one and a half to two years, or it is over.”18
    


    
      By July 2013, Kerry had convinced the parties to relaunch negotiations. Apart from Kerry’s personal
      determination, however, very little had changed since the last round of
      negotiations, and the process collapsed after nine months. Despite an official presidential visit to Israel and
      the West Bank in spring 2013, the issue was not a top priority for Obama. Still feeling burned by his first foray
      into Israeli-Palestinian peace talks and preoccupied with upcoming midterm elections, Iran nuclear talks, and
      other priorities, Obama granted Kerry wide latitude but was not prepared to invest significant political capital
      of his own in the pursuit of a peace deal. Despite the best efforts of Kerry and his new special envoy for Middle
      East peace, Martin Indyk, the process remained detached from realities on the ground, including Israel’s
      ever-expanding settlement enterprise and the growing power imbalance between the two sides. Netanyahu’s
      center-right coalition felt little pressure to make major concessions while Abbas’s leadership was too weak and
      divided to offer any of his own. Moreover, the addition of new Israeli demands and the nature of Kerry’s
      “framework” proposal effectively shifted the goalposts, raising the stakes for Abbas while simultaneously
      lowering the expected return.
    


    
      According to administration officials, the terms of the talks had been worked out between American and Israeli
      officials beforehand, leaving aside the Palestinians’ main demands for a settlement freeze, a commitment to
      negotiate on the basis of the 1967 borders, and the release of hundreds of Palestinian political prisoners.
      Instead, Netanyahu promised Kerry a “slowdown” in settlement construction and agreed to release 104 pre-Oslo
      Palestinian prisoners in four phases. Given the sensitivities in Israel concerning the release of Palestinian
      prisoners, many of whom had blood on their hands, Netanyahu informed Kerry that he would have to approve some new
      settlement units to keep his coalition intact.19 In return, the Palestinians would refrain from joining
      additional UN agencies for the duration of the talks. As a further incentive, Kerry promised to put together a
      substantial economic assistance package whose purpose would be “to fundamentally transform the Palestinian
      economy”; administration of the economic package would be overseen by the Quartet representative, Tony
      Blair.20 The
      ambitious plan included some $600 million in aid to the PA from Arab Gulf states and another $4 billion in
      investments. (In the end the aid package remained largely unimplemented following
      the collapse of negotiations.)
    


    
      Back in Ramallah, Kerry’s proposal was met with intense skepticism within the Palestinian leadership.21 Virtually everyone, including
      Abbas, doubted Netanyahu’s commitment to a two-state solution. And although many liked Kerry personally, few
      within Abbas’s inner circle believed that he would be able to “deliver” the Israeli leader. Despite strong
      opposition from the PLO Executive Committee and the Fatah Central Council, Abbas decided to move ahead with
      Kerry’s negotiations but set a nine-month time limit on the talks. In the event the talks failed, Abbas would at
      least avoid being blamed, while pocketing some tactical benefits. Events in neighboring Egypt further reduced the
      potential costs of failure from Abbas’s standpoint. The Egyptian military’s overthrow, on July 3, 2013, of
      President Mohammed Morsi of the Muslim Brotherhood had put Hamas on the defensive and tilted the internal balance
      of power back in Abbas’s favor.
    


    
      With a few exceptions, the overall dynamics inside and outside the negotiating room were similar to those in
      previous negotiations. As the talks proceeded, Israeli authorities pushed through approvals for 13,000 settlement
      housing units.22
      Believing they had secured an Israeli commitment to show restraint during the negotiations, American officials
      were surprised by the scale of the new settlement plans. Moreover, according to Indyk, the fact that each batch
      of prisoner releases was accompanied by new settlement activity “undermined the whole exercise.”23 One of the two Palestinian
      negotiators tapped by Abbas to lead the talks with Israel, Mohammed Shtayyeh, publicly resigned in protest of the
      new settlement announcements. By late 2013 it was clear the talks had reached an impasse. Recognizing that
      reaching a comprehensive peace deal by the April 29, 2014, deadline was unlikely, U.S. officials shifted their
      focus to the more modest objective of laying out a “framework” outlining basic principles on each of the core
      issues of the conflict to serve as a basis for negotiating a final status agreement at a later stage.24 The American framework would
      then be put to the two sides, who were expected to accept the document, each with their own unspecified
      reservations. The aim was to bring the two leaders into the “zone of possible
      agreement” and then work on bridging the differences. The exact shape of the “zone” or what constituted an
      “agreement” was not defined. The two-tiered approach drew comparisons to Oslo, although the administration
      insisted that it was not pursuing another interim accord. Nevertheless, Kerry’s approach rested on the same type
      of incrementalism and “constructive ambiguity” that had long been hallmarks of the Oslo process.
    


    
      Already believing that Abbas was willing to make far-reaching compromises, U.S. officials focused on getting
      Netanyahu into the “zone.” By early 2014 Netanyahu had reportedly agreed to negotiate borders between Israel and
      Palestine on the basis of the 1967 lines and was prepared to accept vague language referring to Palestinian
      aspirations regarding Jerusalem, which Abbas angrily rejected. The Palestinian leader also had problems with two
      additional issues. The first was security. Not only had Netanyahu not moved from his insistence that Israel
      remain in the Jordan Valley, an area making up nearly one-fourth of the West Bank, for thirty to forty years,
      presumably as a bulwark against assorted “threats from the east,” but in addition he later expanded the demand to
      include other parts of the West Bank.25 Under an American proposal, the Israeli army would have been allowed to remain in the Jordan
      Valley for twelve to fifteen years after concluding a peace agreement. The Palestinians had indicated a
      willingness to accept a robust third-party presence in the Jordan Valley but considered the continued presence of
      Israeli forces on Palestinian soil unacceptable.
    


    
      Equally problematic for Abbas was the question of what was innocuously termed “mutual recognition”: Israel’s
      insistence on being recognized “as a Jewish state.” Netanyahu claimed that Palestinian refusal to accept Israel
      as the homeland of the Jewish people was “the root of the conflict,” although the question of defining Israel as
      an exclusively Jewish state remained highly controversial even within Israeli Jewish society.26 The demand, which had not
      been part of the Oslo Accord or either of Israel’s treaties with Egypt (1979) or Jordan (1994), had first been
      raised by Israel at the 2007 Annapolis peace conference but was successfully kept off the agenda by the
      Palestinians.27 But,
      whereas the Bush administration had decided not to press the matter, the Obama administration adopted the highly contentious demand more or less effortlessly.
    


    
      Recognizing Israel’s Jewish character may have seemed self-evident to Kerry and other administration officials,
      but it was an exceptionally difficult demand to make of Palestinians given their own history and its relation to
      the events that led to Israel’s creation. Abbas “rejected that completely,” recalled Indyk. “The harder we pushed
      on it, the harder he dug in against it.”28 The Palestinians argued the demand was superfluous since the PLO had already officially
      recognized Israel as a condition for opening a dialogue with the United States in 1988 and then again as part of
      the 1993 Oslo Declaration of Principles. More important, they claimed that recognizing Israel “as a Jewish state”
      would undermine the rights of Palestinian refugees while negating their own national and historical
      narratives.29 “If
      Israel is the homeland of the Jewish people,” explains the Palestinian British scholar Ahmad Khalidi, “then the
      Arab presence there becomes historically aberrant and contingent; the Palestinians effectively become historic
      interlopers and trespassers—a transient presence on someone else’s national soil.”30 In effect, U.S. officials wanted the
      Palestinians to endorse a central component of the Zionist-Israeli national narrative without making any
      comparable demand on Israel to recognize Palestinian narratives or historical claims.
    


    
      The “Jewish state” demand would be all the more difficult in light of the power dynamics between the two sides.
      Had it been part of a broader process of mutual reconciliation or if Israel had, in exchange, made a parallel
      offer by accepting responsibility for the Nakba, for example, the Palestinians might have reacted differently.
      However, for U.S. officials to ask Palestinian leaders to bestow moral legitimacy on Israel, even as it continued
      its occupation and the refugee issue remained unresolved, and without any reciprocal gestures or actions in
      return, would likely be seen by most Palestinians as something akin to official capitulation.
    


    
      The American framework did make some gestures toward the Palestinians. In March, the U.S. team put together a new
      draft of the framework that more clearly stipulated a Palestinian capital in Jerusalem and which seemed to go
      further than Netanyahu was prepared to accept. According to published accounts of
      the talks, the document stated that “the permanent status agreement will have to provide for both Israel and
      Palestine to have their internationally recognized capitals in Jerusalem, with East Jerusalem serving as the
      Palestinian capital,” but put off the status of the Old City, religious sites, and Jewish settlements in
      Jerusalem to be taken up in later negotiations. Kerry pressed Abbas for a response, but by this time, according
      to Indyk, the Palestinian leader had already “checked out” of the process as a result of the spike in settlement
      activity and the danger of agreeing to a framework agreement that would have required additional Palestinian
      concessions.31 To
      avoid rejecting the American document outright, Abbas chose to remain silent. When pressed by Obama during their
      March 2014 meeting in Washington, Abbas continued to deflect. It was at that point that Obama reportedly lost his
      cool. “Don’t quibble with this detail or that detail,” Obama said. “The occupation will end. You will get a
      Palestinian state. You will never have an administration as committed to that as this one.”32 By saying yes, the president
      argued, the Palestinians would be putting the ball in Netanyahu’s court, at which point the administration would
      be in a better position to pressure the Israeli leader. That the president of the most powerful nation on earth
      was asking the weakest actor in the entire arrangement to provide him with the
      political cover to apply pressure on a close but otherwise dependent U.S. ally seemed to sum up the distorted—and
      distortive—dynamics of the peace process.
    


    
      The talks officially collapsed a few weeks later after Israel declined to carry out the fourth and final prisoner
      release, at which point Abbas shifted back to his two other tracks: signing letters of accession by the
      Palestinian state to fifteen international treaties and initialing a new reconciliation pact with Hamas on April
      23. The administration expressed “disappointment” at the Palestinian reconciliation pact but said it would be
      willing to “work with” and continue funding the new Palestinian consensus government. It was the first meaningful
      shift in U.S. Gaza policy in seven years, for which it received considerable flak from Congress.33 The Obama administration
      stopped short of officially blaming either side for the collapse, but Kerry hinted at Israel’s responsibility for failing to live up to its commitment to release the last tranche of
      prisoners.34 Kerry
      also suggested that Israel had the most to lose, warning that Israel would soon have to choose between its
      democratic and Jewish characters and that without a two-state solution, it risked becoming “an apartheid state.”
      After getting heat for his remarks, the State Department clarified that Kerry was merely echoing warnings made by
      various Israeli leaders in recent years.35
    


    
      This was not the first time American officials had presented what they considered to be a far-reaching proposal,
      only to be met with a non-response from the Palestinians. What explains Abbas’s silence? Internal weakness was
      clearly one factor. Abbas’s domestic standing was nothing like Arafat’s at the time of Camp David in 2000 and was
      arguably worse than where he was during the Annapolis talks in 2007–08. Moreover, going into the Kerry
      negotiations, Abbas had the backing of neither the PLO leadership nor his own Fatah party, much less of the
      Palestinian public or political opponents such as Hamas. According to Indyk, Abbas “had so little legitimacy he
      was not willing to take that kind of risk.”36 Moreover, said Indyk, given the administration’s inability to influence Israel’s
      settlement policies and the reneged-on prisoner release, Abbas had reason to doubt Obama’s ability to bring
      Netanyahu on board for the more difficult issues later on. “It was that combination of our inability to deliver
      on any of these things which led him to really doubt [us]—if you can’t deliver on these small things, how can I
      rely on you to deliver on big concessions from Netanyahu?”37 One of Obama’s closest foreign policy advisers, Ben Rhodes,
      was even more blunt—albeit well after both he and his boss had left the White House. “They were never sincere in
      their commitment to peace,” Rhodes said in June 2018 of Netanyahu’s 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.”38
      Rhodes’s thirteenth-hour 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?
    


    
      The fact that the United States had allowed Israel to introduce new issues that
      had not been part of previous negotiations, particularly the “Jewish state” demand, only added to Abbas’s
      reluctance to engage. Accepting Kerry’s principles as a basis for future negotiations not only negated the
      Palestinians’ own national narrative but also risked undermining the traditional ground rules, or “terms of
      reference,” of the peace process, Resolution 242 and the land-for-peace formula—all in return for a vague promise
      of an Israeli withdrawal at an unspecified point in the future. Nathan Thrall of the International Crisis Group
      summarized Abbas’s dilemma as follows: “Palestinians and Israelis would be trading fundamentally unlike assets,
      one tangible, the other intangible. Palestinians would give up intangible moral claims, acquiescing in the denial
      of their right to return and bestowing legitimacy on their dispossessors by recognizing the vast majority of the
      Palestinian homeland as a Jewish state. Israelis, by contrast, would be committing to a physical withdrawal from
      land under their full control.”39 In the meantime, given the huge power imbalance between the parties, any ambiguities were
      likely to be interpreted in Israel’s favor or simply dictated by realities on the ground.
    


    
      NEITHER PEACE NOR PROCESS
    


    
      Following the collapse of the Kerry talks, President Obama declared “a holding period” in the peace process. By
      this time, however, there was very little left that could still reasonably be called a peace process. The two
      most visible components of the process, Fayyad’s state-building project and American-sponsored peace
      negotiations, had been exhausted. The few conflict mitigation mechanisms that had existed under Oslo and the
      roadmap had long since ceased to function or had been abandoned, and the Obama administration showed little
      inclination to revive them or establish new ones. Tony Blair’s decision in May 2015 to step down from his post as
      Quartet representative removed the last remaining vestige of the institution-building project. In practical
      terms, what remained of the Oslo process had neither the capacity to resolve the conflict nor the means to manage
      it—as the bloody events during the second half of 2014 demonstrated. The outbreak
      of a new Gaza war in June 2014, along with the recurring violence in East Jerusalem later that year, once again
      underscored the dangers of continuing to exclude these areas from the peace process.
    


    
      The match that ignited the war was actually struck in the West Bank. Following the June 2014 kidnapping and
      presumed murder of three Israeli teenagers in the West Bank, the Israeli army launched a massive crackdown across
      the West Bank, mainly targeting Hamas activists. Hamas responded with a barrage of rocket fire at Israel from
      Gaza, which soon ignited a full-scale war. Kerry’s attempts to broker a truce were stymied by Israel and the Sisi
      regime in Egypt, both of which hoped to further squeeze Hamas and perhaps derail the reconciliation deal with
      Fatah. By the time a cease fire agreement was signed ending the fifty-one-day Israeli offensive, around 2,200
      Palestinians, including more than 500 children, had been killed and another 11,000 injured, along with 18,000
      homes destroyed and another 500,000 people internally displaced.40 The war also proved costly for Israel, which suffered its
      heaviest losses since the 2006 Lebanon war, including 66 soldiers and 6 civilians, and further battered its
      image, with growing numbers of Americans viewing Israel as the aggressor in the conflict.41
    


    
      In purely political terms, the heaviest price for the war was paid by Abbas and the PA. The PA’s apparent siding
      with the United States and Israel in blaming Hamas for the violence provoked a popular backlash against Abbas and
      exposed rifts within his own leadership. As the bombs fell on Gaza, young Palestinians in the West Bank began to
      call for a mass march on Abbas’s headquarters, the Muqataa. “I was panicked. We were [considered] traitors!”
      recalled Yasser Abed Rabbo, a senior PLO figure who fell out with the Palestinian president after criticizing his
      handling of the crisis. A PLO statement drafted by Abed Rabbo in which he criticized the “terrorist assault” on
      Gaza and vowed to prosecute Israeli leaders for alleged war crimes helped to diffuse some of the anger on the
      street but also ran afoul of the Palestinian president.42
    


    
      As the August 26 cease fire began to take hold in Gaza, attention shifted to Jerusalem, where a series of
      provocations by Jewish settlers and restrictions on Muslim worship at the Al-Aqsa Mosque in September 2014 sparked a new round of violent protests and a rash of “lone wolf” attacks by
      Palestinians on Israelis. The fact that the two areas that seemed to witness the most persistent violence were
      also beyond the reach of both the PA and the peace process was not coincidental. The suffocating blockade on Gaza
      had produced three major wars in five years while the lack of clean water, fuel, and adequate health and
      education services, according to one UN study, threatened to make Gaza “uninhabitable” by 2020.43 Meanwhile, since Oslo, East
      Jerusalem and its 300,000 Palestinian residents had lived in a kind of social and political limbo, segregated
      from Israel socially and economically while remaining physically and politically cut off from the West Bank and
      the Palestinian Authority. Palestinians made up some 38 percent of the city’s population, but received just 12
      percent of the municipal budget.44 Israel’s separate and unequal treatment of the city’s Palestinian population in areas of
      taxation, housing, education, water, health services, and residency rights has been well documented by local and
      international rights groups.45 Israel’s crackdown on Palestinian Jerusalemites intensified after the failure of the Camp
      David summit and the outbreak of the Intifada.46 For example, over half of Israel’s more than 14,000
      revocations of Palestinian Jerusalemites’ residency rights since 1967 occurred since 2001.47 As of 2014, more than 80
      percent of Jerusalem’s Palestinians lived below the poverty line.48 At the same time, Israeli prohibitions on Palestinian civic,
      cultural, and political institutions and activities had rendered Palestinian Jerusalemites “political orphans and
      totally leaderless.”49
    


    
      Against the backdrop of violence in Jerusalem, and with his domestic standing at an all-time low, Abbas resumed
      his internationalization campaign, announcing plans for a new Security Council resolution calling for a
      Palestinian state along the 1967 border and an Israeli withdrawal from the West Bank, Gaza, and East Jerusalem
      within three years; he threatened to join the International Criminal Court if the Security Council vote failed.
      Meanwhile, as renewed American efforts to relaunch negotiations proved fruitless, the United States found itself
      increasingly isolated in its opposition to Abbas’s internationalization efforts. On October 30, 2014, Sweden
      became the first EU member to recognize the Palestinian state, followed by
      parliamentary endorsements in Britain, Spain, and France. When the PLO-backed resolution in the Security Council
      was defeated on December 30, Abbas retaliated by signing the Rome Statute, the international treaty that
      established the International Criminal Court. Abbas had been hesitant to join the ICC, which had long been
      considered a red line for Israel and Congress, often referred to as the “nuclear option.” However, with broad
      segments of Palestinian civil society and most political factions, including Hamas and Islamic Jihad—both of
      which were themselves accused of war crimes—demanding that he join the International Criminal Court, Abbas could
      no longer afford to put the matter off.50
    


    
      The more Abbas attempted to pull away from the peace process, however, the more pro-Israel forces in Congress
      sought to tie the Palestinians’ hands in the international arena. Along with the usual Israeli and American
      sanctions, including the suspension of Palestinian tax transfers by Israel to the PA and a congressional threat
      to halt $400 million in aid to the PA, Congress adopted new legislation conditioning the ability of the PLO to
      operate in the United States on the president’s certification that the Palestinians had not taken “any action”
      against Israel at the International Criminal Court—the same law invoked by President Trump to close down the PLO
      mission in Washington in 2018.51 Tellingly, the new law explicitly tied the future of the PLO office in Washington to a
      presidential determination that the Palestinians were engaged in “serious peace talks” with Israel. The passage
      of the law marked a new phase in the U.S.-led peace process, which was no longer about resolving the conflict or
      ending Israel’s occupation but had morphed into a means for limiting Palestinian decision making and diplomatic
      options.
    


    
      By early 2015, American peacemaking and the Palestinian leadership were both in freefall. Following Netanyahu’s
      election to a third consecutive term in March 2015, the Israeli prime minister assembled a new ruling coalition,
      which he described as “more committed to settlements than any in Israel’s history.”52 More than half of Israel’s new cabinet
      openly opposed a Palestinian state. Conceding that prospects for a two-state solution looked “very dim,” Obama
      said the U.S. would “reassess” its approach to the Israeli-Palestinian peace
      process while focusing on identifying steps that could be taken to preserve the possibility of two states at some
      later stage.53 Among
      other things, the president hinted at the possibility of not shielding Israel at the United Nations.54 Once again, however, Obama
      disengaged from the Palestinian question and turned his attention to Iran. In July 2015, Obama scored a major
      political and diplomatic victory by pushing through a multilateral agreement designed to curtail Iran’s ability
      to develop nuclear weapons. The Iran nuclear deal, which put constraints on Iran’s nuclear program in exchange
      for an easing of international sanctions against Tehran, further strained Obama’s troubled relationship with
      Netanyahu. However, it also demonstrated the president’s willingness to defy the pro-Israel lobby and
      congressional Republicans when a clear, identifiable strategic interest was at stake.
    


    
      Meanwhile, despite Abbas’s getting a temporary boost from his ICC bid, his leadership continued to flounder.
      Despite a softening in the American and Israeli positions toward the new Palestinian consensus government since
      the 2014 war, the PA was still not operating in Gaza nearly a full year later. The ongoing stalemate between
      Fatah and Hamas helped further delay the reconstruction process. A weakened Hamas had shown a willingness to give
      up governing Gaza, but was not yet ready to relinquish its weapons or security role there. Abbas was equally
      reluctant to assume responsibility for Gaza’s myriad social, economic, and security problems, for which he had
      few solutions. The growing prominence of jihadist groups operating in Gaza and across the border in the Sinai
      only increased the pressure on Hamas and added to Abbas’s aversion to returning to Gaza.55 Having practically exhausted his three
      tracks, an increasingly authoritarian and insecure Abbas began lashing out at would-be rivals and challengers
      real and imagined, while working to consolidate his grip on power. Along with the exiled former Gaza security
      chief, Muhammed Dahlan, and former premier Salam Fayyad, Abbas now added Yasser Abed Rabbo to his growing list of
      internal enemies, accusing the three men of a host of financial crimes and of conspiring to overthrow him.
      Meanwhile, public speculation over who might succeed the eighty-year-old Palestinian leader became a national preoccupation, as Abbas’s popularity continued to sink. A poll released in
      September 2015 found that nearly two-thirds of Palestinians wanted Abbas to resign.56
    


    
      With his domestic standing and political options dwindling, Abbas attempted one final bit of theatrics: he
      promised to deliver a “bombshell” during his upcoming speech before the UN General Assembly. The speech took
      place against the backdrop of heightened tensions and violent flare-ups in the West Bank following the July 31,
      2015 firebombing of two Palestinian homes in the village of Duma by an extremist Israeli settler that killed an
      eighteen-month-old infant and other members of his family. After excoriating Israel over its settlement policies
      and failure to live up to signed commitments, the Palestinian president took a swipe at one of the centerpieces
      of the Oslo process itself. The PA “cannot continue to be bound by these agreements,” Abbas declared, adding that
      “Israel must assume all of its responsibilities as an occupying power, because the status quo cannot continue.”
      Abbas’s carefully crafted words were just enough to remind U.S. and Israeli leaders that he still had some
      leverage but stopped short of renouncing the PA’s security cooperation with Israel—an obligation he had
      previously characterized as “sacred.”57
    


    
      Abbas may not have anticipated how soon his words would be put to the test. Within a few days of his UN speech,
      Jerusalem was rocked by another wave of violence which soon spread to the West Bank. The unrest was provoked by
      Jewish extremists attempting to gain access to the Al-Aqsa Mosque compound, known to Jews as the Temple Mount,
      fueling fears that the extremists were seeking to alter a longstanding arrangement, known as the Status Quo, that
      had governed access the holy site since 1967 or to harm the Al-Aqsa Mosque. The perceived threat to the holy site
      set off a rash of stabbings, shootings, and car-ramming attacks by mostly young Palestinians that lasted
      throughout late 2015 and into early 2016. Israel’s responses to these incidents and to the more typical clashes
      between Palestinian youths and Israeli forces often involved deadly force. During the first six months of the
      unrest, some 230 Palestinians, many of whom were not involved in violent attacks, and 30 Israelis were
      killed.58
    


    
      As official Palestinian media praised the “Jerusalem intifada,” PA forces
      continued to work quietly with Israel to quell the violence, highlighting a central dilemma for Abbas: the PA’s
      security cooperation with Israel remained intensely unpopular with ordinary Palestinians and was also a major
      sticking point in the stalled reconciliation process with Hamas, but it was critical to the PA’s continued
      international, and especially American, support and hence to its continued survival. Apart from the roughly
      140,000 government jobs (including some 58,000 men serving in the various PA security services), which helped to
      sustain about one-third of Palestinian households in the West Bank, security coordination was perhaps the only
      other relatively successful aspect of the Oslo process. The future of both security cooperation and the PA itself
      was looking increasingly precarious, however, in light of the mounting popular frustration with the PA and the
      precipitous drop in international aid. Total foreign aid to the PA, which made up more than a third of its
      budget, had declined from around $1.2 billion in 2012 to $750 million in 2015.59 Despite growing concern in Washington and
      in Israel over the possible collapse of the PA, administration officials conceded that they were “out of ideas”
      on how to move the process forward.60
    


    
      THE OBAMA PARADOX
    


    
      Obama’s presidency ended much as it began: with seemingly contradictory gestures. In September 2016, the Obama
      administration concluded a new ten-year agreement providing a total of $38 billion in military aid to Israel,
      which the White House described as the “the largest single pledge of military assistance in U.S.
      history.”61 As the
      president and other U.S. officials were keen to point out, no American administration had provided more military
      aid to Israel than that of Barack Obama. Three months later, the administration took the unusual step of
      abstaining from a Security Council resolution condemning Israeli settlements as both illegal and a threat to
      Israeli-Palestinian peace. The resolution condemned Israeli settlements as a “flagrant violation” of
      international law and demanded an end to “all Israeli settlement activities” as
      “essential for salvaging the two-state solution.” In addition to reiterating the international consensus on the
      illegality of Israeli settlements, the resolution also addressed incitement and terrorism by Palestinians. The
      administration’s abstention produced a torrent of denunciations from the Israeli government, key Republican
      figures, and even members of the president’s own party. A furious Netanyahu denounced the vote as “shameful” and
      “hostile to the State of Israel,”62 while Speaker of the House Paul Ryan called it “a blow to peace that sets a dangerous
      precedent for further diplomatic efforts to isolate and demonize Israel.”63 President-elect Donald Trump labeled the resolution
      “extremely unfair” and pledged that under his administration “things will be different.”64
    


    
      The administration defended its stance at the UN as necessary to salvage what remained of a two-state solution.
      Secretary of State Kerry laid out the administration’s thinking in unusually clear terms, explaining that the
      United States “could not in good conscience protect the most extreme elements of the settler movement as it tries
      to destroy the two-state solution.” Moreover, Kerry insisted, Israel now faced a stark choice: “Israel can either
      be Jewish or democratic—it cannot be both.” The alternative to an independent Palestinian state would mean
      “millions of Palestinians permanently living in segregated enclaves in the middle of the West Bank, with no real
      political rights, separate legal, education, and transportation systems, vast income disparities, under a
      permanent military occupation that deprives them of the most basic freedoms. Separate and unequal is what you
      would have. And nobody can explain how that works. Would an Israeli accept living that way? Would an American
      accept living that way? Will the world accept it?”65
    


    
      Obama’s decision to abstain at the Security Council alongside the unprecedented levels of military and political
      support his administration provided for Israel highlighted a central paradox of his presidency. Despite being
      widely viewed as more sympathetic to Palestinian grievances and less sentimental toward Israel, Obama was less
      willing than most of his predecessors to apply pressure on Israel or to bolster Palestinian leaders to advance
      the peace process. U.S. officials decried the status quo as “unsustainable” but
      actively worked to prevent attempts by the Palestinians to challenge that status quo, even when they were
      compatible with a two-state solution. In contrast to its treatment of Israeli settlements, the Obama
      administration devoted considerable time and resources to defeating Abbas’s largely symbolic bids to gain
      recognition of a Palestinian state at the United Nations in 2011 and 2012. Notwithstanding the drama and
      controversy surrounding the December 2016 abstention, Obama did more to shield Israel at the United Nations than
      any other American president since 1967. In contrast to the one Security Council resolution critical of Israel
      that was allowed to pass under Obama, twenty-one were adopted under Reagan, nine under George H. W. Bush, three
      under Clinton, and six under George W. Bush.66 Obama spent much of his presidency distancing himself from Bush’s policies, but the
      more salient contrast was perhaps with another Democratic president, Bill Clinton. Both presidents had
      notoriously tense relationships with right-wing Israeli governments, in both cases led by Benjamin Netanyahu. Yet
      unlike Clinton, Obama did not attempt to leverage the U.S.-Israel relationship either to bolster the Palestinian
      leadership or to expand American peacemaking into previously uncharted territory.
    


    
      In fact, Obama was arguably the first U.S. president in more than four decades who did not break any new ground
      politically or diplomatically between Israelis and Palestinians or otherwise leave his imprint on the peace
      process.67
    


    
      	The Nixon/Ford administration was the first to pursue a clandestine dialogue with the PLO through
      the CIA in 1973–74, a grudging recognition that Palestinians would eventually have to play a role in the peace
      process.


      	Jimmy Carter took this a step further by calling for the creation of a Palestinian “homeland”
      while attempting, albeit unsuccessfully, to bring the PLO into the Geneva peace process.


      	Ronald Reagan was the first to initiate an official dialogue with the PLO in 1988, which, while
      short-lived, affirmed that the group could not be ignored.


      	
        George H. W. Bush and his secretary of state, James Baker, made history by
        bringing Palestinians directly into the peace process for the first time at the 1991 Madrid peace conference.
      


      	Bill Clinton outdid all of his predecessors, becoming the first U.S. president to receive a
      Palestinian leader at the White House following the signing of the 1993 Oslo Accord and the first to express
      support, albeit unofficially, for a Palestinian state.


      	Even George W. Bush managed to break new ground. In addition to officially endorsing Palestinian
      statehood, Bush and his secretary of state, Colin Powell, pushed through the roadmap peace plan, the first
      (albeit theoretical) corrective to the Oslo process. Bush’s second secretary of state, Condi Rice also
      distinguished herself from her predecessors in earning the admiration of Palestinian officials.

    


    
      This is not to say that Obama’s policies toward the Israeli-Palestinian conflict were worse than those of his
      predecessors—far from it. Nor is it to suggest that the contributions of past presidents were on the whole
      positive in terms of advancing the cause of peace; they clearly were not. Yet what Nixon, Ford, Carter, Reagan,
      Bush the elder, Clinton, and Bush the son all had in common was that each of them took steps, however halting or
      grudgingly, that were necessary to move the process forward, which, given the exceedingly slow pace of change in
      U.S. policy, was not insignificant.
    


    
      In fairness, Obama did make some important departures from his predecessors. The decision by the administration
      to drop its active opposition to internal Palestinian reconciliation was a crucial one in terms of allowing for
      the PA’s eventual return to Gaza and a reconstruction process to begin. More important, Obama attempted to
      restore the basic principles undergirding the peace process, particularly when it came to the sanctity of the
      1967 lines and the illegitimacy of Israeli settlements, both of which had been severely eroded by Israeli facts
      on the ground and the acquiescence of successive U.S. administrations.
    


    
      Unfortunately, the situation required not just holding the line but actually moving the ball down the field.
      Obama was clearly not inclined to take bold steps such as recognizing a
      Palestinian state or calling for a Palestinian capital in East Jerusalem, both of which would have likely
      triggered a major backlash from pro-Israel political forces, including within his own party. But there were other
      less radical things the Obama administration could have done had it been more invested in an Israeli-Palestinian
      peace settlement.
    


    
      	The administration could have translated its tough rhetoric on Israeli settlements into concrete
      actions, for example by targeting American charities that funded Israeli settlements or by stipulating that any
      future land swaps should be on a one-to-one basis. Neither of these measures would have required congressional
      approval.


      	The administration could have devoted less time in getting the parties back to the negotiating
      table and more on trying to foster an environment where those negotiations could succeed. Given the recurring
      violence in places like Gaza and East Jerusalem, in particular, U.S. officials could have done more to impose
      constraints or some measure of accountability on the parties, for example, through official international
      inquiries or perhaps even putting forward new mechanisms and initiatives to replace the largely defunct Quartet
      and roadmap.


      	Instead of waging an all-out diplomatic war against Abbas’s mostly symbolic UN bids, Obama could
      have used these bids to boost the beleaguered Palestinian leader while nudging Netanyahu in a different
      direction, the way Clinton did with his visits to Gaza and Bethlehem in 1998.


      	The administration might have moved the needle politically by making a bold statement on the
      future status of Jerusalem—as Senator Mitchell had advised Obama to do in 2011. Kerry’s valedictory speech of
      December 2016 did state that an agreed resolution should provide “for Jerusalem as the internationally recognized
      capital of the two states,” but it did not carry the same weight as a statement from the president would have
      done, and in any case Kerry’s statement came too late in the game. One cannot help but wonder, whether such a
      statement on Jerusalem might have preempted or mitigated in some way the actions
      taken by Trump.
      

    


    
      These were not radical ideas but would have been fairly modest interventions, most of which had been done in one
      form or another by previous administrations, but which were still seen as politically unachievable. That said,
      there were reasons why Obama had adopted such a minimalist approach. It is entirely possible that the peace
      process Obama inherited was already broken beyond repair by the time he got to it. Moreover, given the hand he
      was dealt, and the political constraints he faced from Congress and Israel, Obama saw little value in investing
      heavily in the issue. As Robert Malley, who served in the Obama White House from March 2015 until January 2017,
      explains: “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. A process for the sake of process, he sensed, was simply a way to
      enable and prolong a damaging status quo.”68 Obama promised more and achieved less than most of his predecessors, but it must be
      said that he was more politically constrained than they were. As Israeli governments have drifted ever rightward
      and as the tone of Israeli politics has become increasingly triumphalist and maximalist, so too have pro-Israel
      forces in Washington, particularly among congressional Republicans. Whatever the reasons for Obama’s inaction, it
      had consequences, particularly in light of who came after him.
    

  


  
    
       
    


    
      Epilogue
    


    
      If Jerusalem is off the table, then America is off the table as
      well.
    


    
      —Nabil Abu Rudeineh, spokesman for Palestinian President Mahmoud Abbas,
      January 2018
    


    
      Few had expected Donald J. Trump to be a conventional president. But even
      the celebrity billionaire and onetime reality TV host managed to raise eyebrows during his White House press
      conference with Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu on February 15, 2017, his first official meeting with a foreign
      leader after being sworn in as the forty-fifth president of the United States less than a month
      earlier.1 “So I’m looking at two-state and one-state, and I like the one that both parties like,”
      Trump told journalists assembled in the Oval Office after the two leaders’ meeting. The president continued: “I’m
      very happy with the one that both parties like. I can live with either one. I thought for a while the two-state
      looked like it may be the easier of the two. But honestly, if Bibi and if the Palestinians—if Israel and the
      Palestinians are happy—I’m happy with the one they like the best.”2 The president’s words took many
      in the room by surprise, including Netanyahu, who let out an audible chuckle.
    


    
      THE TRUMP ERA: FROM AMBIVALENCE TO
      INDIFFERENCE
    


    
      The president’s remarks were more than a mere slip of the tongue or a sign of the steep learning curve that lay
      ahead for him on the decades-old Israeli-Palestinian conflict. Even as Trump continued to express a desire to
      broker what he called the “deal of the century,” the Trump era signaled a notable shift in U.S. policy from
      ambivalence toward Palestinian leaders and Palestinian statehood to total indifference. Trump’s leanings had been
      fairly clear from the outset. As a candidate, Trump pledged to move the U.S. embassy in Israel to Jerusalem, a
      longstanding demand of Evangelicals and other conservative elements of Trump’s electoral base. Trump had
      cultivated a close relationship with the billionaire casino mogul Sheldon Adelson, a fan and funder of far-right
      Israeli causes who has also funneled tens of millions into Trump’s and other Republican campaigns and has
      maintained a direct line to the president.3
    


    
      Once Trump was in office, his administration adopted a decidedly more lax attitude toward Israeli settlements
      than its predecessors. Despite urging Israel to “hold back” on settlement construction, the White House also
      said, “We don’t believe the existence of settlements is an impediment to peace.”4 Meanwhile, all three members of Trump’s Middle East peace
      team—the president’s son-in-law and senior adviser, Jared Kushner; his chief negotiator, Jason Greenblatt; and
      the newly appointed U.S. ambassador to Israel, David Friedman—were associated with the Israeli right and were
      reported to have substantial ties to the Israeli settler movement.5 This was especially true of Friedman, whose references to Israel’s
      “alleged occupation” of the West Bank and frequent advocacy on behalf of Israeli settlers and settlements alarmed
      Palestinians and much of the international community.6 For the first twenty months of his presidency Trump declined to explicitly back
      Palestinian statehood before finally offering a halfhearted endorsement in September 2018: “I like [a] two-state
      solution. That’s what I think works best. That’s my feeling. Now you may have a different feeling. I don’t think
      so. But I think [a] two-state solution works best.”7
    


    
      Despite serious misgivings about Trump, Abbas initially sought to ingratiate
      himself with the new president and present himself as a responsible peace partner. For the first ten months of
      the administration, Abbas and others within his circle heaped praise on Trump and welcomed the president’s desire
      to broker the “ultimate deal” as a “historic opportunity” for peace.8 Only after the PLO mission in Washington was notified by the State
      Department on November 17, 2017, that it was in violation of U.S. law and could soon be forced to close did the
      Palestinians begin to reconsider. The move apparently was triggered by comments made by Abbas several weeks
      earlier before the UN General Assembly in which he urged the International Criminal Court to investigate Israel
      and thus ran afoul of the 2015 law requiring the president to close down the PLO office unless the Palestinians
      rescinded their actions and entered into direct negotiations with Israel. By this time Palestinian officials were
      girding themselves for much worse news.
    


    
      The decisive moment came on December 6, 2017. After weeks of speculation, Trump announced that the United States
      officially recognized Jerusalem as Israel’s capital and would soon move its embassy there as well, thus
      fulfilling a major campaign pledge. This would take the issue of Jerusalem “off the table,” Trump tweeted on
      January 18.9 Not since Harry
      Truman defied the State Department and his intelligence community by recognizing Israel in May 1948 had a U.S.
      president decided such a weighty and consequential foreign policy matter almost entirely on the basis of domestic
      political considerations. In addition to overturning seventy years of official U.S. policy and international
      consensus, Trump’s Jerusalem declaration marked a new low in American-Palestinian relations and called into
      question the United States’ future role in the peace process. As one of the thorniest issues of the conflict and
      a powerful religious and cultural symbol for the three monotheistic faiths, the status of Jerusalem had long been
      seen as key to an Israeli-Palestinian settlement. The timing of the announcement was all the more puzzling coming
      after several months of intensive U.S. diplomacy between Israeli and Palestinian leaders in preparation for
      putting forward a major peace initiative.
    


    
      Netanyahu and other Israeli officials hailed Trump’s announcement as a victory
      for the Jewish people, while Palestinian leaders expressed shock and outrage. A furious Abbas announced that the
      United States had disqualified itself from serving as a peace broker and severed official ties with the
      administration. Abbas’s boycott of Washington did not extend to Palestinian security and intelligence officials,
      however, who continued to meet with their American counterparts.10 Despite Abbas’s boycott, the administration said it would press
      ahead with its peace initiative. The Palestinians would be given a “cooling-off period” while key Arab allies
      such as Egypt and Saudi Arabia were expected to apply pressure on Abbas to return to the negotiating table. If
      push came to shove, the administration believed, Arab states could be counted on to move forward without the
      Palestinians—the so-called “outside in” approach long favored by Israel. The Palestinian leader showed no signs
      of softening his stance, however, which only grew angrier and more belligerent over time. Trump retaliated by
      cutting U.S. assistance to UNRWA (United Nations Relief Works Agency for Palestine Refugees in the Near East),
      the UN agency responsible for providing services to some five million Palestinian refugees, by nearly 80 percent
      and promised further aid cuts if the Palestinians persisted in boycotting the United States. Up until then, the
      United States had been the largest single donor to UNRWA, in part out of a sense of moral responsibility for the
      creation of the refugee problem in 1948.
    


    
      Meanwhile, the embassy move was accompanied by violence, further hardening positions on both sides.
      Administration officials chose to inaugurate the new U.S. embassy in Jerusalem on May 14, the seventieth
      anniversary of Israel’s independence and the day Palestinians commemorate the Nakba. That same day at least sixty
      Palestinian protesters demonstrating at the Gaza border fence were killed by Israeli forces, making it the
      deadliest day in the Israeli-Palestinian conflict since the 2014 Gaza war. The specter of U.S. officials,
      including Jared Kushner and Ivanka Trump, celebrating in Jerusalem as dozens of Palestinians were being killed
      less than sixty miles away seemed to illustrate how far removed the administration was from the realities of the
      conflict. As Israel faced a torrent of international criticism for its use of deadly force against largely unarmed protesters, the White House declined even to make the customary
      call on the Israelis to exercise restraint. “The responsibility for these tragic deaths rests squarely with
      Hamas,” declared Press Secretary Raj Shah. Echoing the Israeli government line, Shah added, “Hamas is
      intentionally and cynically provoking this response. And as the Secretary of State said, Israel has the right to
      defend itself.”11
    


    
      Things went downhill from there. In late August, the White House announced it was cutting all $200 million in
      economic aid projects for the West Bank and Gaza, while leaving intact $60 million in U.S. assistance for
      Palestinian security coordination with Israel. According to a State Department spokesperson, Heather Nauert,
      continued funding for the Palestinians, which amounted to roughly one-tenth of the amount provided to Israel, was
      “not in the best interests of the U.S. national interest” and “does not provide value to the U.S.
      taxpayer.”12 Several days later
      the administration announced it was eliminating all remaining assistance to UNRWA as well as other humanitarian
      projects for the Palestinians. In response to the sudden aid cuts, the PLO’s former ambassador in Washington,
      Husam Zomlot, accused the Trump administration of “weaponizing humanitarian and developmental aid as political
      blackmail” and of “dismantling decades of US vision and engagement in Palestine.” The administration said the aid
      cuts were intended to force the Palestinians back to the negotiating table. However, the decision to defund UNRWA
      appears to be part of a broader effort by the administration and various congressional Republicans to “disrupt
      UNRWA” with the aim of eliminating the refugee status of millions of Palestinians in order to take the refugee
      issue “off the table.”13
    


    
      SQUARING THE CIRCLE
    


    
      Trump’s radical policy reversals on Jerusalem and refugees were not so much a “new approach” to resolving the
      conflict, as his administration has claimed, as they were the culmination of the old approach. The original laws
      requiring the relocation of the U.S. embassy to Jerusalem and the closure of the PLO office were enacted in 1995
      and 1994, respectively, at the height of the Oslo process. These laws were
      themselves descendants of an earlier generation of anti-PLO laws dating back to the mid-1980s and ultimately to
      Henry Kissinger’s 1975 Memorandum of Agreement with Israel. Moreover, Trump likely could not have taken such
      drastic leaps had his predecessors not already paved the way for him. Long before Trump arrived in the White
      House, George W. Bush, Bill Clinton, and other presidents going back to Lyndon Johnson had already been working
      to sideline the issue of Palestinian refugee rights. Likewise, years of steadily chipping away at UN Security
      Council Resolution 242 and the “land-for-peace” formula by lending tacit approval to Israeli settlement
      construction in East Jerusalem and other areas beyond Israel’s 1967 borders were bound to take a toll. Indeed,
      there was historical precedent for pursuing a peace process while ignoring the basic ground rules of that peace
      process. A similar process occurred between 1948 and 1967 with regard to the Palestinian refugee problem and
      Resolution 194, both of which were seen as central to an Arab-Israeli peace settlement but were deferred at
      Israel’s behest before eventually being denied altogether. Successive U.S. administrations have upheld Resolution
      242 and the primacy of the 1967 lines as pillars of the peace process even as they simultaneously poked holes in
      them on Israel’s behalf. Both Clinton and Bush decried Israeli settlements as obstacles to peace, only to carve
      out major exemptions that allowed Israel to continue building in East Jerusalem, the large settlement blocs, and
      other sensitive areas of the West Bank. Both Democratic and Republican administrations have called for an Israeli
      withdrawal and the creation of an independent Palestinian state but have consistently avoided challenging
      Israel’s occupation.
    


    
      If past U.S. presidents have spent most of the last quarter century trying to square a circle, Trump seems
      content to simply call the square a circle. Trump’s peace team has kept a close hold on the contents of its
      much-touted peace plan, which has already been delayed several times since the Jerusalem announcement. (As of
      this writing, the plan is scheduled to be released in March 2019.) Regardless of when—or if—the plan is released,
      it is clearly not going to be based on the old rules of the peace process. Despite the president’s back-handed
      support for a two-state solution, the Trump administration has avoided referring
      to Security Council Resolution 242 or calling for ending Israel’s occupation. In addition, leaked details of the
      plan suggest something much less than a sovereign Palestinian state. The plan reportedly hinges on the creation
      of a Palestinian entity made up of noncontiguous patches of West Bank territory in return for massive
      international aid and economic assistance.14 Meanwhile, the decision by the State Department to drop references to the West Bank and Gaza
      Strip as “occupied territories” from its annual human rights reports suggested that occupation denial, once the
      purview of the fringes of the Israeli and American right, is steadily becoming normalized at the official
      level.15
    


    
      Even though the prospects of an American-brokered peace deal were already slim before Trump’s arrival, his
      policies may have finally convinced Palestinian leaders that they have more to lose from remaining in an
      American-sponsored peace process than from walking away from it. To go along with a peace process in which
      neither Jerusalem, refugees, nor genuine sovereignty are on the table would likely eliminate what little remained
      of Abbas’s credibility among Palestinians. On the other hand, continuing to boycott the United States effectively
      pulls the plug on the PLO’s diplomatic strategy for more than three decades while potentially inviting even more
      punitive action from a volatile American president. Even if American officials manage to convince, or coerce,
      Abbas back to the negotiating table—which seems doubtful absent a major reversal in U.S. policy—it is unlikely he
      would be in a position domestically to sign a peace agreement, much less implement one.
    


    
      Abbas’s dilemma highlights the basic flaws of the U.S.-led peace process over the last quarter century. Through
      its ever-expanding arsenal of sticks and the gradual erosion of the diplomatic ground rules, Washington steadily
      increased the costs of Palestinian participation in the peace process while simultaneously diminishing its value.
      Persistent threats, pressure, and attempts to reorganize Palestinian political and institutional life succeeded
      in making Palestinian leaders more pliant but left them too weak to serve as effective negotiating partners. It
      was perhaps inevitable that Palestinians, as the weakest party in the negotiations, would bear the brunt of the chronic failures of the peace process, but the results have
      been equally destructive for the goal of a two-state solution. Instead of building a sound basis for a
      Palestinian state, the peace process has helped to reinforce Palestinian political fragmentation and weaken
      Palestinian governing institutions, with the notable exception of the PA’s security apparatus in the West Bank.
      In those areas where the PA does not operate, and which were also exempted from the peace process—namely East
      Jerusalem and Gaza—instability and violence became the norm.
    


    
      At the same time, the seemingly endless supply of carrots did not make Israeli leaders more amenable to
      compromise or encourage them to take risks for peace, but instead provided means to defray the political,
      economic, and even military costs of the occupation. In the absence of American or international pressure and any
      meaningful forms of accountability, Israeli leaders had no incentive to undertake the difficult and politically
      unpopular decisions that a two-state solution required, such as evacuating Jewish settlements, transferring
      territory to Palestinian sovereignty, and dividing Jerusalem. Although U.S. policymakers often lose sight of the
      fact, the relationship between Israelis and Palestinians is not just one of conflict; it is also a military
      occupation. Although one cannot completely level the playing field, effective mediation requires leverage with
      and accountability for both parties, not just the weaker one. By focusing on
      reassuring Israelis and reforming the Palestinians, rather than on challenging the dynamics that sustained the
      conflict—particularly Israel’s ongoing occupation—U.S. mediation helped to reinforce, and even institutionalize,
      the vast power imbalance between the two sides and to preserve the status quo of the Israeli occupation. The
      questions of Palestinian political reforms, institution building, and economic development are worthy and
      necessary for Palestinians and even international donors to engage in. But they are not the primary drivers of
      the conflict or the reasons for Israel’s lingering occupation in the way that Israel’s ongoing denial of
      Palestinian human, civil, and political rights have been.
    


    
      As a superpower and Israel’s closest ally, the United States was uniquely positioned to broker peace between
      Israel and the Palestinians. As a peace process veteran, Aaron David Miller, put
      it, “We, the United States, may not be an honest broker, but we can be an effective broker.”16 This assumed, however, that American
      presidents would be willing to set aside the “special relationship” with Israel and domestic political pressures,
      if only momentarily, on those issues that mattered most. This was rarely the case even before Trump took office.
      “The problem in resolving the Palestinian conflict is not between Israelis and Palestinians; it’s inside of
      Washington,” observed Bruce Riedel, a former CIA analyst who also served in the Clinton White House. “The real
      problem is the American deeply held position [of] Israel right or wrong.”17 In that sense, it would seem that American domestic politics have
      been at least as much an impediment to the success of the peace process as the “political cultures” of Israelis
      or Palestinians.
    


    
      The persistence of Washington’s blind spot regarding both Palestinian politics and Israeli power throughout its
      management of the peace process led to several costly mistakes and missed opportunities: Bill Clinton’s decision
      to pin blame for the failure at Camp David summit and the spiraling violence of the Al-Aqsa Intifada solely on
      Arafat and the Palestinians; George W. Bush’s passive response to the destruction of Palestinian political and
      governing institutions at the hands of Ariel Sharon and the IDF; the abandonment of the roadmap and its emphasis
      on parallel implementation on mutual accountability; the failure to capitalize on the election of President
      Mahmoud Abbas and the dramatic decline in violence in 2005; Barack Obama’s unwillingness to challenge Israeli
      settlement expansion, the destabilizing Gaza blockade, and other negative trends that threatened the two-state
      solution.
    


    
      To be sure, the Palestinians also carry blame for the impasse. Arafat’s leadership cynically used violence and
      calculated chaos during the Intifada to convince the world of his relevance, although it generally achieved the
      opposite. Likewise, the willingness of Hamas and other armed factions to engage in violence against Israeli
      civilians eroded international sympathy for the Palestinian cause and played directly to Israel’s strengths,
      namely its vaunted military prowess. Perhaps most damaging of all has been the internecine schism between Fatah
      and Hamas, which has paralyzed internal Palestinian politics and fostered violence and instability and also has been easily exploited by the Israelis to delay political
      progress. So long as Palestinian political actors, whether secular or Islamist, continue to prioritize their own
      partisan and parochial priorities over the interests of the wider Palestinian public, it is difficult to imagine
      any meaningful change in the condition of Palestinians on the ground.
    


    
      Moreover, the fact that American policymakers still viewed the Palestinian cause almost exclusively through the
      lens of Israel and the peace process was not purely a function of Washington’s blind spot; it was also a matter
      of official PLO strategy. Trump’s attempts to rewrite the rules of the peace process have exposed the limits of
      the PLO’s three-decades-old “American” strategy and forced many within Palestinian officialdom to rethink that
      strategy. In a June 2018 address at a West Bank university, the PLO’s former representative to Washington, Husam
      Zomlot, described the decision to accept American mediation without first insisting on normalizing
      U.S.-Palestinian ties, including reversing the group’s official terrorist designation, as a “historic mistake” on
      the part of the PLO. “It makes no sense for [the United States] to be a mediator between a ‘strategic ally’ and a
      ‘terrorist.’ This means you are not a mediator.”18 Indeed, the PLO leadership’s overreliance on American deliverance seems to have come at the
      expense of Palestinian agency and initiative. “There’s nothing bilateral about our relationship with the United
      States,” says the former Palestinian premier Salam Fayyad. “We are incidental really. It was because of their
      interest in Israel. We sort of got in the way, and so they had to deal with us.”19
    


    
      But power dynamics are not everything, insists Fayyad. In his view, it is more important “to matter to Americans
      ideologically and morally. Only then could you become significant, regardless of having much less influence or
      power.” For Fayyad, this means “encroaching on the domain of ‘shared values’ that Israel has virtually
      monopolized and projecting Palestinian aspirations, needs, and interests in ways that resonate with the narrative
      and worldview of ordinary Americans, appealing to the sense of fairness that Americans pride themselves on,
      rejection of inequality, support for the underdog, in addition to the way we govern ourselves and the idea of
      government by the people, for the people, and of the people.” He continues, “If
      it’s a matter of religion or ‘Judeo-Christian heritage,’ we really cannot compete. But the idea of living as a
      free people with dignity in a state of their own, that is something most Americans can relate to.”20 There are signs that such appeals are
      already beginning to resonate among segments of the American public.
    


    
      A CHANGING AMERICAN POLITICAL LANDSCAPE
    


    
      The Trump administration’s inability to clearly endorse Palestinian statehood or acknowledge Israel’s occupation
      points to deeper changes both inside the Republican Party and the American political landscape as a whole and a
      widening partisan divide over Israel and Palestine. Reflecting its steady shift to the right in recent years, the
      Republican Party formally expunged references to a two-state solution from its 2016 platform while noting that
      the party “reject[s] the false notion that Israel is an occupier.”21 A growing segment of the Republican base, particularly the large
      and influential constituency of Evangelical Christians for whom Israel and Zionism are closely tied to American
      identity and its presumed “Judeo-Christian” heritage, have also come to view Israel as a civilizational bulwark
      against Islamic radicalism.
    


    
      Meanwhile, the sense of triumphalism that has pervaded much of Israeli politics is also evident on the American
      right. For example, the so-called Congressional Israel Victory Caucus, launched in April 2016 by a group of
      Republican Congress members, promotes the theory that, as the Jewish American historian Daniel Pipes puts it,
      “Palestinians will have to pass through the bitter crucible of defeat, with all its deprivation, destruction and
      despair, before the Israeli-Palestinian conflict will be resolved.”22 Such sentiment was reminiscent of the view of the New York
      congressman Walter Marion Chandler, who insisted almost a century earlier that Palestinian Arabs must “consent to
      Jewish government and domination” lest they “be driven from Palestine by force.”23
    


    
      A parallel, if less dramatic, shift also appears to be under way among Democrats, but in the opposite direction.
      Although support for Israel within the Democratic Party remains strong, the protracted nature of the conflict and the brutality of Israel’s occupation have led growing numbers of the party’s
      rank and file—younger, progressive, female voters, people of color, and liberal Jews—to question U.S. policies
      they see as facilitating Israeli violations of Palestinian rights and as incompatible with American values. These
      changes have begun to percolate from the grassroots up through the party establishment. Issues that have long
      been uncontested, such as calling for the recognition of Jerusalem as Israel’s capital and avoiding mention of
      the Israeli occupation, are now being openly debated by party delegates for the first time, as occurred during
      the 2012 and 2016 Democratic National Committee platform debates.24
    


    
      By 2016, the trend had made its way into presidential politics in the form of Bernie Sanders’s presidential
      campaign. As both Hillary Clinton and the Republican pool of candidates offered up the usual platitudes and often
      hyperbolic praise for Israel, Sanders put forth a considerably more nuanced perspective that emphasized not only
      the need to safeguard Israeli security but also Palestinian rights. The United States “cannot continue to be
      one-sided. There are two sides to the issue,” observed Sanders in the fifth Clinton-Sanders debate, adding that
      “in the long run if we are ever going to bring peace to that region which has seen so much hatred and so much
      war, we are going to have to treat the Palestinian people with respect and dignity.”25 The fact that Sanders made these remarks during a
      nationally televised Democratic debate with Clinton before an audience in Brooklyn, New York, seemed to defy the
      conventional wisdom about what could or could not be said in relation to Israel and Palestine in the context of
      American politics. The relative overall success of the Sanders campaign and his continued outspokenness on Israel
      and Palestine suggested that there now existed a political constituency that was willing to reward candidates for
      taking up the issue of Palestinian rights, instead of punishing them.
    


    
      Peter Beinart, a leading voice of the American Jewish left, credits Sanders with fundamentally transforming
      Washington’s political culture on Israel-Palestine by taking criticism of Israel into the political mainstream.
      In June 2018 Beinart wrote: “While Obama, Kerry and Clinton did sometimes criticize Israeli policy, they
      generally did so in the language of Israeli self-interest, not of Palestinian
      human rights. Israeli settlement policy was bad for Israel, they argued, because it threatened Israel’s future as
      a democratic Jewish state.” By contrast, Beinart continued, “Sanders is betting that the political ground has
      shifted. In a sense, he’s doing in the Democratic Party what Trump has done inside the GOP. For years, polls
      showed that ordinary Republicans were moving away from their party’s elite on trade and immigration. But until
      Trump, no Republican presidential frontrunner had been sufficiently unconventional and sufficiently unafraid to
      put that proposition to the test. That’s what Sanders is doing on Israel.”26
    


    
      There are signs that this trend may also be making inroads in Congress, long considered the epicenter of
      pro-Israel sentiment in American politics. Today, organizations on the right and center-right such as the
      American Israel Public Affairs Committee (AIPAC) and the Zionist Organization of America have competition from
      left-liberal Zionist groups such as J Street, the New Israel Fund, and the Israel Policy Forum. Growing numbers
      of congressional progressives are prepared to ignore the pro-Israel lobby entirely, including Congresswoman Betty
      McCollum of Minnesota, who along with twenty of her fellow Democrats sponsored a bill aimed at ending Israeli
      military detentions of Palestinian children. Although the bill stood little chance of becoming law, it was
      notable for being the first bill dealing with Palestinian human rights ever introduced in Congress.27 In October 2018, 112 members of the
      U.S. House of Representatives and 34 U.S. Senators signed a letter to Secretary of State Mike Pompeo urging the
      administration to rescind its recent aid cuts to UNRWA, Jerusalem hospitals, and other Palestinian
      institutions.28 Much as Edward
      Bliss Reed urged Congress to oppose the Balfour Declaration as being incompatible with American support for
      self-determination in 1922, growing numbers of Democratic politicians and activists are framing the current
      debate on Israel and Palestine in terms of American values. A senior congressional aide told me in August 2018,
      “In 2016, the Democratic [Party] debate was over the word ‘occupation.’ In 2020, the debate will be over the word
      ‘apartheid.’ ” While such sentiment may seem dramatic, the growing partisan
      divide on Israel and Palestine has undoubtedly opened up the space for debate within U.S. politics.
    


    
      NEITHER TWO STATES NOR ONE
    


    
      The days of an exclusively American-dominated peace process are probably behind us. The questions now are whether
      a two-state solution and the Palestinian Authority can survive in the absence of a U.S.-led peace process, and
      what, if anything, might replace them, and the United States as an honest broker. Since announcing his boycott of
      the United States, Abbas has pledged to put the Palestinian file in the hands of the United Nations and has also
      appealed to other major powers such as the EU, France, Russia, and China to step up to the plate as mediators.
      Although these actors all have the potential to play an enhanced role in Arab-Israeli peacemaking, none currently
      has the necessary clout with both sides to serve as a credible alternative to American mediation. Meanwhile, in
      the international community achieving a two-state solution in Palestine has taken a backseat to other priorities
      such as international terrorism, the global refugee crisis, Iran, the Syrian civil war, and the humanitarian
      catastrophe in Yemen. And for many of the Palestinians’ traditional Arab allies, such as Saudi Arabia and Jordan,
      the Palestinian issue no longer seems to be a priority or an impediment to establishing security and economic
      ties with Israel.
    


    
      In the meantime, Abbas has pledged to forge ahead with his internationalization campaign by joining various
      treaties and international bodies. These may provide the embattled Palestinian leader with some momentary relief
      domestically, although there are already signs that such tactics are losing steam with his domestic constituency.
      Moreover, such measures are unlikely to produce any tangible changes on the ground over the longer term,
      particularly in light of continuing Palestinian disunity and the absence of a broader political strategy for all
      Palestinians, including the refugees and others of the diaspora.
    


    
      Meanwhile, the future of the Palestinian Authority grows more precarious by the day. Abbas and other Palestinian
      leaders have often threatened to “hand over the keys” to Israel by voluntarily dissolving the PA, in an attempt to force Israel to either change its behavior in the occupied territories or
      assume its responsibilities for governing them directly. Although this seems unlikely, any number of internal and
      external factors could lead to the PA’s eventual collapse, including a precipitous drop in international donor
      aid, which now stands at nearly half of what it was in 2013.29 The Trump administration’s aid cuts could accelerate the PA’s
      demise. At the same time, uncertainty over who (or what) might succeed the aging President Abbas raises the
      specter of a protracted power struggle within Fatah and perhaps even renewed Hamas-Fatah fighting. An
      ever-worsening humanitarian crisis in Gaza, exacerbated by the stalled internal reconciliation process and new
      sanctions on Gaza’s population imposed by Abbas’s leadership in Ramallah, adds yet another layer of instability.
      Since Abbas’s decision in March 2017 to slash the salaries of PA employees and halt fuel payments to Israel that
      supply Gaza with electricity, Gaza has teetered on the edge of war. A new war between Israel and Hamas would not
      only be catastrophic for Gaza’s civilian population but also could prove highly destabilizing for the already
      unpopular Abbas. This is in addition to the episodic violence in the West Bank and East Jerusalem. Although a
      sustained popular mobilization seems unlikely, given the fractured state of Palestinian politics, if and when
      conditions allow for a “third Intifada,” it may be directed as much at Palestinian leaders as at the Israeli
      occupation. The broader question of whether the PA’s continued existence was facilitating the goal of
      independence or the status quo is one that will ultimately be decided by the Palestinians themselves. The answer
      to that question will depend in large part on the ability of current or future Palestinian leaders to articulate
      an alternative vision, which does not yet exist.
    


    
      However it may come about, the collapse of the PA would represent the most tangible—and most likely fatal—blow
      yet to the goal of two states. As we have seen, the precarious political consensuses within Israeli, Palestinian,
      and even American politics that have kept the two-state solution afloat since the 1990s are already crumbling. In
      Israel, a majority of Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu’s ruling coalition openly opposes the creation of a
      sovereign Palestinian state in the West Bank and Gaza Strip, while Israel’s
      parliament, the Knesset, seems to be inching toward a policy of annexing the occupied territories.30 Although polls still show a plurality
      of Israelis support the goal of two states, the Israeli public is more concerned with economic matters and
      external threats from Iran than with a resolution of the Palestinian issue.31
    


    
      Support for a two-state solution is also waning among Palestinians in the occupied territories, traditionally the
      constituency that has been the most supportive of a two-state solution. Growing numbers of Palestinians,
      particularly those who came of age during the Oslo years, are abandoning the goal of Palestinian statehood in
      favor of a struggle for equal rights in a single state.32 Among those who have lost faith in the “Oslo generation” is Tareq Abbas, the son of the
      Palestinian president. “If you don’t want to give me independence, at least give me civil rights,” the younger
      Abbas told the New York Times. “That’s an easier way, peaceful way. I don’t want to
      throw anything, I don’t want to hate anybody, I don’t want to shoot anybody. I want to be under the
      law.”33 Such sentiments, while
      increasingly pervasive, have not yet been translated into a concrete political program.
    


    
      Despite the growing appeal of “one person, one vote” among Palestinians, there is currently no organized
      political movement or actor pushing in that direction on the Palestinian scene. This may have to do with the
      fragmented nature of Palestinian politics writ large, and thus could change with time. Even Hamas, which has a
      long history of violent opposition to the Oslo process and which rejects any recognition of Israel, has steadily
      come to terms with a Palestinian state in the West Bank, East Jerusalem, and Gaza Strip.34 The fact that the vast majority of Israeli Jews
      remain opposed to the idea would suggest that a single, binational state is not yet politically viable. Any
      future resolution, whether based on a partition of the land or on some form of binationalism—or any of the
      possible options in between, such as confederation—should allow both Israeli Jews and Palestinian Arabs the basic
      right of self-determination. Conversely, any proposal or initiative that allows for the continued domination or
      subjugation of one group by the other is bound to fail and is likely to prolong the conflict. In the meantime,
      the ambiguous status quo, which allows for neither two states nor one state, is
      likely to continue indefinitely, perhaps until a major crisis forces a reshuffling of the political and
      diplomatic cards, as happened after the 1948 and 1967 wars.
    


    
      For many, particularly those on the Israeli and American right, the status quo may seem like a tolerable, or
      perhaps even preferable, outcome. Given the century-long history of the conflict, however, there is little reason
      to expect things to remain as they are permanently. Nor would the demise of a two-state solution be entirely
      cost-free for the United States. Periodic outbursts of violence in Gaza and East Jerusalem may become less
      manageable and more costly for Israel, particularly if the void left by receding Palestinian politics and
      national institutions is filled by jihadists and other nihilist groups. The increasing prominence of nonviolent
      forms of mobilization by Palestinians and their supporters poses an entirely different set of challenges for
      which the Israeli military historically has been ill-equipped. The growing profile of the boycott, divestment,
      and sanctions (BDS) movement is particularly worrisome to Israel’s leaders, as evidenced by the proliferation of
      legislative initiatives aimed at outlawing or otherwise prohibiting boycott efforts that target Israel or Israeli
      settlements.35 The emergence of
      the BDS movement, founded in 2005 in response to a call by Palestinian civil society groups, was in many ways
      itself an outgrowth of the twin failings of the peace process—the failure of Palestinian leaders to effectively
      challenge the occupation and the absence of any meaningful constraints or accountability for Israel.
    


    
      The prospect of Israel’s maintaining indefinite control over millions of stateless Palestinians while denying
      them citizenship and other basic social and political rights raises difficult questions for American politicians
      as well. In his valedictory speech, former Secretary of State John Kerry, himself a committed supporter of
      Israel, summed up the dilemma facing the two countries: “How does Israel reconcile a permanent occupation with
      its democratic ideals? How does the U.S. continue to defend that and still live up to our own democratic ideals?
      Nobody has ever provided good answers to those questions because there aren’t any.”
    


    
      Peace between Israelis and Palestinians seems more distant than ever, and the rising generation on both sides of
      the conflict has grown increasingly skeptical of negotiations. The end of the Oslo process
      and the decline of Palestinian politics have left an uneasy political and diplomatic vacuum that may not be
      filled anytime soon. On the other hand, the demise of what had been an outdated and highly ineffective peace
      process offers an opportunity to rethink old assumptions, formulas, and possible solutions. However, if the
      United States is ever to resume its preeminent role as a peace broker between Israelis and Palestinians, American
      policymakers will need to grapple with the basic realities of the conflict, including the corrosive and
      destabilizing effects of Israel’s continued occupation and the need for a credible and cohesive Palestinian
      political leadership. Unless and until the United States can overcome its blind spot to Israeli power and
      Palestinian politics, its policies will be doomed to failure.
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The United States has invested billions of dollars and
countless  diplomatic hours in the pursuit of lsraeli-
Palestinian peace and a two-State solution. Yet American
attempts to broker an end to the conflict have repeatedly
come up short. In Blind Spot, Khaled Elgindy shows that
two irreducible factors stand in the way: Israeli power and
Palestinian politis.

Ameican. peacemaking efforts have been hobbled by
Washington's assumption that a credible peace settlement
could b acheved without addressing efter srals vast
superorty in power or interra Palstinian polcs. Efindy
finds that while Israglis and Palestinians have each played a
ole i perpetuatig theirconflct, Washingtons distinctve
*“bind spot” to Palestnian polics and lsraei power has
prevented it from sering as an effecive peace broker.
Shaped by the pressues of American damestic pofics
and the special relationhip with sral the bind spot also
s deep historical uots, dating back 1o th 1917 Balfour
Declaration and the Brish Mandate over Plestine.

The sizeand itensty of the bind spot have varied over the
‘years and from ane administration to another, but it remains
aways present. Egindy argues that unless and unt US.
policymakers are prepared to act in ways that constain
Israii power and acknowedge Palstinin. polics,
American peacemaking standsftechance of success.
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The designations employed and the presentation of material on this
map do not imply the expression of any opinion whatsoever on the
part of the Secretariat of the United Nations concerning the legal

status of any country, territory, city or area or of its authorities or
‘concerning the delimitation of ts frontiers or boundaries.

o
Ath Thamad

Hadera 5

Netanya
Herzliyya /qa%"
Tel Aviv- Yarc,f+ { S

Ashdod 4,

Khan Vi nxsro) GAZA

Al Kurmllaho\

Bayrat  f
lEeiru!)P}‘J Zahigh

LEBANON ¢

ayda
Rasie

[

.
Qiryat,
shemogss

)

ar

(Ysyre)o

An Naqarah ot
Nahariyya &
‘Akko O

Teverya

/’l:lera (r.ben?'s)"

aife) " ogerat

~
f Jaﬁq

\gTalkarm

WEST
BANK |

Ariha 3

Ramia
4 o Uercholy

Anah
NS

/ o
fQirygt Gat ~Bayt Labim
Al Rhalil
ali
L(Hehroy f.

Sheva®
rsheba)

Dimona 0.

ISRAEL
NEGEV

3 o {
{ Mizpe Ramon -

Ma'an o)

".Yotvata J

) /'
\
Efat V4
Taba { Al "Aqabah

a

(Nazareth) é

Flyah Nabulus ®

Jerusalem &
Madaba

ehiehem {Dead

i o
) | Al Karak

/o
As Safi

o
Ra's an Nagb

i

Dimashq
. (Damascus)
e
Z SYRIAN
ARAB
REPUBLIC

o, !
Al Qunaytirah
Iyt 33

AsSuwayda',

/“.‘\‘:

Al Mafraq o

©Jarash
AzZarqa'é

© 'Amman
(Amman)

JORDAN

O Al Qatranah

31° o

Al Jafro

SAUDI

CFARABIA






