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To my brother Mohsen, who left before his time

—Hussein Agha

To my mother, who will give me a thousand reasons why she disagrees, and I will love every second of it

—Robert Malley




AN ESSAY ON LIFE, LOSS, YEARNINGS, DREAMS, MEMORIES, EXILE, delusions, ghosts, nostalgia, grief, fear, despair, devastation, lies, betrayal, defeat, revenge, cruelty, terror, hope, liberation, freedom, God, and death.







PROLOGUE


Time cannot move backwards; that would be absurd. Still, thirty years after the Oslo Accords, thirty years after setting out on an irreversible path to peace, Israelis and Palestinians are back where they were decades ago. The era of the peace process, of the two-state solution, has vanished. Peacemakers focused on repressing history by arbitrarily choosing a starting point and defining the conflict as a territorial spat, the challenge as one of drawing lines on a map. This did not reflect the reality, feelings, and yearnings of all those upon whom this construct was imposed. Israelis want genuine acceptance and normalcy; they want eternal security, which is hard to distinguish from eternal dominance. Palestinians want justice and redemption, dignity and self-determination; they want a return to a life that is no longer there.

Tomorrow is yesterday because yesterday—before the pretense that history matters little and before sanitized negotiations between two unequal parties mediated by a powerful third that sides with the stronger of them—is where Israelis and Palestinians seek refuge. They seek refuge in the wish that the other side will vanish. They seek refuge in violence: Palestinians in a raw expression of pent-up rage and desire for vengeance; Israelis in the unleashing of prodigious force, modern technology at the service of age-old ferociousness. Israelis return to a time of triumphalism, when they conquer and crush but cannot prevail, because Palestinians will not surrender; Palestinians to a time of survival, when they endure and persist but face loss, chaos, and wandering. Both head back to a time when they could not discern a shared future. Despair has sprung from illusions and lies; hope can come from discarding deceit and facing truth.




The feelings that hurt most, the emotions that sting most, are those that are absurd: the longing for impossible things…; nostalgia for what never was; the desire for what could have been; regret over not being someone else.

—FERNANDO PESSOA, THE BOOK OF DISQUIET









BEGINNINGS



Nothing is built on stone; all is built on sand, but we must build as if the sand were stone.

—JORGE LUIS BORGES




The war that has engulfed Israel, the Gaza Strip, and well beyond since October 7, 2023, has confronted the world with much on which it had never set eyes before. In scope and brutality, Hamas’s assault on Israelis exceeded any prior Palestinian act. Israel’s military attacks in Gaza were an onslaught governed by unusual rules, in which the death of Palestinian fighters seemed like collateral damage, while the massive, indiscriminate slaughter of tens of thousands of civilians, many of them women and children, appeared the main event. Killing was the purpose. Death was everywhere, its victims uncertain when or where it would strike. Horror also came at the hands of the West’s collusion and Arab governments’ indifference that is no different from complicity. The war produced an unspeakable humanitarian catastrophe whose wounds and scars will impair generations, and unleashed a regional escalation that spread to Lebanon, Syria, Iraq, Yemen, the Red Sea, and Iran.

Close to home and farther afield, the war changed much: It deeply destabilized Israel physically, politically, emotionally; confused America; strained the two countries’ ties; galvanized global protests; unsettled the electoral politics of more than one Western nation; set off international criminal inquiries; and restored the Palestinian question to the center of world politics—all long-standing Palestinian objectives that their more drawn-out, peaceful efforts had failed to achieve. It also shattered whatever was left of the Palestinian national movement.

The events turned relations between Israelis and Palestinians upside down. How much of this matched Hamas’s planning and calculation, how much the chaotic, bottled-up frustrations and furies of fighters and civilians of all stripes is debatable. Confined to the Strip, captives for years, often from birth, because of the Israeli blockade, Gazans could set eyes but not feet on lands from which parents and grandparents had been forced to flee. When Hamas breached the fence that separated Israel from Gaza, many fighters followed the organization’s deadly script; others seized the opportunity to flood into that which they considered stolen territory, brutally lash out at those they deemed their captors, indiscriminately kidnap those they could hold as prisoners. In the short distance from Gaza to southern Israel, they were transformed in little time from conquered to conqueror, victim to perpetrator, detainee to abductor.

Yet for all that it changed, the war was neither new, anomalous, or aberrant. Not an abnormal deviation from traditional Israeli–Palestinian dynamics but their culmination. Not the wave of the future but the past’s formidable revenge.

Amid the vagaries of the decades-old clash between two nations vying for the same plot of land, one constant has been violence, perpetrated and endured, on minor and colossal scales. Supporters and critics call it by their preferred names. They celebrate resistance or denounce terrorism. They glorify military self-defense or condemn ethnic cleansing and genocide. If Palestinian attacks against Israelis never before reached the recent toll, it has not been for lack of trying but for lack of success. If Israeli military operations against Palestinians have fallen short of this sheer ferocity, it has not been for lack of desire so much as for lack of opportunity.

Israeli and Palestinian leaders for a while invested in diplomacy, gambled on its effectiveness, and trusted in its primacy over force, out of political calculation, tactical considerations, or both. Majorities among the Israeli and Palestinian publics have, at times, favored a negotiated resolution and resigned themselves to necessary compromises. Each diplomatic venture ended in failure. Each failure rekindled the gravitational pull of an existential, pitiless struggle. In the end, what mattered was the balance of power and brute force. Those who mattered most knew it best.

October 7 and its aftermath provide the starkest of reminders. Gaza played host to the conflict’s multiple historical layers of enmity, rage, and revenge. Strip away the occasional ceasefires and peace deals that turn out to be neither. What remains is a naked contest that originated long ago and stubbornly refuses to go. To focus on the here and now—on Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu and his right-wing coalition partners, their suspicions and zealotry; on Hamas and its armed wing’s leadership, their brutality and readiness to gamble with people’s lives—may be comforting. It is misleading. It is to opt for the ephemeral over the enduring. Netanyahu’s quest for political survival and alliance with extremists are not irrelevant, but neither are they the point. When he claimed that his stance on the war was shared by most Israelis, he was unquestionably correct. Israel’s military campaign was overseen not by Netanyahu alone but by a war cabinet that included several personalities the outside world deemed “moderate”; a vast majority of Israelis believed it reflected the appropriate amount of force or not enough.

Netanyahu and his allies may have been more vocal about their determination to crush Gaza, but the forcible dispossession and displacement of Palestinians, the deprivation of their basic rights, has been a hallmark of the Zionist movement and Israeli governments. There were differences among them, some of which mattered deeply to Israelis. None, however, fundamentally affected the condition of being Palestinian. Many outsiders openly dreamed of an Israeli government without Netanyahu and his partners, one led by those they hoped would replace them. That dream was not of an imaginary future; it had often been yesterday’s reality. It did not bring Palestinians any closer to fulfilling their aspirations, nor did it truly soften the blows they endured. It is convenient to personalize this affair, to turn it into the story of a single individual and his loathsome partners. Netanyahu is the ideal offender, one whose ouster would set things right. He makes it so much easier to exonerate successive Israeli governments that sought to liquidate the Palestinian cause, eliminate its leaders, and deepen their dominion; to absolve his political rivals who seldom challenged those actions; and to clear the United States, which most of the time obediently abetted them throughout. He makes it easier to look away.

What was striking about this concentrated fire against Netanyahu was how much it revealed about those who mobilized against him. The nostalgia was not just for a pre-Netanyahu Israel, but for a pre-Netanyahu Netanyahu: The prime minister, as then–US Senate majority leader Chuck Schumer put it, was a man who had “lost his way,” the implication being that he had once possessed it. Critics could fault Netanyahu without taking on Israel’s reality; yearn for a romanticized past without confronting its harsh truth; feel good because they deplored one form of depravity even as they were unconcerned about others. They could break with a man without breaking with long-held beliefs, and without asking more probing questions: what it said about Israel that most of its citizens felt so little empathy for Palestinians and could support a policy of indiscriminate killing and deliberate starvation; what it said about its leadership that they would adopt military tactics based on the principle that nothing is as effective as striking hard apart from striking harder; what it said about its political class that it has founded and entrenched systemic discrimination credible groups describe as apartheid; what it said about a world that, by its actions and inaction, mightily contributed to it all?

There is convenience too in conscious efforts to single out Hamas. October 7 was neither uniquely Hamas nor distinctively Islamist. It was Palestinian through and through, so much so that even Mahmoud Abbas, the Palestinian president, so critical of violence, so convinced of its futility, took a long time before he could bring himself to utter a single negative word about it, and then chiefly for other political motives. Hamas’s religious doctrine, not its resort to violence, is what sets it apart from Fatah, its chief rival for leadership of the Palestinian national movement. From the start, Fatah’s defining trait was armed struggle, often with scant heed to whether its victims were civilian or military. Both Fatah and Hamas are sprouts of the Muslim Brotherhood, a transnational organization dedicated to the Islamization of Arab societies. But whereas Fatah’s founders broke ranks with the Brotherhood in the 1950s when they decided to engage in guerrilla warfare, Hamas’s future leaders at first concentrated on domestic matters, prioritizing the religious transformation of Palestinian society over an armed confrontation with Israel. Of the two, paradoxically, Fatah has the more militaristic pedigree, and Hamas was the latecomer to violent struggle. Yahya Sinwar, the Hamas leader who designed the October 7 operations, in this sense bore more in common with the Fatah of old than with the Muslim Brotherhood of today.

The Palestinian people long ago concluded that both Fatah and the Palestine Liberation Organization (PLO), the coalition of groups Fatah came to dominate after the 1967 Six-Day War, had let them down. The Palestinian Authority, the instrument born of the 1993 Oslo Accords and designed to protect them, had failed; diplomacy, the path that was supposed to liberate them, was a dead end. Hamas could do no better on either score. Its brutal attacks on Israelis provided neither safety nor freedom. They provided revenge, which, for many Palestinians, was second best. They may not have espoused Hamas’s conservative social vision or condoned its every operation, but the Islamists’ position on Israel and the use of violence against it rang as a truer, more authentic expression of their feelings. Deep down, most Palestinians, though ready to accept Israel’s existence, have not accepted its historical legitimacy; though supportive of ceasefires and peace agreements, they have not relinquished the right to fight for their land or return to it. At the height of the peace process, when statehood and the prospect of a more tranquil life seemed within reach, many were prepared to put more deeply held views about Israel aside and go along with hesitant concessions. Their emotions told another story. The dissonance between what so many Palestinians believed and felt, and how their leadership spoke and behaved, added to the indignity of their condition. Because of all it did, said, and stood for, supporting Hamas became one way to exorcise the disgrace.

The fight between the two nations was embodied in the early twentieth century in the duel between Israel’s founders and Hajj Amin Husseini, the Palestinian leader during the British Mandate. By the early 2000s, it became a fight between Israeli Prime Minister Ariel Sharon and Yasser Arafat. It then morphed into Netanyahu’s and Sinwar’s ferocious tug-of-war. Distant relatives of their forebears, they were, for all their outsize influence, of different types. Netanyahu, one-of-a-kind politician, is Sharon plus the acumen of an American salesman. Sinwar, mastermind of October 7, was Arafat minus much that made Arafat who he was—the oneness with his people, the art of concurrently leading and following them, the cunning and the flair. But the battle lines once personified by David Ben-Gurion and Husseini, then by Sharon and Arafat, barely shifted. The gun remained the favored means of expression. Over half a century ago, I. F. Stone wrote in The New York Review of Books that “both Israelis and Arabs … feel that only force can assure justice. In this they agree, and this sets them on a collision course.” Those words still resonate today. Time flies, and then it lands where it took off.

On university campuses too, the upheaval in many ways evokes the conflict’s earlier days. The protests’ trigger was Israel’s savage assault on Gaza and a US policy that managed to both denounce and enable it in the same breath, express horror at the massive loss of Palestinian life and provide Israel with the military means to make those losses heavier still. But the controversy had deeper meanings. Condemning Israel’s actions may have been the avowed purpose; for many, challenging its existence as a Jewish state and Zionism’s legitimacy were equal goals. The vanguard of the current protest movement borrows international slogans from the earliest stages of the conflict, its tongues trained in the era when Zionism was racism, Israel a colonial settler state, and America’s most militant civil rights activists ardent supporters of the Palestinian cause.

This return of the past is a harsh rebuke to the hopes many held for the future. In this gap between what was expected and what came to pass, the issue is not so much why things unfolded as they did. It is why so many persisted for so long in thinking it could be otherwise. For the past three decades, the world, Americans chiefly, obsessed over every Israeli–Palestinian textual understanding, diplomatic happening, professed commitment to peace and the two-state solution; they took each as decisive confirmation of progress. They did not look behind texts or verbal pronouncements. Diplomats expended their efforts to get Palestinian and Israeli leaders to speak the desired, talismanic words, and then welcomed or excommunicated them based on whether they uttered them or not. Only once they denounced terrorism in 1985 did Yasser Arafat and the Palestine Liberation Organization he led start down the path of American respectability. In 1993, Israel and the PLO signed the Oslo Accords. They agreed on a form of words that provided for mutual recognition and the vaguest of ways forward. The world celebrated a text it equated with an irrevocable, one-way path to peace. Ambiguity about the destination made the agreement possible and its undoing inexorable. In 2009, bowing to US pressure, Netanyahu finally appeared to endorse the principle of a Palestinian state. This earned him plaudits, even though he proceeded to describe that state in a way that stripped it of much of what the Palestinians deemed its rudiments. It would have to be demilitarized, without control over borders or airspace; Jerusalem would remain under Israeli sovereignty; and no Palestinian refugees would be allowed to return to Israel. His emphasis was on the caveats, not the concession. As Netanyahu was fond of saying, you can call that a state if you wish, but whom are you kidding? America, apparently, which had heard what it sought and chalked it down as victory. To focus on appearances, written understandings, and verbal surfaces was a hallmark of US diplomacy. That Israelis or Palestinians may have reached agreements or uttered words reluctantly—under pressure, to please, placate, and then procrastinate—did not seem to make much of a difference. The American objective was to get Israelis and Palestinians to speak the right words, sign the right piece of paper, overcome textual gaps. The Israeli and Palestinian objectives were to get the Americans off their backs.

Had the world been taken for a ride? Did Israelis and Palestinians go through the motions, engage in the long pretense of the peace process to gratify outsiders’ preferences, the better to await the opportunity to resume being themselves? The seamlessness with which, once stripped of the desire or obligation to cater to others’ wishes, they reverted to brute force lends credence to this interpretation. Reality is more complex. Even if Israelis and Palestinians resorted to subterfuge, made commitments to a negotiated solution that were more forced than sincere, and embarked on a peace process that was more detour than main road, it would be naive to conclude that it was all a sham or that the two-state solution the peace process was supposed to bring about never stood a chance. There were moments when a different outcome might have been possible, when Israelis and Palestinians could have been dragged to a common destination despite mutual reservations. But to make something durable out of half-truths and full lies, to bring the parties to live up to the words they reluctantly pronounced, history would have needed a mediator with vision, nuanced understanding of the politics and psychology of the two sides, and a willingness to exert power equally on and against both. Instead, it got a succession of ineffectual and bemused US administrations.

Their shortcomings were many. America showed undue deference to Israel, excessive bias against Palestinians, a constant desire to exert regional primacy. The United States clumsily intervened in local politics, misread local dynamics, misinterpreted local balances of power, and misused its might. It glorified the role of money and security assistance, neglecting the impact of history, loyalty, conviction, ideology, and faith. It banked on people’s exhaustion with struggle, ignoring that exhaustion is least felt by those most eager to fight. It cut itself off from, and left itself with no leverage over, the more dynamic actors: militant Islamists, the Palestinian diaspora, Israeli settlers, and religious Zionists. It helped create a Palestinian local elite that depends on the West for resources and backing, yet largely lacks in effective domestic constituencies. Worse, it misjudged the toxicity of its embrace, seeking to anoint preselected Palestinian leaders weakened by the very support the United States provided them. It weaved fable after fable about the inevitability of the two-state solution, its determination to achieve it, how close the parties were to reaching it, and proceeded to believe the fables it churned. How much more and how much better Americans could have done with much less.

Beyond all that, a central issue was the inability of the United States to look beyond the visible, to hear what was not said. Americans could be masters of words yet at a loss when it came to their deeper meaning. Confusion reached its height when they dealt with Arafat. Arafat lied. He lied about people and politics and the peace process; he lied for reasons apparent and obscure. In meetings with President Bill Clinton, the Palestinian leader would invariably evoke Simon Malley, the father of one of the authors, whom he knew, though never twice in the same way and never even close to accurately—once making him out to be the founder of the Egyptian Communist Party; another time a prisoner he had extracted from Egyptian president Gamal Abdel Nasser’s jails; a third time, most bizarrely of all, a world-renowned Torah expert who could vouch that the Jewish Temple was never built in Jerusalem. Clinton would be mystified, unsure whether to be more startled at the thought that Rob, his Middle East advisor, might possess such an outrageous lineage, or at the possibility that his guest had made it all up.

Hussein, Rob’s coauthor, laughed at the story and shrugged it off. He, like others, had been the butt of Arafat’s tall tales. The first time Hussein met him, at age seventeen, the Palestinian leader insisted they had known each other for a long while and wondered, why had the young man boycotted him all this time? When, after Oslo was signed, Israeli General Uzi Dayan negotiated with the Palestinians, he went to see Arafat, who insisted that Uzi was the son of the celebrated Israeli leader Moshe Dayan. He was not. Arafat insisted he used to play football with Moshe in the good old days, by Jerusalem’s Western Wall. He did not. In the mid-1990s, then–Israeli Chief of Staff Moshe Ya’alon complained to Arafat about the activities of Hamas’s chief military operative, Mohammed Deif. Arafat acted surprised. Bewildered, he turned to his assistants, asked them who this Deif was. He knew it perfectly well. Everything about the Old Man was arcane. He never read a proposal he rejected; never read one to which he agreed, either. If you knew how to listen, you could discern the truths he dispensed without meaning a word of what he said.



This book is the story of how the September 13, 1993, ceremony on the White House lawn that enshrined the Oslo Accords devolved into the October 7, 2023, attacks in southern Israel and the pummeling of Gaza that followed. It is the story of how illusions repeatedly clouded judgments; of how outsiders sought to shove aside the past, culture, and beliefs, to belittle the part played in politics by intangibles—humiliation, anger, dignity. It is the story of how logic, rationality, and the most meticulously prepared peace plan were no match for the raw power of history and emotions. The world would be much tidier and less complicated if it all began in the here and now, if the promise of future comfort could eclipse memories of past loss, if words meant what they said, if things were what they seemed to be. Tough luck. For so many of the conflict’s protagonists, tomorrow does not lie in the future. It is yesterday.

The two of us witnessed the ups and downs of talks, participated in many of them, and worked together on several essays published over the past three decades. We met at the height of America’s excitement at the possibility of peace, which was when everything began to go off the rails. It was the spring of 1999, fresh off Ehud Barak’s election as Israel’s prime minister. The Americans, disconsolate after Yitzhak Rabin’s assassination in 1995, exhausted from years of dealing with Prime Minister Netanyahu, were ecstatic. Barak was one of Israel’s most decorated soldiers, known for having orchestrated the assassination of several top-ranking Palestinians. He had opposed the Oslo Accords on grounds that they provided insufficient security guarantees. Some might have seen these attributes as warning signs; to Americans already giddy at Netanyahu’s defeat, Barak’s background was reason for extra excitement. Who better than a stone-cold killer to sell a future, inevitably controversial deal to a skeptical Israeli public?

In September of that year, the US special Middle East envoy, Dennis Ross, convened a small dinner to bring together members of the American peace team—which Rob had recently joined—and two advisors to the Palestinian leadership who had been sent by Arafat and his deputy, Mahmoud Abbas: Ahmad Khalidi and Hussein. The plan was to explore options for the future, following the election of this more peace-minded prime minister, and enter discussions about jump-starting negotiations. Ross and other team members believed that when Khalidi and Agha spoke, they should listen. If you want to know what Arafat thinks he thinks, someone quipped, ask Arafat. If you want to know what he really thinks, ask the duo.

Arafat’s emissaries had further credentials. They formed the Palestinian half of the Israeli–Palestinian foursome who, in 1995, drafted the unofficial agreement that represents the first and to date most authoritative, if incomplete, basis for an eventual two-state solution negotiated exclusively by the local parties. The understandings were named for the officials overseeing the talks—Yossi Beilin, a dovish Israeli minister, and Abu Mazen, or Mahmoud Abbas. Ahmad Khalidi was relatively easy to classify. He was the scion of an illustrious Jerusalem family, a Palestinian nationalist with the pedigree and opinions to match, son of the most prominent Palestinian historian of his generation, Walid Khalidi, who had resigned from his Oxford academic position in protest of British involvement in the 1956 Israeli/British/French war against Nasser’s Egypt.

Hussein was harder to sort out: part Iranian, part Iraqi, part Lebanese, and, by conviction, part Palestinian, the holder of a British passport, educated at Oxford and residing in the United Kingdom, a member of Fatah since 1968. His lineage included Muhammad Kazim Khorasani, a renowned Shiite ayatollah, jurist, and political activist, known for using his position to legitimize Asia’s first democratic revolution, which occurred in Iran in the early twentieth century. Yet Hussein’s journey to Fatah was more psychological than political and owed little to ethnic or religious kinship. The household in which he grew up in Beirut was one that rarely discussed politics and in which Jews were omnipresent: His father’s associates in his schmutter business were mostly Jews from Iraq, Syria, and Lebanon; his bankers, the Safras, were Jewish; his lawyer, Jewish. Of course, the family’s mohel, Sha’ya (Isaiah), was Jewish too. A few classics aside, his literary heroes also had this in common: Kafka, Proust, Salinger, Isaac Bashevis Singer, among others. He was drawn to the liberalism of Isaiah Berlin, and his broad mastery of the history of ideas; to the sheer brilliance and eccentricity of Saul Kripke; to Hilary Putnam’s philosophical rigor combined with social activism; and, through them all, to various interpretations of Ludwig Wittgenstein. All Jews. The affinity extended to music, where he listened to Bob Dylan, Leonard Cohen, and Paul Simon, each possessed of a way with words and the ability to mix pathos with melody and uplifting rhythms. He enjoyed the films of Wilder, Kubrick, Cukor, Arthur Penn, Samuel Fuller, Jules Dassin, Jean-Pierre Melville, John Schlesinger, even Woody Allen. Only later did it dawn on him that so many of the people he either knew or admired were Jewish. Both the realization and his prolonged obliviousness to it would strike him as significant when, years on, Israelis sat across the table.

Hussein’s youth was marked by the deaths of three outsize political figures—Kennedy, Nasser, and Chile’s Allende—as well as several momentous upheavals: Algeria’s war of independence, Vietnam’s struggle against the United States, May 1968 in Paris, and the Iranian Revolution in 1979. Each instilled in him appreciation for popular struggle, the quest for justice, and the perils of power; all imparted a sense of impending, inevitable betrayal. There were other losses too, closer to home. First cousins slain by the regimes of Saddam Hussein in Iraq and Ayatollah Khomeini in Iran. Close friends and associates murdered by Hafez Assad’s Syria and by Israel. A girlfriend raped by Lebanon’s Phalangists at the height of the Lebanese Civil War. Each tragedy carried the message that nobody, not one government nor its mortal foe, deserved trust. There was no black or white life. There was only gray death.

For someone of his generation raised in Beirut, Hussein’s relationship to the Palestinians was unusual. During a youthful dalliance with Marxism, he saw the Palestinian cause as accordant with the class struggle against imperialism. In 1968, at age nineteen, he published his first article, a tedious piece on “The Role of the Proletariat in the Palestinian National Movement,” in Falastinuna (Our Palestine), Fatah’s underground newspaper in Lebanon. His ideological edges softened in the encounter with practice. He was not Palestinian but was surrounded by many who were—teachers, fellow students, friends, activists. At school, Ahmad Yamani, number two in the Popular Front for the Liberation of Palestine (PFLP), was his math teacher. Miss Samira Seikaly, a Christian refugee from Haifa, taught him English. Ahmad Khalidi became his best friend and lifelong political and intellectual partner, and a loyal companion on many forays into Israeli–Palestinian affairs. Early on, Ahmad bestowed Palestinian credibility on Hussein’s often controversial activities, and to this day, Hussein seeks his counsel on all matters Palestinian.

Everywhere Hussein turned were reminders that served as calls to action. Above his classroom blackboard was a map of Palestine inscribed with the slogan “We Are Returning”; at the other end of the room was a photograph of a charismatic Nasser, “hero of the Arabs.” Mahmoud Darwish’s searing, radical poetry and matchless use of language mesmerized him. Each morning, driving to school in the family’s white 1956 Buick Roadmaster, he would pass two destitute Palestinian refugee camps, Sabra and Shatila, later the site of a massacre perpetrated in 1982 by a Lebanese Christian militia under the Israel Defense Forces’ watch.

In 1968, enrolled at the American University of Beirut, Hussein became a member of Fatah, by then the PLO’s largest group and the heart of the Palestinian national movement. It was not a willful act, barely a conscious choice. It just happened. Fatah’s leadership spotted him and liked what they saw: thoroughly middle class, academically sound, an unthreatening demeanor, at ease with students of different hues. They invited him to meetings. Next thing he knew, he was attending gatherings of Fatah political cells. He had not applied, there had been no active recruitment or application process. That was not how Fatah operated. You did not find them, they found you, and then you did not really have say or choice. There was nothing remotely like a political litmus test either, as ideology was the least of Fatah’s worries. It was, in this sense, less a party than a wide church, open to parishioners of all stripes. You shared a broad faith, a belief in Palestinian rights and in the struggle against Israel. You respected rituals and liturgy; participated in demonstrations, sit-ins, strikes; won votes in Student Council elections, built broad support for Fatah. All else was beside the point.

In 1969, carrying an Iraqi passport, Hussein was declared persona non grata by Lebanese authorities, who issued an arrest warrant for his role in organizing a pro-Palestinian demonstration that resulted in a bloody confrontation with the Lebanese army. He escaped to London, but soon returned to Beirut as a full Lebanese citizen through the good offices of Kamal Jumblatt, a prominent Druze politician who was minister of the interior, and Imam Musa Sadr, the nominal head of the Shiite community and a close family friend. Such were the eccentricities of Lebanese politics. The short exile and homelessness accentuated Hussein’s psychological identification with the Palestinians and their immensely less luxurious predicament.

Soon, Hussein was to meet and engage with most of Fatah’s founders and first-rank leaders: Arafat, Abu Jihad, Abu Iyad, Abul Hol, Abul Sa’eed, Kamal Adwan, Abu Yossef El-Najjar, among others. The leadership prided themselves on being accessible to its younger and less experienced members, which in early years kept the movement cohesive and immune to ossification. They welcomed young cadres and new recruits. They gave the newcomers the impression that they listened keenly to their novel ideas, which, of course, they did not. It was Fatah’s way to keep everyone on board and use everyone as needed.

In 1970, Hussein was admitted to Oxford but he wanted more. He told Fatah’s leadership he had other plans. The front in South Lebanon was calling, and he was eager to enlist in the fight. They would have none of it and laughed him off. Six months into his university stay, tired of being far away and itching for action, he tried again. He returned to Lebanon. For the first and perhaps only time, an Oxford don—his supervisor at St. John’s College, George Richardson—and Arafat joined forces. They both told him to pack his bags and retrace his steps. Fatah considered him right for a job to which he did not aspire. They had enough fighters; they needed someone who could talk to outsiders. In instructing new recruits, Fatah, along with the mainstream national movement, insisted on distinguishing between anti-Zionism, which they espoused, and antisemitism, which they did not. The outreach needed to be broad and diverse; it should include Westerners, Jews, Israelis.

Hussein, unconvinced at first, nonetheless threw himself into the task. Back at Oxford, he was elected president of the university’s Arab Society. He shifted the organization away from stuffy meetings with elder Western diplomats and academics to focus on agitprop street leafleting by young sympathizers of both town and gown, as well as dialogue sessions with Jews and Israelis. The encounters changed him. He met and engaged with Israelis of all persuasions. Into the picture came I. F. Stone. In the mid-seventies, his friend Said Hammami, the PLO representative in London and author of the first modern Palestinian elucidation of a two-state solution, introduced him to Stone, then one of America’s most prominent journalists. Everything about “Izzy” fascinated Hussein: his humanism, the eclecticism of his sympathies, his understanding of both Jewish Zionists and Palestinian resistance fighters. Perhaps a shared language could be found between foes; perhaps their common humanity could unify. At some stage in the 1970s, Hussein briefly published a journal with Charlie Biton, a founder of the Israeli Black Panthers—a protest movement of second-generation North African and Mideastern Jewish immigrants inspired by the American organization of the same name—who, years later, would become the first Knesset member to meet Arafat. Both Biton and Hussein wrote articles skeptical of the two-state solution in the multilingual Miftah, “key” in Hebrew and Arabic.

In a pattern that would repeat itself, Hussein provided Fatah leaders with appropriate distance and deniability even as they meticulously mandated, followed, and approved what he did. He would rub elbows with officialdom and navigate in their proximity but never wished to become an official himself, cool to their obligatory constraints and often risible views, too devoted to his independence. He advised the Palestinians at the Madrid Peace Conference in 1991 that brought together Israelis and Arabs, and then at the first round of bilateral talks that followed in Washington. On both occasions, he was entrusted by Arafat to keep an eye on the Palestinian/Jordanian delegation, a spy who, on behalf of the Old Man, spied on the Old Man’s other spies. After Oslo, he would participate, with Ahmad Khalidi, in the unofficial talks with two Israeli academics, Yair Hirschfeld and Ron Pundak, that produced the Beilin–Abu Mazen plan and, years later, in the unofficial, so-called London track authorized by the two sides’ senior leadership that led to US Secretary of State John Kerry’s peace proposal in 2014.

From his early initiation, Hussein inherited a few other lifelong lessons and intellectual quirks. One was a predilection for dealing with right-wing Israelis, whom he found more genuine in their attachment to the land and, therefore, in what is not a paradox, more understanding of the Palestinians’ similar feeling. He had spent time with the Israeli Left, but as he soon discovered, they tended to celebrate fictitious Palestinians whom they imagined content at the thought of recovering 22 percent of the original Mandate territory (the West Bank and Gaza), giving up on the rights of refugees, ready to bury the 1948 conflict for the sake of addressing the consequences of the 1967 war. For Hussein, along with many Palestinians, what the Left considered praise was indistinguishable from contempt, a belittling of their national cause. They appeared arrogant, condescending, a touch racist. As one of his friends put it, “They know what is good for them. They know what is good for you. They are aware of the gaps. And they know exactly how to bridge them. There is nothing left for you to do but to agree and accept their prescriptions.” The Left’s frequent focus on Palestinian population growth as Israel’s principal motivation to rid itself of the occupied territories (a state could not remain Jewish, after all, with so many Palestinians, let alone a majority) did not sit well either. You cannot turn a people into a demographic threat and expect their gratitude.

The intellectual overlap with the Right was fostered by several acquaintances. An early and critical one was Dore Gold, with whom Hussein established a lasting friendship. Dore was one of Netanyahu’s closest associates, serving as his United Nations ambassador and entrusted with several official and unofficial missions aimed at forging contacts with Arab states, which, years later, culminated in the Abraham Accords. Hussein also met Eliyahu Ben-Elissar, a former member of Irgun, the Zionist paramilitary group that fought both the British and the Palestinians, and later an Israeli parliamentarian and ambassador to France. As Hussein remembers it, this is what Ben-Elissar told him in his modest Jerusalem flat in the mid-1990s:


I have no problem being in a state with you guys. As a matter of fact, Jabotinsky once said that Israel could have a Jewish president for one term, then an Arab president for another term. I know this is not possible in the current circumstances, but this is where we come from. The Israeli Left are racists who look down on you and just want to separate from you by giving you territory. I want to fulfill my Jewishness, but I do not want you to suffer because of it. For me, Hebron is much more important than Tel Aviv. For someone on the Left, Tel Aviv is more important, and they are willing to give up on Hebron. They are not the true carriers of the flame of the Jewish people.



Perhaps it had all been for show, a contrived display of openness to reverse conventional roles: the Right as more understanding, the Left as more prejudiced. Who, Ben-Elissar meant to ask, is the superior interlocutor? Regardless, it had a ring of truth. Maybe these were Israelis with whom Palestinians could not make peace. At least, they were Israelis who understood what Palestinians were fighting for.

A second lesson was skepticism toward Palestinian military bluster and bravado, an elixir that gave them faith but landed them in trouble. In early 1982, worried about an impending Israeli invasion, Hussein met with Fatah military cadres in Lebanon. They were not the least bit concerned, confident for neither the first nor last time that they were ready, boasting of teaching the Israelis a lesson they never would forget. When the time came, it took less than twenty-four hours for the invading forces to be inside Lebanon, only a few days more to reach Beirut. Dejected, Hussein told the leadership he was quitting. He learned his third lesson then: After enjoying a quiet laugh, they said, “The thing about Fatah is, you can join but you cannot leave.”

Hussein’s final intellectual inheritance was a tortured relationship to the two-state solution. He began a skeptic, writing a piece in 1976 that analyzed pros and cons. His views owed to his convictions, but also to his blind spots. At the time, he was oblivious to the power of Jewish identity and nationalism, the allure of a Jewish state, the intricacies and complexities of the Jewish psyche. His hope then, as it was for so many Palestinians, was for a single binational state in which Arabs and Jews enjoy equal rights. A Palestinian state on the West Bank, and possibly Gaza, could be a stopover, an interim step on the way to a secular democratic state in the whole of Palestine. But his fear was that the way station would become the final destination. Once two states existed, they might well solidify into separate and exclusive ethno-national states, an outcome that at the time resonated with neither his political nor ethical beliefs.

Would a state in the West Bank and Gaza, living side by side with Israel, bring Palestinians closer to achieving the fundamental objectives for which they had fought and died, or be a substitute for them? Would it not pit some Palestinians against others, come at the expense of over half of them—citizens of Israel and refugees scattered across the region and beyond, both indivisible components of the national movement, neither of whom would stand to benefit from sovereignty over a compressed piece of land? With a state in hand, resistance fighters would see dreams of old set aside, witness Palestinian technocrats and merchants run the show, be viewed by them as little more than troublemakers; above all, they would ask themselves whether this is what they had fought for, whether it had been worth the suffering, the killing, and the dying. What kind of self-determination is it that is exercised piecemeal by a minority of a people on only a fraction of their land? In the end, rather than constitute a secure base, a Palestinian state would be an easier target for an Israel living in relative peace with its Arab neighbors and the world. They could hit hard at the Palestinians, no matter how slight the threat, and get away with it.

With such considerations in mind, Hussein began as a one stater, persuaded that the solution lay in coexistence of peoples, not their separation. He feared that partition would be a recipe for enduring enmity and strife, not peace and stability. Over time, his views would evolve. But the tug-of-war between the possible, the preferable, and the achievable would be a constant in his, and our, future thinking and writing.



As early as that first meeting in 1999, something in our respective backgrounds drew us together. Rob’s origins were not quite as eclectic as Hussein’s, but confusing enough. If the Palestinian officials Rob encountered after he joined the Clinton administration were intrigued, it was chiefly due to his father. Simon’s parents originally hailed from Aleppo, Syria, moving to Egypt at the turn of the last century. His family was Jewish, though the principal effect of his Judaism seems to have been to provide him reason to be an Arab nationalist of the fiercely secular, anti-Zionist sort. His life choices appeared dictated by restrictions he faced as a Jew born in an Arab land, and by attempts to overcome them. He became a journalist, leaving Egypt to be a foreign correspondent covering African and Asian affairs, and embraced a strong pan-Arab worldview. He hardly, if ever, evinced much understanding for or desire to understand Israelis and their state, which he stubbornly refused to visit to his dying day.

Simon moved to New York in the mid-1940s when an Egyptian newspaper dispatched him to cover the newly formed United Nations; its publishers also asked him to change his last name from Ménache to one less obviously Jewish, a sop to a prickly readership. Simon soon exhausted any patience he had for the United States, whose foreign policy he denounced with relish and sometime abandon. By 1969 he had had enough and moved his entire family to France, where he launched his own leftist, Third Worldist magazine, Afrique Asie. His criticism of French foreign policy so offended Valéry Giscard d’Estaing, elected French president in 1974, that he was expelled in 1980 and put on a plane back to the United States, from where he flew directly to Geneva, never bothering to step outside of Kennedy Airport. In the meantime, he had also turned his back on his homeland: He broke his emotional ties with Egypt the moment that, in 1979, Egypt forged its political ties with Israel.

To be perpetually on the outside looking in, never quite at home, to seek refuge in countries against which one then inveighed, was a trait passed to the next generation. The America with which Rob identified in his formative years was the America of Steinbeck’s Grapes of Wrath, John Reed as portrayed in Romantic Revolutionary, Charlie Chaplin’s Modern Times, Cassius Clay growing into Muhammad Ali, and the rebellious lyrics of Bob Dylan and Joan Baez. The France for which he fell in his youth was that of Émile Zola’s striking coal miners in Germinal and the politics of a Left whose American analogue was barely audible. The America of the underclass, the France of the underdog. But he could not dissociate one country from the war waged in Vietnam and Cambodia, the hand it had in Salvador Allende’s death, its destructive meddling in the affairs of one Third World country after another; nor the other country from persistent neocolonial interference in Africa. This made him feel American, French, and whatever was the opposite of both.

What failed to be handed down was Simon’s black-and-white vision of the world, his romantic faith in the march of history, his conviction that laudatory ends justify all manner of means. Reality intruded. Rob came of age when the mythology of progressive Third World politics had begun to waste away, when newly independent nations produced variants of militaristic or tyrannical rule, tribal and clan-based authoritarianisms, fratricidal violence. The story of a close family friend stuck with him. Hocine Aït Ahmed, a leader of the Algerian liberation movement, had been imprisoned by the French when he fought against colonial rule, and imprisoned once more by the newly independent Algerian state when he fought for political pluralism. The question was not chiefly who exercised power but how it was exercised, which meant that today’s oppressed could turn into tomorrow’s oppressor and dictated skepticism toward all who wield authority.

The Israeli–Palestinian conflict hovered over Rob’s upbringing. It was the topic of the first debate in which he participated, during his Parisian high school years. He defended the Palestinians’ case. The classmate taking the Israeli side was Antony Blinken, who, four decades later, would be sworn in as President Joe Biden’s secretary of state. They traded selective views of history—about the original United Nations partition plan; the Nakba, or Palestinian catastrophe, of 1948; the legitimacy of Israel’s founding; the Palestinian national struggle; and the merits of both causes. What they lacked in knowledge they made up for in passion, the two trying to do justice to their fathers (in Blinken’s case, stepfather), one an ardent Arab nationalist, the other one of the youngest Holocaust survivors. The first article Rob published, in 1980 at age seventeen, was a critique of Zionism. A year later, he met his first Palestinian during a family trip to Algiers. They were having supper at the home of a Tunisian militant when a security detail flung the door open, barged in, and quickly scanned the place. In walked Yasser Arafat. The discussion took place in Arabic. At the dinner’s conclusion, when Arafat realized that Simon’s children did not speak the language, he promised next time he would speak in English. Little did Arafat or Rob know that next time would have to wait seventeen years, and that the meeting would be held in the presence of the president of the United States.

The father/son political relationship frequently revolved around Palestine, Palestinians, and that Palestinian in particular. The PLO chief was well known to Simon, who greatly, at times blindly, admired him, which was why Arafat never missed an opportunity to remind Rob of the connection by repeatedly bringing up Simon’s name in President Clinton’s presence. It was Arafat who urged Hussein to seek and meet with Rob, because “he was Simon’s son.” Father and son quarreled over the PLO’s and the Old Man’s decisions: the initial and stubborn refusal to recognize Israel, the resort to violence against civilians. For Simon, to withhold recognition and to fill the minds of Israelis with fear were the sole means by which Palestinians could recover their rights. Their choices were heroic. For Rob, they were a moral and strategic blind alley. One saw a typical colonial struggle that required a typical anti-colonial solution; the other, two competing national movements in need of some kind of coexistence.

In 1993, Rob joined the Clinton administration in what seemed like an accidental detour, the result of a twelve-month Council on Foreign Relations fellowship. One year became six, and in 1998, he became part of Dennis Ross’s Middle East team, alongside Martin Indyk, Aaron David Miller, and Gamal Helal. At this point, the paternal disagreements gave way to puzzlement and then to incredulity. Simon had been a perpetual outsider and inveterate foe of American foreign policy. The United States had been the source of so much injustice and suffering. He could not understand: How could one enlist in its ranks and not be contaminated by the affliction? How could one join hands with a system of evil and not become part of evil itself?

As Rob entered and exited successive US administrations—Clinton’s followed by Obama’s followed by Biden’s—there would be many occasions to revisit the question. The Camp David summit of 2000 saw the American president betray prior US commitments made to Arafat, partake in his demonization and, inevitably, in the demonization of the Palestinian national movement itself. Years later, Obama’s America would be complicit in Saudi Arabia’s intervention in the Yemeni civil war; do enough to prolong Syria’s brutal conflict, not enough to end it; launch drone strikes in Iraq and Syria that were aimed at ISIS but inexorably killed an untold number of innocent civilians—all parts of US policy in which Rob had a hand. Over time, and well after Simon’s death in 2006, Hussein would echo his question, and his complaint.

At times, so too did Rob, although never quite enough to keep him away. The belly of the beast holds its own charm. From inside the hallways of power, you can see how it is done, be part of it, even at times, perhaps, try to make a difference. It is the strange life of actor and spectator combined, which makes you feel at once mighty, omniscient, and impotent. In Rob’s case, it also prompted a few public controversies when, yanked by his past, he would stray from orthodoxy, allow his unconventional background to the surface. For criticizing America’s Mideast policies and its Israeli bias, he would be denounced as antisemitic; for speaking to Hamas, he would be summarily booted from Obama’s first presidential campaign, a phone call conveying that a resignation he had not offered had been accepted. A final chapter came when he joined the Biden administration as special envoy for Iran to serve a president whose worldview he did not share, work on a task—a return to the nuclear deal—to which his superiors were not fully committed, and end up investigated for reasons about which he was told little, stripped of his security clearance, and forced to step aside. Simon’s curse, his belated revenge, is one way to look at it.



We ran into each other once more on the eve of the July 2000 Camp David summit involving Clinton, Barak, and Arafat. As the US team frantically made final preparations for the do-or-die gathering that was to bring the Oslo Accords to their culmination, they thought it would be good to check in with Hussein, who had acquired a reputation of being close to Mahmoud Abbas—then Arafat’s number two, later the Palestinian president—to test his state of mind, seek some assistance, perhaps invite him to join the gathering. The Americans heard little of what they expected, nothing of what they desired. Hussein did not mince words. The summit was a waste of time; worse than that: a tragic mistake. Conditions were not ripe; the Palestinians felt strong-armed, viewing the summit as trap rather than opportunity; trust between the parties was nil. Arafat said yes but meant no. How else does a Palestinian decline a superpower’s invitation? The US administration was making a huge blunder, as it was about to discover. Hussein had no interest in being part of the train wreck. Ross and the rest of the team were shaken, but the path had been set and there was no turning back. By the time the summit limped to its ignominious end two weeks later, Hussein’s stark words had taken on the air of a somber prophecy.

In September 2000, after the collapse of the peace talks and the onset of what came to be known as the Second Intifada, our paths crossed yet again. We started to communicate, discreetly but with official backing, to come up with a framework agreement the United States would present to Arafat and Barak. For weeks, meeting in hotels in New York and London, communicating via encoded messages, we worked on the document. The codes we came up with for various individuals might have lacked in subtlety. “Hamburger” for Sandy Berger, the US national security advisor. For Mahmoud Abbas, “mister eh,” a nod to the grunts he often emitted in lieu of words, yet another illustration of the Palestinians’ knotty relationship to language. Sandy—the only senior US official who knew about our effort—would regularly check in, one eye on the violence inflaming Israel and the occupied territories, the other on the calendar that was soon to bring Clinton’s presidency to a close. Abbas was less expectant, but allowed the exercise to run its course.

By October 2000, with our draft near completion, Hussein took it to Abbas. Rob waited anxiously by his phone, Sandy by his. It did not take long. Hussein called in: The deal would not fly. The moment had passed; Abbas barely bothered with the fine print, shared it halfheartedly with Arafat to no avail. A few months later, in December, President Clinton officially presented a proposal to the two parties that, unsurprisingly, bore many similarities to what we had prepared, with at least two additional contextual drawbacks that to Arafat counted far more than the textual details, with which he did not trouble himself: Clinton had only one month left in his presidency, Barak barely more in his premiership. Rob still held out hope, which Hussein had long since tossed aside. Some of us find it harder to come to terms with the inevitable. The Clinton parameters, as they came to be known, never made it far. Israel did what it did best: officially accepted them, then sent the administration its long list of secret reservations. Arafat did the only thing he knew how: dithered and wavered, never quite said yes nor no, but asked questions that convinced the Americans of his rejection.

At the conclusion of the Clinton administration, we remained in touch, discussing what had gone wrong and what lessons could be learned other than the notion, fashionable at the time, that Arafat never wanted peace, and the cliché, fashionable at all times, that the Palestinian leadership never missed an opportunity to miss an opportunity. Over dinner in Paris, we decided to write an article to correct the mythologies on what had happened. It was our first joint piece, and after some wandering it found a home, thanks to the legendary Bob Silvers, the editor of The New York Review of Books, roughly a year after Camp David. So began our difficult, tortuous, tumultuous collaboration and our effort to overcome differences in background, culture, and perspective, to find a common voice. So too began the controversies that followed our writings every step of the way.



This book is also the story of our own political itineraries. We both began as believers in a single entity in which Jews and Arabs would coexist as equals; the idea squared more neatly with our moral and ethical compasses. For different reasons and in different ways—for Hussein, adherence to the Palestinian leadership’s desire; for Rob, commitments born of office—we drifted toward what appeared at the time the more realistic and pragmatic objective, a two-state solution. Even after the debacle of Camp David, our belief stood steady. Our contentious diagnosis that collective mistakes, misreadings, and blunders, not Arafat’s perfidy, explained the debacle solidified our conviction. If the summit had failed because it had been managed so poorly, it might have succeeded had it been managed well. Eventually, ineluctably, Israelis and Palestinians would resume their path toward a two-state solution, we wrote in our first piece, “with the sobering wisdom of an opportunity that was missed by all, less by design than by mistake, more through miscalculation than through mischief.”

How quaint. With each fruitless effort, we thought of one missing ingredient after another that, if introduced, might yet salvage the possibility of two states. But there are only so many last chances one can extend toward a potential outcome before questions about its viability become unavoidable. The massive increase in the West Bank settler population is one reason why no Israeli government will make room for a Palestinian state, unwilling to forcibly displace hundreds of thousands of its citizens. Our concern is of a different order. A central problem that became more evident with time was the two-state solution’s failure to address that which it purported to resolve: the historical conflict between two national movements. That conflict began not in 1967, with the occupation of the West Bank and Gaza, but in 1948, with the founding of the State of Israel and the onset of the Palestinian Nakba, or earlier still, when Britain pledged to establish a national home for the Jewish people in Palestine in 1917, or when the indigenous Arab population reacted with hostility to the ensuing mass migration of Jews. At the time they first embarked on that struggle, Israelis and Palestinians were not focused on border delineations or security arrangements, let alone water allocations. They were not looking for technical answers to a logical puzzle. They were driven by calls for freedom, liberation, restitution of rights, return, safety, and Israel’s existence as a Jewish state. The Oslo process and every negotiation that followed were designed to uncover neat, clinical solutions to remedy what had occurred in 1967, and even then only partially. What about all the rest?

Hard as it may seem to conceive, these pages are not a recipe for despondency. The ghastly violence of October 7 and the subsequent, horrifying military onslaught lay bare the core of this conflict, without adornment or pretense. We cannot shut our eyes or avert our gaze. Trying to sweep under the carpet what happened in 1948 failed before and would fail again. In its attempt to provide a sanitized, clean model, the Oslo process disfigured a world of untidiness and chaos. The Israeli–Palestinian struggle is soaked in confusion and uncertainty; the challenge is not only to accept this but to extract clarity from irrationality. The conflict’s resolution will be messy. An emotional and existential clash will be truly settled not through adroit verbal gymnastics, but through a more painful and honest reckoning. This need not mean that it will not be settled at all.
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GHOSTS AND GOLEMS




Invisible things are the only realities.

—EDGAR ALLAN POE




What is the problem with the two-state solution? It has, over time, gained widespread international support and crystallized around a basic outline: a territorial deal that would split historic Palestine into two states—one Arab, the other Jewish—along the 1967 borders; divide Jerusalem along demographic criteria; provide Israel with security through a combination of its own forces and an international mechanism; and resolve the refugee issue via compensation and resettlement outside of Israel. It has, over that same timespan, evolved from abstract idea to colonial-inspired policy to seemingly viable diplomatic venture to ambivalent hope to joke and finally to big, expedient lie. The United States, along with others, was reticent about it when it might still have been a possibility, only to flock to it once it became a hoax.

The idea of Israeli–Palestinian partition into two states has an interesting, troubled, and foreign pedigree. What it has not been, save for a relatively short period, is an indigenous Palestinian or Jewish demand. It was first seriously proposed in 1937 by the British Peel Commission, which envisioned a Jewish state over roughly 17 percent of the territory of Mandatory Palestine. A decade later, the 1947 UN partition plan allocated approximately 54 percent to the Jewish state at a time when Jews accounted for about one-third of the total population. The Zionist leadership grudgingly accepted the division, though many hoped it was but a step toward control of the whole of Palestine, which remained their goal. Palestinians angrily and, with Arab state backing, violently refused because they viewed it as a step away from ruling the whole of Palestine, which was their claim. By the time Palestinians warmed to the notion in the late 1980s, Israelis had long turned their backs on it. In the almost eight decades since Israel’s founding, the moments when Israelis and Palestinians agreed on something verging on a two-state objective were tenuous, often deceptive, and brief. Still, its proponents keep trying to portray it as fresh, new, capable of ushering in peace. International consensus on a two-state agreement never ceased to grow; interest among the most directly concerned parties seldom ceased to wane.

For much of its history, the Palestinian national movement would have nothing to do with the concept of partition. Aspirations shifted over time, but the chief divisions in the mainstream movement were among those who rejected any Jewish presence in the territory of Mandatory Palestine; those who would accept only Jews who lived there prior to the “Zionist invasion” of the early twentieth century; and those who advocated a democratic, binational state with equal rights for all inhabitants.

The evolution to approval was slow and gradual. In its founding 1964 charter, the Palestine Liberation Organization, the umbrella group for many Palestinian movements, denounced the 1947 partition plan as “illegal and false,” characterized Zionism as a colonial movement, and expressed willingness to allow only those Jews who had been living in the territory of the British Mandate as of 1947 to remain. Among the most important changes in the revised 1968 charter, written in the wake of the 1967 war, was the staking of specific Palestinian claims to the West Bank and Gaza; the 1964 version—drafted when the West Bank was under Jordanian, Gaza under Egyptian control—had made none. In 1971, the PLO adopted a resolution calling for a “democratic Palestinian state in which all who wish to do so can live in peace with the same rights and obligations.” By 1974, after the 1973 Yom Kippur War, it defined its goal as “setting up a patriotic, independent national authority on every part of Palestinian territory that will be liberated,” thereby suggesting the possibility of statehood on less than the entirety of Mandatory Palestine. In 1976, the Arab League accepted “Palestine” as a member state. In no case was mention made of a Jewish State of Israel, save as an entity to be discarded.

By 1988, when the PLO finally called for a Palestinian state in the West Bank, Gaza, and East Jerusalem within the lines that existed prior to the 1967 war, it had made its tenuous peace with a two-state solution. Establishing a state alongside Israel acquired the trappings of a national cause, but never truly matched national aspirations. It appealed more to head than to heart; it was a useful way to achieve higher ambitions but not really the objective in and of itself. Unlike Zionism, for which statehood was the central goal, the Palestinian fight was about other matters—liberation of land that had been taken away, and return of refugees who had been forced to flee. The absence of a state was not the cause of all the Palestinians’ misfortune. Its creation would not be the full solution either.

By then, Israel had long recanted on the Zionists’ earlier halfhearted openness to partition; it would take it a while to cautiously reconsider. When it did, the motivation was demographic, not political, which made Israel’s acquiescence tactical, not strategic: With the day looming when Arabs would outnumber Jews in the lands under Israeli control, it needed a guarantee that Israel would remain the nation-state of the Jewish people. An independent Palestinian state was one way out of the dilemma, but not the only one and, with each terror attack a reminder of the threat inherent in granting Palestinians more power, not necessarily the best. Alternatives would regularly surface, from unilateral Israeli disengagement from some territory, to limited Palestinian autonomy, to forcible population transfer.

Israel’s true preoccupation was not the Palestinians but Syria, more serious, powerful, menacing. Before and after Oslo, it is what Rabin, Peres, and much of the Israeli security establishment cared about. In 1991, Motta Gur—a former chief of staff and commander of the brigade that brought the Old City of Jerusalem under Israeli control, who famously announced “The Temple Mount is in our hands!”—met with Hussein, then on his first visit to Israel. Motta’s stated purpose was to discuss the Palestinians, about whom he exchanged a few thoughts, out of politesse more than interest. He scarcely could wait before turning to Syria. The scene repeated itself in the late 1990s in a meeting with Amnon Lipkin-Shahak, another former chief of staff. At the headquarters of his newly formed Center Party, he sat down with Hussein, who expected to talk about the Palestinians. Lipkin-Shahak had Syria on his mind. When his time came, Barak would also make it clear: The Palestinians were a nuisance; Syria, the real threat.

That is not to say that Israelis were never serious about Palestinian statehood. But they only sometimes saw it as a necessary, desirable outcome. The point was not for Israelis to give the Palestinians their due. It was for Israel to find a way to rid itself of them. Likewise, when the West initially applauded Palestinian endorsement of the two-state solution, the focus of their applause was just one of those two states—the one that already existed, not the one to which the PLO aspired.



Palestinian belated embrace of the two-state solution was the handiwork of one man. It came reluctantly, and only after Yasser Arafat, through a long and arduous political process, convinced his people that it would be an achievement worth celebrating. It took him fifteen years—from 1973, when it was first mooted, to 1988, when it was approved in a Palestinian National Council resolution in Algiers—to legitimize the idea and shift its status from an act of treason to the culmination of the Palestinian national struggle. His main concern at the time was not the Islamists, who enjoyed only negligible influence within the Palestinian national movement, but the Left, the more potent dissenting voice. They formed the so-called Rejectionist Front, established in 1974 in opposition to any policy that they viewed as a step toward acceptance of two states. Arafat’s ploy was to get Fatah’s left-wing and the overtly leftist Democratic Front for the Liberation of Palestine to begin discussing the advantages of a Palestinian state, which gave life to the concept and spared him becoming the target of the Left’s criticism for coming up with it himself.

It was vintage Arafat, and vintage Arafat was balderdash to Western and Israeli ears. From the start, misunderstanding the Old Man, the role he played in Palestinian politics, and the truth concealed behind the deceptions he regularly dispensed was an American and Israeli occupational hazard. It would lead them to question whether he was a genuine or phony convert to partition; whether he was a partner for, or obstacle to, peace. He was all of those and none of them at once, and so too were the people he represented.

Arafat was unique, and uniquely suited to the Palestinian reality following the 1948 war: Defeated, dispossessed, and dispersed, without a state to defend them, a territory to hold them, or a political strategy to unite them, Palestinians were divided by family, class, and clan, scattered throughout the region and beyond, exploited by the competing purposes of many and prey to the ambitions of all. By dint of his history and personality, allure and guile, cajoling and bullying, luck and sheer grit, Arafat emerged as the face of the Palestinian people. A refugee himself, part fighter, part politician, who flirted with the Muslim Brotherhood without embracing it, he helped found Fatah in 1959. In 1967, Fatah joined the PLO, the umbrella organization of which Arafat assumed leadership two years later. He became the bridge between Palestinians in the diaspora and those on the inside, those who were dispossessed in 1948 and those who were occupied in 1967, West Bankers and Gazans, young and old, rich and poor, swindlers and honest toilers, modernists and traditionalists, militarists and pacifists, Islamists, Marxists, and secularists, men, women, and children.

Many of his colleagues were more coherent, more articulate, and more worldly. None came close to his political achievements because no matter how much logic, eloquence, and worldliness count, resonating with the people and intuitively grasping what they could and could not live with counted more. Salah Khalaf (Abu Iyad) may have been the standard-bearer of organized, independent leftists; Farouk Qaddumi (Abul Lotof) was associated with the Soviet Union; Khaled Hassan (Abu Sa’eed) was Saudi Arabia’s man; Khalil Wazir (Abu Jihad) had the military aura; others represented different constituencies. Arafat alone was leader of all, beneath whom contradictions and competing interests were subdued, often after loud and colorful wrestling. He was national leader, tribesman, family elder, employer, arbiter, good Samaritan, head of a seemingly secular-nationalist movement but deeply devout, aspiring to be the foremost chief of each of these disparate groups even when they held opposing, often irreconcilable views. So eager was he to be everything and everyone all at once that Palestinians joked that Arafat fashioned himself head of the Palestinian Women’s Federation. He did not seem to mind.

Besides political independence, Arafat’s paramount goal was national unity, without which he believed nothing could be achieved. He alienated and infuriated every single Arab government, those that harbored no less than those that went after him. Some of this reflected Arafat’s measured, strategic choice, such as the rejection of Syrian tutelage; some was recklessness, as when Palestinian groups defied Jordanian or Lebanese sovereignty, or when the PLO sided with Saddam Hussein after Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait. Throughout, Arafat’s guiding principle was to sustain what he called the independence of Palestinian decision-making. There would be wise, imprudent, and downright foolhardy decisions. At least they would be Palestinian.

Among his people, his style and choices were often criticized and disparaged. His preeminent position was seldom questioned. No Palestinian leader is likely to reproduce his kind of politics, certainly not under dispersal and occupation and unquestionably not anytime soon. The power he used and abused did not derive chiefly from money—though that always helped—or from weapons, though they too could lend a crucial hand. He managed to obtain his people’s trust even though they saw through his deceit, and got them to swear by him even as they knew full well that he was a liar and a cheat.

For Westerners, Arafat’s ability to exercise this kind of power over several decades and despite serial defeats was a cause of constant bafflement and a source of repeated misjudgments. They thought his people would assess him based on how well he governed and what he accomplished. On both counts they found him wanting and expected Palestinians to follow suit. Palestinians did not, not out of blindness to his failings, which they experienced more acutely than most, but out of a sense that Arafat embodied the nation. No feature of his personality or performance escaped controversy in Israel and the West; nothing elicited greater Palestinian identification with him than the controversy he provoked. His constituents were frustrated with the Old Man, aware of his countless deficiencies, but the distorted echo of their dissatisfaction coming from his foreign foes tempered their judgment and sharpened their loyalty. He exhibited perpetual defiance, if only theatrically, which was one of many reasons why the United States and Israel distrusted him even in the best of times, and why Palestinians continued to be drawn to him even at the worst of them. In Palestinians’ eyes, he had taken a dispersed, stateless people, given them dignity and a name, put them on the map, evaded attempts to subjugate them, erected and preserved a national movement. For that, they were prepared to forgive in abundance and in perpetuity.

With all this, Arafat was able to transform the two-state solution from an act of betrayal and high treason to what most of his people for a time came to see as the pinnacle of their national struggle. He did so with a militancy that appeared to defy and negate the concessions such a solution entailed. With time, cunning, and shrewd politics, and because few dared challenge his credentials, Arafat altered his movement’s well-entrenched position. His efforts were not without ambiguity. He toyed with Palestinians and worried Israelis by presenting two states both as a solution and as a way station to a more permanent one. He made compromise—the acceptance of the State of Israel within the pre-1967 borders—feel like conquest and managed to pack into partition feelings of historical vindication, dignity, and honor. When it came to persuading the West and Israel that he genuinely believed in a two-state solution, his past record of militancy and ambivalent pronouncements were a burden. When it came to selling a two-state solution to his people, they were his greatest asset.



The years following the signing of the Oslo Accords in 1993 were an abnormal interlude in the longer arc of Israeli–Palestinian interactions, a rare moment of relative congruence over the desired goal. Unlike in 1947, when the Zionist movement felt that half a loaf was better than none while Arabs held that the whole was unquestionably theirs; and unlike in the late 1980s, when Palestinians resigned themselves to a state on 22 percent of their historic homeland while Israel pondered what would compel them to concede that much, the two parties’ positions momentarily appeared to intersect. The Oslo Accords were no small achievement: the first agreement between Israelis and Palestinians. Going beyond its prior de facto acceptance of the existence of Israel, the PLO formally recognized Israel’s right to exist and renounced all forms of violence; Israel recognized the PLO as the Palestinian people’s legitimate representative. Israel would withdraw from areas of the West Bank and Gaza over which a Palestinian interim self-government—the Palestinian Authority, or PA—would exercise various degrees of control. During this interim period, negotiations between Israelis and Palestinians over permanent status were to begin. Their conclusion was set for May 1999.

Even during this period, the congruence was shaky, early stages were hardly auspicious, and the situation did not improve. Israel took the step in order to end the Palestinian uprising, or intifada, that was raging in the occupied territories; the PLO, to escape its unprecedented financial hardship and political isolation after backing Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait in 1990. Behind an agreed-upon text and the pomp of a White House ceremony lay ambiguity and misaligned expectations. At the time the Oslo Accords were being signed in Washington, Hussein was in Geneva at an informal meeting of Israelis, Palestinians, and Americans. Hope and skepticism intermingled. Some Israeli participants shed a few tears of joy. A Palestinian security official assured his Israeli counterpart that “Gaza will become Singapore, not Somalia.” The head of the American delegation, Roy Atherton, who served as US ambassador to Egypt from 1979 to 1983 and played a part in negotiations that led to the 1978 Camp David peace accords between Israel and Egypt, was supportive but, with the wisdom of one who knew a thing or two about the Middle East, kept his enthusiasm in check. On a walk with Ze’ev Schiff, Hussein asked the distinguished Israeli journalist and security expert for his thoughts. Schiff did not miss a beat: “This agreement,” he said, “is like Swiss cheese: full of holes”—the same metaphor that, unbeknownst to Ze’ev, then-IDF chief of staff Ehud Barak had used to describe the accords in the government meeting that approved them.

As detailed as they were on interim steps, the accords were silent on matters that mattered most—Jerusalem, refugees, the ultimate scope of Palestinian territory. They did not touch on settlement growth during the interim period, even though it would have huge implications both on Palestinian lives in the present and on the expanse of land over which Palestinians could lay claim in the future. They said nothing of the Palestinians’ right to self-determination, which remained the Palestinians’ aspiration. They made no mention of Israel’s subcontracting its responsibilities as an occupier to a subservient, docile entity, even though that was Israel’s expectation. One side saw the Palestinian Authority as a first step toward full sovereignty; the other as a wise step toward ridding Israel of a security and financial burden. The two were aware of the ambiguity and chose to live with it. They knew they could do no better.

More than anything, this expectations gap was encapsulated in uncertainty over whether the deal presaged a Palestinian state. Historical memory plays tricks. When Israeli, Palestinian, or American peace camps mourn Yitzhak Rabin, shot dead in 1995 by an Israeli ultranationalist who opposed the Oslo Accords, they partially fall prey to one. However daring his acceptance of Oslo, the entity he was prepared to grant the Palestinians was, in words he pronounced a month before he was assassinated, the last he would ever deliver at the Knesset, “less than a state.” In its insistence that the agreement suppress any hint of eventual Palestinian statehood, Israel left nothing to chance. Arafat would be named not president but chairman of the Palestinian Authority, a nomenclature Israel jealously policed. The Palestinian Authority’s prerogatives were strictly delimited to stifle suggestions of sovereignty: It would not have a foreign ministry or conduct foreign affairs, nor would it issue its own currency. When, after Oslo’s five-year interim period ended in 1999, Arafat threatened to unilaterally declare statehood, Israel went into full panic mode as if confronting an existential threat and did what it could to quash the idea. The United States joined in the effort.

The story of what went wrong with Oslo is well rehearsed. Ambiguity was necessary and a terminal flaw. A process that began with the promise of a peaceful settlement frittered itself away into mutual recrimination. Lacking a clear and shared vision of the destination, both sides treated Oslo’s interim period not as a time to prepare for a final agreement but as a mere warm-up to the concluding negotiations; not as a chance to build trust but as an opportunity to optimize bargaining positions. The agreement was sold by Israeli leaders to their public as a way to enhance security at an acceptable cost, by Palestinian leaders as a way to recover land without major compromise on fundamentals. As a result, each side was determined to hold on to its assets until the endgame. Palestinians were loath to confiscate weapons or clamp down on militant groups. Israelis were reluctant to return territory or halt settlement construction. Grudging behavior by one side fueled grudging behavior by the other, leading to a vicious cycle of skirted obligations, clear-cut violations, and mutual blame.

This balanced depiction ducks a harsher, far more lopsided reality. Both parties had to take a leap of faith, which is at once an accurate assessment of the enterprise and its most fatal indictment because the two leaps had little in common. The trust Oslo called for was that between occupied and occupier. Prisoner and prison guard need a modus vivendi; each can harbor justified fear of the other. But there is no confusing their respective anxieties. Israelis had reasons to suspect Palestinian intentions and were asked to bank on their commitment not to resort to arms. But they could always fall back on an advantageous status quo guaranteed by their superior firepower or, as the steep growth in settlements in the West Bank and Gaza attests, even improve it. Palestinians had no such luxury, since the status quo was what they were seeking to escape. The accords did not diminish Israel’s ability to use force to preserve the existing situation even as they removed the Palestinians’ right to use force to challenge it. One side controlled land to which the other could only aspire and enjoyed options of which the other could only dream. Violence gave the game away. Israel claimed it could not negotiate under fire. Palestinians were convinced that, absent fire, Israelis would have no incentive to negotiate. The bloodshed so inconsistent with Oslo’s spirit became its inescapable fellow traveler.

Israel’s recognition of the PLO came at the price of the PLO notionally relinquishing the tools to achieve any of the goals for which it had been set up. It is understandable that, as a condition for recognizing the PLO as the representative of the Palestinian people and transferring some territory to the PA’s control, Israel insisted that acts of violence cease. But for a movement that saw itself as representing victims of a colonial enterprise, that had long claimed that what had been taken by force could only be redeemed by force, and for whom armed struggle had been the glue holding a disparate coalition together, putting down its guns—not merely before its goal had been reached, but before its counterpart had conceded the very legitimacy of that goal—was hard to stomach. The PLO had acquiesced not out of conviction but out of weakness. That made its acquiescence precarious and always subject to revisiting, the more so when Palestinians saw hopes for statehood recede and prospects of indefinite occupation grow. The violence inherent in Israeli–Palestinian relations, manifest in so many disparate ways—from Israel’s continued oppression, land grabs, home demolitions, and dehumanizing treatment to the Palestinians’ continued faith in and periodic resort to violence—was not about to disappear by virtue of a negotiated text. That Oslo ultimately failed may be the least surprising thing about it, given the deceit on which it was built. Some compromises can be written on paper but cannot survive in the real world.

By the time Israelis and Palestinians met at Camp David seven years after the Oslo Accords, more than a year after the interim period was to have ended, their relationship had been badly frayed. Only months after Rabin’s assassination, against the backdrop of a series of deadly Hamas attacks, Benjamin Netanyahu ran as a staunch opponent of Oslo and any territorial withdrawal and was elected prime minister in 1996. Clinton, who had all but campaigned for Netanyahu’s opponent, Shimon Peres, was left to make the best of a dismal situation. In the years that followed, Israelis and Palestinians reached two agreements: One, in 1997, transferred most of Hebron to Palestinian control even as it set up a system of outright segregation for the benefit of hundreds of Jewish settlers; the other, in 1998, committed Israel to further withdrawals from the West Bank. These hardly made up for all that had gone wrong.

For Palestinians in Gaza and the West Bank, Oslo’s legacy read like a litany of promises deferred or unfulfilled. By May 1999, when negotiations over final status were expected to have been completed, they had not begun. Oslo proceeded alongside its opposite: Israel pursued its policies in the occupied territories as if nothing had changed, as if its goal remained to prevent the possibility of a Palestinian entity, entrenching its presence through settlement growth, ignoring the 1967 line, and fragmenting Palestinian existence. Palestinians enjoyed less freedom of movement and worse economic conditions. Israelis too felt cheated. The Palestinian Authority, they had thought, was supposed to police its own. Continued violence by militant Palestinians with weapons often taken from, or handed over by, the PA’s security forces was not what they had bargained for.

With Ehud Barak’s election in 1999, Oslo seemed to have been granted a second chance. Some of the hope might have been misplaced, but after years of relative drought under Netanyahu, Clinton could hardly restrain his enthusiasm. He had had to wrestle with Netanyahu for every morsel, and now a feast was offered to him on a platter. Like a kid in a candy shop is how he described feeling after he listened to Barak’s peace plan: a comprehensive peace deal with Syria, followed by a comprehensive peace deal with the Palestinians, all in the eighteen months that remained of Clinton’s presidency. Barak was a man on a mission, the mission was delusional, and Clinton could not get enough of it. Sandy Berger, the US national security advisor, tried to apply the brakes, but that battle was lost before it started. There was no standing between a frantically industrious and self-assured prime minister determined to convince and a ravenous president eager to be persuaded.

Barak wasted no opportunity to have it his way. He discarded the modest measures to which his predecessor had agreed, such as a partial redeployment of Israeli troops from the West Bank. The objective was to reach a comprehensive settlement, he said, not to waste time with inconsequential, politically costly measures that would prove unnecessary if that ultimate destination were reached, foolish if it were not. He postponed talks with the Palestinians to first concentrate on trying to reach a deal with Syria, the country US officials colloquially referred to as “the other woman,” possessed of a genuine military force that Barak felt more deserving of respect and attention. When, in March 2000, those US-mediated negotiations collapsed in the wake of a botched summit between Clinton and Hafez Assad in Geneva, the Israeli prime minister was finally ready for the Palestinians. He had not a minute to spare. Barak set a deadline of only a few months to reach a permanent, full agreement.

Camp David sought to put ambiguity aside. This time, the goal of establishing a Palestinian state was not in doubt. Defining its attributes and resolving other attendant issues in a way that would end the conflict was the challenge. The question was whether Clinton, Barak, and Arafat were up to the task. Opponents of a two-state solution did not have to worry. They were not.
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HOPE AND BETRAYAL




Broken treaties, broken vows, broken pipes, broken tools

..….….…..…

Everything is broken

—BOB DYLAN




After all these years and all that has happened, the sincerity of the Palestinians’ commitment to the two-state solution at Camp David should be of little import. The summit ended a quarter of a century ago. Today, it is hard to find a single Israeli politician of consequence willing to countenance a Palestinian state. Yet debates over Camp David, its aftermath, and Palestinian culpability for the continued impasse rage on. So it has been, even, especially, in the aftermath of October 7. When, in the spring of 2024, many young Americans aimed their wrath at the brutality of Israel’s attacks, Hillary Clinton rose to the defense. Her closing statement to students she cast as ignorant of history: Had Yasser Arafat accepted the “offer” made to the Palestinians at Camp David, “there would have been a Palestinian state now for about twenty-four years.” Later, her husband, referring to angry reactions to the deaths of so many in Gaza, commented that younger generations deserved to know what the Palestinians had turned down a quarter of a century before. By squandering a “once in a lifetime peace opportunity,” they forfeited the right to complain that those possibilities were no longer at hand.

What the Clintons said is both right and utter nonsense. Had Arafat consented to the Israeli/American proposal in 2000, we might have had a Palestinian state two decades ago. But had Barak accepted the Palestinian ideas of that same year, we might now be marking two decades of Israeli–Palestinian peace. The two statements do not say much, but that the former president and secretary of state would choose to adopt one rather than the other does. The Palestinians should have assented to what had been munificently offered, they implied, because they had nowhere else to go. It was that, or nothing. Under this worldview, one need not ask who is beholden to whom. Israel is generous to offer, the Palestinians ungrateful to rebuff. The meaning is inescapable if unintended: In the hierarchy of historical aspirations, Israel’s are sturdy and protected, the Palestinians’ flimsy and expendable.

That the Palestinians’ demands at Camp David went beyond what the Israeli people could accept is not in dispute. Nor is it debatable that, once at the summit, Ehud Barak moved considerably from Israel’s prior stance, whereas the Palestinians stuck to theirs: Believing that they had made their historic concession when they accepted a state on 22 percent of Mandatory Palestine, they were not willing to further whittle down their position. But all that is no more dispositive than whether Israel’s demands went beyond what the Palestinian people could accept. Shlomo Ben-Ami, Israeli’s foreign minister at the time, has written that “if I were a Palestinian, I would have rejected what was offered at the Camp David Summit.” To those who insist on pinning exclusive blame on Arafat, those words must sting.

Still, the debate about Camp David continues to matter. The Clintons’ take is no outlier, their remarks hardly a one-off. Camp David looms large to this day because it is the two-word answer to all manner of difficult questions about Israel’s actions, behavior, and intentions. When Israelis strike at Palestinians, a reaction stands ready: The Palestinians had their chance. They blew it. In the world of Israeli–Palestinian peacemaking, “Camp David” grew from bucolic presidential retreat to unassailable political conversation stopper. The argument relies on more than simply Camp David, of course. In September 2000, several weeks after the summit’s failure, the Second Palestinian Intifada broke out, fueled by years of pent-up frustration, triggered by the provocative visit to Jerusalem’s Haram al-Sharif/Temple Mount by Ariel Sharon, Israel’s opposition leader at the time, and amplified by a cycle of Palestinian attacks and aggressive Israeli responses. In December, with the intifada still raging and little over a month left in his presidency, Clinton presented Israelis and Palestinians a set of principles for a final settlement in a last bid to salvage something from the wreck. Arafat responded with a series of questions and reservations that the American team interpreted as his convoluted way of saying no. Even after that, Israeli and Palestinian negotiators met in the Egyptian town of Taba for one last try. To no avail. By the time Clinton left office, these developments had laid waste to the peace process.

The trilogy of the summit, the Second Intifada, and the tabling of Clinton’s final-status parameters produced a dominant narrative: The Palestinians, Arafat in particular, were solely responsible for the failure to reach a peace deal; their true intentions had been exposed by their resort to violence. Israeli and American officials, along with a coterie of analysts and commentators, exhibited this trifecta of events as incontrovertible proof that one side desired a two-state solution while the other did not; that Palestinians were not partners for peace but sponsors of war; and, depending on who led the charge, that Arafat, the Palestinian national movement, or even the entire Palestinian people had cynically used talks to conceal their determination to eliminate the Jewish state.

The shallow diagnosis, oversimplified version of how diplomacy works and history is made, and disproportionate allocation of blame had a singular aim and predictable consequence. To demonize Arafat was crude and one-dimensional. But to use the denunciation to indict the movement he led or the people he represented was perilous and purposeful. It cast the Palestinians as uniquely responsible for the perpetuation of the conflict and absolved the Israeli side not only of guilt but of responsibility to do something about it. In this way, context evaporates.

A year after Camp David broke down, we published an article on the summit and its aftermath in The New York Review of Books. We challenged orthodoxy and argued that although the Palestinian delegation was guilty of excessive passivity and an inability or unwillingness to seize the moment, responsibility for the debacle was shared by all—Palestinians, Israelis, and Americans. It was typical of Barak, what with his generous view of himself and resolve to quiet any hint of blame, that his first instinct was to provide a self-exonerating version of events in a heated reply to our essay. He was not alone. Other passionate rebuttals by US and Israeli officials, as well as countless American commentators, followed. Bill and Hillary Clinton’s recent remarks, among others, show that conventional views of Camp David persist today, and that their insidious harm has had a long shelf life. If their point in resuscitating the Camp David polemic was to dampen the ardor of America’s campus protesters—a tall order in which they fell short—the stakes of the debate that began early in this century and continues to this day are broader, more far-reaching, and persistent. The damage has not gone away.



Camp David was Ehud Barak’s brainchild, and the Israeli prime minister held his brain in high esteem. Everything from timing to choreography to substance was his. President Clinton, worried, overwhelmed, but also spellbound by his Israeli counterpart’s drive, hoped he was witnessing history be made. Arafat was convinced he was witnessing a train wreck. By the time the summit was convened, he had soured on Israel’s leaders. Four years earlier, when news of the assassination of Yitzhak Rabin—the prime minister with whom he had concluded the Oslo Accords—reached him, he was sitting with a close confidant. His silence hung in the air for a while. When he broke it, he told his friend, “This evening they did not only kill Rabin, they killed me as well.” He thought that it was the beginning of the end for Oslo, and for himself.

What happened in the run-up to Camp David only heightened his anxieties. Barak opted to renegotiate prior understandings agreed to by his predecessor, Benjamin Netanyahu, rather than implement them; failed to carry out his own promised territorial withdrawals; and intensified settlement construction. The notion of the summit itself embodied some of the Palestinian leader’s worst nightmares. The new Israeli prime minister pushed for high-wire summitry, openly intent on increasing pressure on the Palestinians to reach a quick agreement while heightening the political and symbolic costs if they did not. Arafat saw the impending gathering as a joint Clinton/Barak idea, which made it not his own, which made it highly suspect. This, he reckoned, was no peace summit. It was a US-Israeli conspiracy.

The Palestinian leadership had agitated for a different approach. They had called for unofficial talks on a comprehensive settlement months earlier, when they deemed the climate more propitious. Barak had pursued his failed Syrian initiative instead. Now, the Palestinians opposed the idea of a summit with binary outcomes—success or breakdown—seeking instead a more fluid, open-ended process. These requests, they claimed, were designed to improve the domestic political atmosphere and create more favorable conditions for a deal. They were told to forget it.

On June 15, during his final meeting with Clinton before Camp David, Arafat set forth his case: Barak had not implemented prior agreements, there had been no progress in the negotiations, and the prime minister was holding all the cards. What was Barak thinking, he must have thought. That concessions Palestinians were not prepared to make under normal circumstances would suddenly become palatable in a do-or-die situation? That beliefs held dear would wilt under the limelight and pressures of all-or-nothing diplomacy? The only conceivable outcome of going to a summit, he told the president, was to have everything explode in his face. If there is no summit, at least there will still be hope. The summit is our last chance, Arafat said—do you really want to burn it? In the end, Arafat went to Camp David because one neither blithely incurs America’s wrath nor spurns this most solicitous of US presidents. But he went in survival mode. His primary objective was to cut losses, not maximize gains. That did not mean that he ruled out reaching a final deal. It meant that he viewed such a goal as far more elusive than others.

Barak was quick to dismiss Palestinian complaints about the summit and its organizers’ blindness to political reality as petty, too frivolous for the historic stakes, mere pretexts invoked after the fact to justify a failure to rise to the occasion. The reaction was peculiar, coming from someone so sensitive to Israeli public opinion and who similarly justified his own requests by a desire to promote a more auspicious context for negotiations. A back channel among Israeli and Palestinian nonofficials that, Mahmoud Abbas proposed, would feature Hussein and Ahmad Khalidi? Barak derided the idea, contemptuous of those he considered mere academics. He refashioned it more to his liking, insisting on selecting Palestinian officials as interlocutors, oblivious to Abbas’s logic and preferences. Early, high-level talks with the Palestinians at the outset of his premiership? No. Peace with Syria was more important to Israel, and Palestinians would have to wait. Right on cue, when talks with Syria collapsed, he argued that his politics afforded him no time to lose in pivoting toward the Palestinian track. American and Palestinian misgivings notwithstanding, he would brook no delay. A partial Israeli redeployment of troops from the West Bank as previously agreed? Why bother when such steps would alienate and energize Israel’s opposition and cost him precious political capital he would need to sell a controversial deal. To slow down settlement construction would do equal damage to his political fortunes. He would pacify settlers instead, even if pacification came at a price: Settlement construction proceeded at breakneck pace, faster than during his predecessor’s tenure, with over twenty-two thousand additional settlers. A series of summits? How convenient for Palestinians seeking to avoid tough decisions. Only at a single, high-level gathering would all necessary ingredients of success align: the drama of a stark choice; the prospect that Palestinians might lose US support if insufficiently forthcoming; the capacity to unveil to the Israeli people all achievements and concessions in one fell swoop.

The list could go on, but the point is that Barak felt strongly that, for Israel, questions of timing, personal credibility, domestic support, emotions, and the summit’s overall stage management mattered deeply. He understood well, too well, perhaps, how political circumstances could affect his own maneuvering space and, thus, the summit’s outcome. He showed no such consideration when it came to the possible effects such concerns might have on the Palestinians’ mindset, capacity to compromise, or faith in Israel’s intentions. That Arafat was unable to either obtain a settlement freeze or get Israel to carry out its previous commitments, that he was left waiting as Israel checked the Syrians out, Barak cast off as immaterial. So obsessively attuned to his own troubles, so blind to those of others.

Barak’s conditions and requests were neither more nor less petty or trivial than Arafat’s. There was one difference, which proved crucial. On virtually all his demands, Barak obtained satisfaction; on virtually none of his did Arafat. The Camp David setup seemed designed to confirm the Palestinians’ worst fears and throw cold water on their meager hopes. The Palestinian leader and the team that traipsed alongside landed at Camp David under shadow of a potentially lethal domestic suspicion: that they were incapable of standing up to Israeli or American pressure. Ridding themselves of that reputation became not the least of their objectives.



Beyond the circumstances and power relations of the summit lay the proposals put forward by Barak and Clinton or, more precisely, introduced by Barak by way of Clinton. The substance of what Israel presented, how that substance evolved, and the ways in which Palestinians chose to respond tell the story of how a summit attempting to make history instead fell captive to it. More than that, they capture the intricacies of the Israeli–Palestinian relationship and offer valuable insight into what has ailed the quest for a two-state solution.

Most observers who consider the summit are struck by the extent to which Israel’s positions progressed over such a short time. Other than its stance on the refugee issue, where Israel’s rejection of a Palestinian right of return to homes lost in 1948 remained consistent, Barak broke one taboo after another, stretching prior Israeli limits. That was true of the territorial expanse of a future Palestinian state. In 1998, members of the US peace team expressed wonder at Israel’s apparent readiness to withdraw from roughly 80 percent of the West Bank in a final deal, a reaction that said something about Israeli intentions, more about American biases. The amazement was not anecdotal but reflective of deeply held American and Israeli views. As they prepared for Camp David, Rob naively asked why the Palestinians should not obtain the equivalent of 100 percent of the West Bank and Gaza, with Israel compensating them for any settlements it annexed with land of the same size. This seemed logical and in line with the full territorial restitution both Egypt and Jordan had obtained in their respective peace agreements. He was joined in this query by Gamal Helal, another team member with convoluted lineage: an Egyptian Copt and naturalized US citizen who served as advisor and interpreter for presidents from Bush senior to Obama. Dennis Ross politely but firmly shut both men up. The US’s job was not to reconcile Israeli and Palestinian rights, whatever those might be, but their needs. And Israel needed more.

The idea that Israel, which held all the cards, would willingly hand so many to its adversaries inspired American awe. Things got better. In the period immediately preceding Camp David, Barak moved up his offer to roughly 85 percent of the West Bank and Gaza; he would hold on to the rest to accommodate most of Israel’s settler population. The size gradually grew to 90 then 91 percent, with Palestinians also due to receive the equivalent of 1 percent of the West Bank in land that was part of Israel proper—territorial swaps that Barak had earlier ruled out. Eventually, when President Clinton presented his parameters in December 2000, the numbers settled on a range between 94 and 96 percent of the West Bank with 1 to 3 percent in swapped territory. When people evoke Barak’s unprecedented generosity, this is what they mean. The evolution from Palestinians’ being offered 80 percent to roughly 95 percent of the West Bank had taken all of about six months.

Jerusalem was the object of a similar bazaar. To define the city is to invite controversy. Its boundaries have been so vastly expanded, notably since the end of the Ottoman period and in the wake of the 1967 war, that “Jerusalem” has come to mean different things to different people. At its core lies the Old City, with its Muslim, Christian, Armenian, and Jewish Quarters, as well as its holy sites. The Old City covers less than 1 square kilometer and constituted Jerusalem in its entirety as late as the second half of the nineteenth century. For many, it is the only Jerusalem that truly matters. Over time, the city grew, first under demographic pressure then, after Israel occupied the eastern part of the city in 1967, due to its policy of municipal expansion. Jerusalem today reaches roughly 125 square kilometers. In the process, it absorbed an array of Arab villages. The Jerusalem of old would not recognize itself in the sprawling city it has become.

It was this enlarged city that, on the eve of Camp David, Israel considered its “eternal and undivided” capital. Mention of its possible division was a political third rail. In preparatory talks prior to the summit, Barak ruled out any discussion of its fate. At the summit’s opening, he warned that he could not accept Palestinian sovereignty over even an inch of Jerusalem, only a symbolic “foothold.” The Israelis then floated the idea of Palestinian sovereignty over Jerusalem’s “outer” Arab neighborhoods (those farthest from the city core), “municipal autonomy” over its inner Arab neighborhoods, and a “special regime” under Israeli sovereignty for the Old City. The dam broken, more far-reaching ideas would flow. Israel indicated it was willing to concede Palestinian sovereignty over the Old City’s Muslim and Christian Quarters while keeping the Jewish and Armenian Quarters under Israeli sovereignty; it would also offer Palestinian “custodianship” of the Temple Mount/Haram al-Sharif. This soon turned into “qualified Palestinian sovereignty” in all the Arab inner-city neighborhoods and “custodial Palestinian sovereignty” over the Temple Mount/Haram al-Sharif. The holy sites suffered through a particularly creative array of linguistic formulas: Sovereignty would be vested in the hands of the five permanent members of the United Nations Security Council plus several Arab states. It would be vested in no one. It would belong to God. It would be split horizontally, with the mosques under Palestinian sovereignty, areas beneath them under Israel’s. Palestinians wanted clarity—all of Arab East Jerusalem and the Muslim holy sites. What they got was muddle.

One way to look at this is to marvel at the evolution in Israel’s positions, at how far they came. Another way is to ask: What was going on? One could be struck by the boldness of Israel’s approach or stunned by its haphazardness. Based on the prime minister’s representations, the Americans described virtually every Israeli stance to the Palestinians as a red line that approached “the bone” of Israeli interests, before describing the next one as its marrow. Each time, Clinton assured Arafat he was stretching the offer as far as Israel could go. Each time, he would come back having stretched it farther. Throughout, the US never showed the Palestinians a map, did not specify what areas Israel would annex, or what areas Palestine would receive as compensation. Whether what occurred at Camp David qualifies as a negotiation is a good question, the answer less obvious than might appear. Israelis negotiated with Americans. Israelis negotiated with themselves. But did Palestinians negotiate with Israelis? As the United States or Israel introduced new and shifting positions, the Palestinians began to act more like interested onlookers than direct participants. They turned down one proposal after another, waiting for what might come next, intrigued but not swayed by the Israelis’ elastic reach. Beneath every Israeli bottom line, it turned out, lay a false bottom. With such ephemeral red lines, little wonder that Arafat would see in every final position just the latest offer before the following one.

Israeli and Palestinian attitudes at Camp David make for an instructive comparison, the peripatetic character of one contrasting with the immobility of the other. Israelis, in perpetual motion, actively tossed out ideas, hoping one eventually might stick. Barak’s way reflected Israel’s self-perception: as the victor who desired the vanquished’s seal of approval, and for which it was prepared to pay some price. Uncovering that price would be the task at Camp David, and he understood that it was up to Israel to make the offerings, since it held tangible goods. But in Israel’s mind the price could not be divorced from the simple reality that the Palestinians had had the chance to found their own state decades earlier, chose war to wipe away the Jewish state instead, and lost. Through their failed gamble they had forfeited any historic rights. The object of the negotiations was not to settle an injustice but to pay off the Palestinians for their own mistake.

Each Israeli proposal became a guessing game, an attempt to answer the question: How much would it take for Palestinians to acknowledge the conflict was over? How much for them to finally give up? As a result, the proposals were based less on an estimate of what the Palestinians were entitled to and more on a changing appraisal of what Israel might realistically get away with. They were a collection of ideas joined not by hard, strategic necessity but by an ad hoc judgment that the last suggestion had not done the trick and it was time to skip to the next. Barak came to the talks armed with the belief that, faced with a sufficiently attractive proposal and unattractive alternative, Palestinians would have no choice but to agree. Every Palestinian rejection led to the next best Israeli assessment of what, in their right minds, Palestinians could not turn down.

The net effect was Israeli bemusement—bemusement at what they saw as their own magnanimity; bemusement at the Palestinians’ inability to appreciate it—that gave way to frustration and then to fury. Israelis were angry at themselves for suggesting increasingly forward-leaning ideas, angry at the United States for not imposing them on the Palestinians, angry at the Palestinians for rejecting them. The power imbalance gave Israel material assets with which it could dispense. But it also gave it reason to pause. Why bend over backwards to satisfy those who had wished Israel’s destruction, who may wish it still? Why try so hard to win over those who had lost? The string of Israeli proposals eventually ran its course, and the words they chose to describe what had happened told the story of the Israeli–Palestinian relationship from the former’s perspective once more: Israel had been generous in its multiple offers, the Palestinians entitled and overindulged in their response. Enough was enough.

As unmovable as the Israelis were restless, the Palestinians did not allow the growing appeal of Barak’s positions to shake them out of their torpor. They were passive, and their passivity drove everyone else at Camp David crazy. Their stance reflected a fundamental national conviction: Their struggle was for national liberation, not a real estate deal; their rights were rooted in a record of dispossession and forced exile, in international legitimacy, United Nations resolutions, the obligation to redress historic wrongs and mete out historic justice. At Camp David and in subsequent talks, the Palestinians laid out their set vision of a two-state solution. They reiterated their position, formally adopted as early as 1988, in favor of a Palestinian state, based on the lines of June 4, 1967, living alongside Israel. They consented to the notion of Israeli annexation of West Bank territory to accommodate settlements, though they insisted on a one-for-one swap of land “of equal size and value,” with the annexed territory neither affecting the contiguity of their own land nor leading to the incorporation of Palestinians into Israel. They insisted that all of Arab East Jerusalem, including Al-Aqsa Mosque, should be Palestinian, while accepting the principle of Israeli sovereignty over the Wailing Wall, the Jewish Quarter of the Old City, and Jewish neighborhoods of East Jerusalem—all areas that were not part of Israel before the 1967 Six-Day War. They demanded that Israel recognize the refugees’ right of return to the homes from which they had been displaced during the 1948 war and accept responsibility for their fate, even as they acknowledged the need to take account of Israel’s demographic interests. They failed—as have so many others—to reconcile these competing imperatives.

Israel’s proposals did not meet that bar: Palestinians would not recover all lost land, their sovereignty over Jerusalem’s holy sites would be contested, refugees would be stripped of the right to return. For Arafat and his colleagues, the war for the whole of Palestine was over because it had been lost. The Oslo Accords, as Palestinians saw it, were not about negotiating peace terms but about acknowledging terms of surrender. By recognizing Israel, accepting partition along the 1967 lines, and conceding 78 percent of Mandatory Palestine, they already had made their painful, historic compromise. This explains why, when presented, as they were at Camp David, with a proposal granting them sovereignty over less than 100 percent of that already shrunken percentage, they did not welcome it quite as Bill or Hillary Clinton wished they had. It explains why they were so sensitive to language. The notion that Israel was “offering” land, being “generous,” or “making concessions” seemed to them doubly wrong—in a single stroke affirming Israel’s right and denying their own. For the Palestinians, land would not be given. It would be given back.

Budging from Palestinian fundaments risked their erosion, something the Palestinians would not do, certainly not on account of Israeli ideas that seemed ephemeral and unserious by virtue of their constant modification. Every new proposal perversely confirmed in their eyes the cavalier way in which Israel and its American ally toyed with Palestinian rights. The proposals might be getting better with each iteration, but the process through which they improved made things worse. When Clinton, channeling Barak, would tell Arafat that this deal would not be available forever, circumstances would change, Israel’s demographic evolution would favor more hard-line constituencies (those of Russian descent or of religious conviction), a future Israeli government would be more parsimonious, it had the opposite of its intended effect and hardened Palestinian attitudes. The comings and goings of Israeli politics, the fleeting life of an Israeli coalition: What did those have to do with deeply entrenched Palestinian rights? Palestinians, despite what they were told, never believed Camp David or the Clinton parameters were their last chance. If they stood their ground, showed patience, there would be others more in tune with their core beliefs because that is the way of history and the fate of liberation movements. They bristled at charges of passivity: They had traveled the far greater distance when they made their concession in the late 1980s. It was now up to Israel to budge. They had not been apathetic but steadfast, and steadfastness has its own, time-honored way of moving.

The two sides spoke different languages and operated on different planes. So much was at stake in the framing: whether the original sin was Israel’s creation or the Palestinians’ negation of it; whether Oslo aimed at correcting a wrong or finding a stable settlement; whether Palestinian recognition of Israel was a historic concession or simple acknowledgment of fact. For Israel to accept the Palestinian historical narrative would have turned it into the perpetrator of a horrendous crime: Israelis had stolen land and expelled its rightful owners, and were now haggling over its partial restitution. For Palestinians to concur with Israel’s version would have made their national struggle a tragic, bloody mistake: The West Bank and Gaza had been in Arab hands between 1947 and 1948; if that was all to which they ever had been entitled, they could have established a Palestinian state then and there, rather than slide into decades of senseless, vicious conflict.

At Camp David, Israelis claimed to put history aside and seek a practical solution, which Palestinians saw as an attempt to expunge their history and to build a solution that fit Israel’s. Israelis hoped Arafat would compare their proposals with current realities and opt for a future that improved the present. Palestinians had another objective: They had history at the fore of their minds and sought justice, at least a measure of it. They weighed Israeli proposals against yesterday’s iniquities and would only embrace a future that helped redress, to some extent at least, the past.

As the summit reached its conclusion, it was left to Gamal and Rob, the Americans deemed most sympathetic to the Palestinians, to go visit Arafat in his cabin in a last ditch attempt to get his agreement to the US proposal. It was a sad setting for a doomed effort. Little differentiated the offer from the latest one he had turned down other than that it was final; to the Palestinian leader, that did not make it a better one. Rob was asked to draft a statement for the president announcing that the parties had been unable to reach agreement. He was told to directly blame Arafat for the failure. This was contrary to Clinton’s assurance to Arafat; Rob recoiled. After some back and forth, the US team settled on a milder version. “Prime Minister Barak showed particular courage, vision, and an understanding of the historical importance of this moment. Chairman Arafat made it clear that he, too, remains committed to the path of peace.” The wording had changed, but it was a more polite way of saying the same thing: One of them had risen to the occasion and met the moment; the other had merely showed up. The thin veneer of courtesy did not last. Within mere days, all blame, squarely and loudly, was placed on the Old Man.
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FIGURES IN A LANDSCAPE




Still crazy after all these years.

—PAUL SIMON




There was a personal dimension which, though easily inflated, ought not be dismissed. Arafat felt that he could lead his people only by always being in tune with them. His most potent attribute was an ability to intuit Palestinian political boundaries, how to stretch without trespassing them. What some would call lack of political courage, he would have described as political acumen, which, for a leader who possessed so little else, had to mean so much. He would make political moves, such as acceptance of Oslo or of the two-state solution, when he sensed that the consensus among his people could live with such movement, stand still when he did not. He was among the most democratic of undemocratic leaders, yet another object of American befuddlement: controlling and authoritarian in many respects; captive to his politics and popular sentiment in others.

The charge that Arafat’s scheme was to scuttle the summit, arouse his people, and launch the intifada is, in this sense, wide of the mark. There was no decision-making as we know it, no grand strategy, not even a rudimentary plan. What counted for him was political hunch in the here and now, to assess the instant situation, gauge what might fly and what would crash, and figure out how to emerge from it, at best strengthened, at worst intact. Haphazard improvisation or acute political instinct, this was what allowed Arafat to survive and protect his people’s cause, against all odds, without any reliable international support and with only derisory resources. He was not about to change. To most Palestinians, everything about Camp David smelled foul. Arafat, whose political nose was like no other, sensed it. After the summit, even as Clinton and Barak made him the target of their finger-pointing, he returned a conquering hero. When he turned down what was dangled before him and chose to resume the life of the rebel, he felt at one with his people, and they reciprocated in kind. He had nothing to show other than his rejection, but for a public that had lived in fear of surrender, that was plenty. The fighter had come home empty-handed. What a triumph that was.

A life made of intuition and short-term political expediency also explains his tortured relationship to peace and violence, charges that he masterminded the Second Intifada in September 2000 notwithstanding. Before most of his colleagues, Arafat believed in a negotiated outcome; unlike some of them, he also clung to the belief that violence was needed to reach that end. In his universe, regardless of formal pledges, there was no contradiction. Diplomacy and force formed part of a single, coherent continuum. Assessing long-term costs was foreign to his repertoire. If violence suited current needs, he would do little or nothing to oppose it. In his eyes, it was merely one among the few instruments at the Palestinians’ disposal, neither more nor less legitimate than others, and certainly not less legitimate than the violence, far deadlier, deployed by his foes. He would remind any who cared to listen that in times of crisis, it was paramilitary groups—the Haganah, the Palmach, Irgun—that created Israel, not peace negotiations or diplomatic shenanigans. He would learn from that history.

Violence was not his creed. Its pull could be strong, but he was equally open to other ways, if available and if they could realize Palestinian aspirations. In 1977, after President Anwar Sadat visited Jerusalem, Arafat sat in a room in Beirut, eyes shut, chair tilted back, surrounded by several lieutenants and Fatah cadres. He listened, saying nothing, as each outbid the other with swear words aimed at the Egyptian president for his dishonorable capitulation, for selling Arabs out. Hussein, who was among them, was quiet—unusually so, remarked Abu Jihad, who asked why. We do not know what the visit might achieve, Hussein responded, but if Sadat can retrieve through diplomacy what Egypt lost at war, there is nothing wrong with that. Arafat opened one eye and said, Tell me more. Hussein continued: We are not lovers of blood, or death, or violence; we are devotees of our rights. If we can get back what is our due without violence, I believe it is a better way. As the room stood silent and one by one they left, Arafat held Hussein by the arm and whispered: I agree; but if I move … His finger, like a blade, slid across his throat. The Syrian regime, he intimated, would take care of him.

Whether Arafat masterminded the Second Intifada remains contentious. He could not have known how violently the IDF would respond to the first incidents, contributing to a vicious cycle that became hard to contain. What he knew was that Camp David had failed; that Palestinians were subjected to a barrage of recrimination; that he personally had been blamed; and that his people, enraged by daily humiliations of occupation and inspired by Hezbollah’s successes in achieving Israel’s withdrawal from Lebanon in May 2000, on the eve of the summit, had reached boiling point. An armed confrontation, he thought, could not hurt. Who knows, it might help. Arafat saw no upside in trying to stop it. His reaction was consistent with his overall approach to Palestinian militants once he formally renounced terrorism and assumed the title of statesman. When diplomacy was afoot, he would dispatch Palestinian Authority security services to handle violent activists, the crackdown often harsh. They arrested Hamas leaders and shaved their beards, indignities for which the PA would eventually pay when the Islamists gained control of Gaza. When diplomacy stalled, his hand would grow wobblier. If ten militants were responsible, he would order the arrest of six. The world’s eyes, he trusted, would be on the six behind bars. He counted on his domestic audience to focus on the remaining four.

Ehud Barak was cut from different cloth, though he too became the object of gross generalizations. In the wake of the failed summit, many Palestinians charged that he never was serious, never intended to make peace or countenance a Palestinian state. It had all been a sham. Much of what he has since said has given credence to the charge. In his response to our article in The New York Review of Books, he waded into repugnant waters, asserting that Arafat’s performance at Camp David sprang from inherent Arab or Muslim deficiencies. “They don’t suffer from the problem of telling lies that exists in Judeo-Christian culture,” he intoned. “Truth is seen as an irrelevant category.” Over the years, he also warmed to the idea not only that he had successfully unmasked Arafat at Camp David, but that it had been his sole intent all along. Speaking to an Israeli journalist in 2007, he made a disconcerting claim: “I went to Camp David presuming we would not be reaching an agreement.… I knew Arafat was planning an uprising in September. I wanted the international community to stand by us when we hit the Palestinians. To that end it was important to prove we had done everything to reach an agreement.”

Pressed by his interviewer, he argued that in so doing, he had, with remarkable selflessness, sacrificed his political life for Israel’s sake. In other words, he wanted his domestic audience to believe that he had parted with his credibility, cut short his own future, wasted a US president’s time, bamboozled his own negotiating team, failed to protect his people from preordained violence, all to show the world the Palestinians’ true face. In choosing to play an even more cynical version of the real thing, Barak unwittingly upended the dominant script: It was not Arafat alone who had gone to Camp David with no intention of reaching a deal; the Israeli leader had as well. Clearly, he did not much like the image of one who had naively presumed the ability to resolve a decades-old historic conflict in a matter of days, and who had been prepared to cross countless of his own red lines in the effort. He preferred to come across as a conniving and calculating arsonist rather than as a dupe. Some choice.

Our own account of Barak’s motivations is more charitable than his unintentionally scathing self-portrait, and more credible. Unlike Arafat, Barak had a plan, but that turned out to be no less a problem. He had meticulously mapped it all out beforehand. He would husband his domestic political assets and avoid alienating settlers or the Right; bring the Palestinians into the pressure cooker of a presidential summit; enlist American support by getting them to threaten Arafat with the consequences of obstinacy; put forward proposals that exceeded any previously made by Israel; and, confronting Palestinians with the stark alternatives of agreement or confrontation, give them no option but to make a deal. Barak’s boundless self-confidence was stupefying, but it was not to be repaid. He was serious, but wrong, his reading of Palestinians fictitious. Impervious to the pressure, the Palestinian stance remained unmovable, and for fourteen days their preferred posture was to sit tight.

Frustrated with a Palestinian team that went off script, Barak stewed. He intermittently locked himself up in his room and, after having clamored for a leaders-level summit for weeks on grounds that leaders alone could decide, stubbornly refused to meet his Palestinian counterpart. At the time, the image he brought to mind was of a chess player who, enthralled by his own game, persuaded he knows how his opponent should play, reacts in disbelief at their unanticipated moves and cries foul at an outcome he did not predict. He had worked out in his mind what Palestinians ought to consider their best interest and took any deviation as a display of irrationality. That was when he turned the Palestinians from opponents to vicious foes and when, in Shimon Peres’s withering phrase, he turned his failure into an ideology and decreed that Israel had no partner for peace.

The reason the personal dynamics prior to and at Camp David were so damaging went beyond the dysfunction they injected into the summit. A deeper problem was that they became a microcosm of Israeli–Palestinian relations. One party, enjoying a dominant position, banked on its power to impose its will on matters large or small. The other, aware of the imbalance yet confident that time was on its side, relied on its power to say no. Barak’s view that the alternative to an agreement would be far grimmer for Palestinians than the status quo only confirmed Arafat’s suspicions. The greater the pressure, the more dogged the Palestinians’ belief that the Israelis were laying a trap. Take the deal, Arafat heard, for the life we have made hell we can make more hellish still. The Palestinians would take their chances. Far from being the arena in which the conflict would be solved, Camp David became one in which it was replicated.



What transpired at Camp David cast a revealing light on the US role. Neither President Clinton nor his advisors were blind to the distrust between Israelis and Palestinians prior to the summit, nor were they oblivious to Barak’s missteps. They had been troubled by his early focus on Syria, his breach of various commitments to the Palestinians, his rushed schedule for the summit, his refusal, once there, to engage Arafat. In the end, though, the United States either gave up or gave in on almost all of Barak’s questionable tactical judgments. They readily concurred with many Palestinian contentions on the merits but just as readily disregarded them, acquiescing to the way the prime minister did things out of respect for the things he was trying to do. There was, Clinton felt, a higher good, which was Barak’s apparent determination to reach comprehensive peace.

The relationship between Clinton and Barak eluded easy classification. The president, a political pro and professional charmer, was full of empathy, warmth, and charisma. The prime minister, a self-proclaimed and proud political novice, was only at ease with cool, logical argument. When Clinton’s ways were fluid, infinitely adaptable to the reactions of others, Barak’s every move seemed to have been conceived in his own mind and then frozen in time. Yet in their political relations, they were, like the governments they respectively led, genuine intimates, and the United States would not stand in its ally’s way. What the United States has done militarily and so egregiously since October 7 it had done politically and more subtly multiple times prior and did at Camp David: criticize with one hand Israeli policies it enabled with the other.

On substantive matters too the US interaction with Israel was telling. As summit hosts and mediators-in-chief, the Americans would have been expected to present a final deal that reflected their best judgment of what would fly. They did not. The Americans were lost, following Barak’s lead but unsure of his destination, which made it difficult if not impossible to steer the talks. They believed him when he announced red lines, and believed him again when he modified them. As acutely sensitive to Israeli domestic concerns as they were oblivious to Palestinian political constraints, they had an exaggerated appreciation of Israel’s substantive moves. In internal conversations, many expressed shock at the thought that Israel might divide the Old City, just as they had been incredulous at the scope of Barak’s territorial concessions, reactions that reflected less their assessment of a fair solution than their sense of what the Israeli public could stomach. The US team often wondered whether Barak could sell proposals, including those he volunteered, to his people. They rarely, if ever, asked the question about Arafat.

Playing with texts and a blizzard of evolving Israeli ideas was not the way to reconcile the competing perspectives. When all was said and done, the prospects for a deal in ashes, Jonathan Schwartz, the lawyer on the American team, offered the most cutting of epitaphs: We had treated the substantive issues with insufficient deference; what they needed above all else was what they had been thoroughly denied. Respect.



Camp David can be mined for any number of lessons. Lessons about the role of unofficial talks of the kind that occurred prior to Oslo but that Barak rejected in the run-up to Camp David, and that in at least some circumstances might help the parties deal more honestly with contentious issues and allow them more freely to reach the core of the matter. About the part inevitably played in any diplomatic encounter by personalities; emotions and psychology; feelings of honor, pride, and humiliation, both individual and collective, of the type we readily recognize in ourselves but are loath to allow in others. About the tension between the peace one side sought and the justice the other side craved. About the weight of domestic political constraints, how leaders in traditional democracies can enjoy greater latitude than those whose support is harder to quantify, whose legitimacy needs constant reaffirmation, and who cannot afford to stray too far from popular consensus. About the United States’ role, its blindness to its bias, and how, by reflexively endorsing Israeli ideas and foisting them on the Palestinians, it did the two sides a terrible disservice.

But what if any lesson should be drawn about the two-state solution? After the summit, the controversy in which we participated revolved almost entirely around questions of responsibility, which left at least the possibility that different circumstances could produce a different outcome. The majority view, that it was all Arafat’s fault, saved room for optimism. Charging Arafat meant absolving the rest, Israel of course but also to some extent the Palestinian people he led. Sooner or later the Old Man would be gone, and a Palestinian leadership free of the mythologies on which he fed and that he fueled could complete the task. Barak in his most prejudiced incarnation painted all Palestinians as irredeemable liars and deceivers, and his conclusion smoothed the path for the view shared by many Israelis that they had no partner whatsoever for a deal. Still, the cottage industry of what-went-wrong articles and books implied there were ways to make it right. The most hopeful took it a step further: Camp David and the Clinton parameters had broken the genetic code of the Israeli–Palestinian conflict. It was just a matter of time.

The two of us belonged to that more sanguine crowd. In October, a few months after Camp David, we pursued our own parallel, semiclandestine effort, away from the pressures of a summit, the glares of high-level officials, and the distortions born of an overly snug US-Israeli relationship. Frustrated by the summit’s outcome, frightened by what it might portend for the future, we chose to give it another try. Hussein felt as if he had been a spectator in a movie miscast and misdirected by clueless others. The Americans had no idea how to deal with the Palestinians. They found Abbas, Arafat’s second-in-command, inflexible, concluded he was the problem, and thought the answer was to marginalize him while elevating Palestinian negotiators more to their liking. Abbas, far better versed in the laws of Palestinian politics, did not fret about waging the fight. He turned his back on it. In the middle of the summit, despite a US edict that no one leave prior to its conclusion, the Palestinian leader seized on the pretext of a family wedding, did not bother to bid his farewells, and quietly decamped. In a contest between some who enjoyed US backing and sympathy, and others who relied on historical legitimacy and fidelity to core principles, the outcome, he knew, was never in doubt.

On his way to his son’s wedding, Abbas asked Hussein and Ahmad Khalidi to meet at London’s Heathrow Airport. He briefed them on the ongoing Camp David proceedings and meticulously jotted down the points in dispute on one of the white cards for which he was famous. The last sentence read: They are not serious. He underlined it three times. Abbas had already concluded that the summit would fail and that any remaining talks would be pro forma. His mind was made up: The Americans were playing games, interfering in domestic Palestinian politics, eyeing possible successors. Coming from him, the verdict was fatal. He was the man who, from the mid-seventies onward, had been entrusted by the PLO with relations with Jews and Israelis; who had supervised Issam Sartawi and Said Hammami, original Palestinian pioneers of a two-state solution; the architect of the Oslo Accords; the advocate of Palestinian nonviolence. Arafat was the ultimate decider but not a man of details; he relied on Abbas to assess what was acceptable. To ignore Abbas and reach out to younger figures considered more flexible was a fateful mistake. When the Heathrow notes were leaked and headlined in the most prominent and influential Palestinian newspaper, the summit’s destiny was sealed.

The United States had forgotten the part it had once played. At the first, successful Camp David summit, in 1978, President Carter directed proceedings by sharing an American document of American ideas with Israeli and Egyptian officials. American negotiators went back and forth between the two delegations and sought to reflect their views, but the pen, always, stayed in their hands. The Clinton team was initially determined to do the same, but little of that determination survived first contact with reality. US officials were unsure about what a realistic deal might look like and so fearful of crossing Barak that the possibility of pressing the Israelis, let alone forcefully pushing them, hardly arose. When Barak blew up at the content of the initial American paper, the United States swiftly took it off the table; that Arafat also objected made the decision easier, but his discontent was superfluous. Clinton was not about to alienate the Israeli prime minister. From then on, there was no US position or US proposal. America fashioned itself chief orchestrator; it was reduced to the role of messenger, conveying Israeli proposals to the Palestinians and awaiting their response. Even members of the Israeli team were stunned at the superpower’s subservience to their desires. That, they lamented, was no way to succeed.

After Camp David’s collapse, our idea was simple. The two of us would overcome US ineptness in dealing with Palestinians and feebleness in staking out a clear position by drafting a proposal that reflected, we imagined, both sides’ core interests. It would be presented as an American bridging proposal. Like some Palestinian officials, Hussein was close to both Arafat and Abbas; unlike them, he had no political ambition, and was thus seen by Palestinian leaders as less of a threat. This would grant him the freedom that, by virtue of his ties to national security advisor Sandy Berger, Rob felt he enjoyed on the US side. We pushed the boundaries of the acceptable. Over hours of phone calls and meetings in London and New York, we shifted the territorial deal closer to an equitable, one-for-one territorial swap. We tried to move the dial on Jerusalem too, so that each side’s religious attachments might be recognized. We sought some way to acknowledge the refugees’ rights without jeopardizing Israel’s Jewish character.

When, in late September, the paper was presented to Abbas and he curtly demurred, we blamed timing more than substance. The moment had not been right. The wounds of Camp David were raw, the intifada had broken out, the mood was unfitting. A year later, in our New York Review of Books piece, we catalogued the mistakes of each side, ascribing the failure to them, not to fate, some incorrigible Palestinian trait, Israeli feelings of supremacy, or the hopelessness of the two-state solution. Our parallel diplomatic exercise and our enumeration of the litany of blunders would have made little sense had we believed a two-state solution beyond reach.

Even in retrospect, it is not clear if our appraisal was reasonable or if we were deluded, substituting faith in the two-state solution for a realistic assessment of its chances. Several conclusions appear to be true, however uneasy their coexistence. First, that it was pure demagoguery to make of Arafat the sole villain, the reason why a settlement had proved elusive. Second, that what we called a “tragedy of errors,” the collection of developments that soured the atmosphere, exacerbated suspicions, and undermined potentially promising ideas, made a difficult enterprise far more arduous. Third, and most complicated, that the two-state solution is not the natural resting place for either Israelis or Palestinians, that it runs counter to the essence of their national identities and aspirations. What that means, at minimum, is that only in a perfect alignment of timing, politics, and circumstance, only with the most skillful display of American statecraft, might it have had a fair shot. Even then, while talks conceivably could have produced an agreement, it likely would not have truly ended the conflict. One or both sides at some point might well have called the deal into question, their unrealized hopes rising up against the compromise.

As for Camp David, it has been said in subsequent years that Israelis and Palestinians were this close to a final deal. Bunkum. On none of the core issues did discussions yield a meeting of the minds; on some, such as refugees, one would look in vain for any serious discussion at all. There was no document laying out in detail the two sides’ rights and responsibilities. There was no document at all. When we penned Camp David’s postmortem a year after its collapse, we wrote:


Had there been, in hindsight, a generous Israeli offer? Ask a member of the American team, and an honest answer might be that there was a moving target of ideas, fluctuating impressions of the deal the US could sell to the two sides, a work in progress that reacted (and therefore was vulnerable) to the pressures and persuasion of both. Ask Barak, and he might volunteer that there was no Israeli offer and, besides, Arafat rejected it. Ask Arafat, and the response you might hear is that there was no offer; besides, it was unacceptable; that said, it had better remain on the table.
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DECLINE AND FALL




“Humanity is a well with two buckets,” said Wylie, “one going down to be filled, the other coming up to be emptied.”

—SAMUEL BECKETT, MURPHY




Since Camp David, prospects for a two-state solution have plummeted despite efforts to turn them around. The first occurred soon afterward, during the Clinton presidency’s waning days and George W. Bush’s early ones, when Israeli and Palestinian negotiators met in January 2001 in the Egyptian town of Taba. The talks were followed by President Bush’s 2003 Roadmap for Peace, which was followed by the 2007 Annapolis process and 2008 talks between President Abbas and Prime Minister Ehud Olmert, which were followed by Secretary Kerry’s indefatigable efforts as well as authorized, confidential back-channel discussions in London. Failure of each bred disbelief in all. When, in 2015, word leaked in the Israeli media that Prime Minister Netanyahu had agreed in principle to a Palestinian state based on the 1967 lines in the back-channel talks, Israelis and Palestinians might have been expected to react with surprise, anger, satisfaction, doubt—something. Instead, they could barely muster a collective shrug. By then, Israelis and Palestinians had become familiar almost to the point of indifference with possible solutions, endlessly promised, never achieved. Repeated failure to turn the idea of a solution into reality prompted a familiar reaction. Transient conditions or faulty execution was blamed. The implication was that there is no need to revisit fundamental assumptions about the goal itself. What has been missing were more optimal conditions, smarter implementation, and some luck.

By this account, the history of the peace process has been plagued by a series of unfortunate events: leaders too weak to strike a deal when they wanted to or too obdurate to sign one when it was within reach; one side ready for compromise when the other was not; divisions among Palestinians and Israeli government dysfunction. Prime Minister Rabin’s historic mission halted by an assassin’s bullet. Camp David thwarted by Arafat’s inflexibility. Ariel Sharon’s gradual acceptance of a viable Palestinian state interrupted by a stroke. The attempt to end the conflict by his successor, Ehud Olmert, cut short by scandal. Abbas’s belief corroded by gradual loss of confidence in Israel and of faith in the United States, the shriveling of his popular base, his growing obsession with holding on to power. Netanyahu being Netanyahu.

The United States also figures as central culprit. President Clinton was excessively soft, President George W. Bush insufficiently interested. President Obama came out looking strong, only he was not. He quickly stepped into the fray, confident in the power of his rhetoric, and just as quickly turned his back, dejected when words alone failed to do the trick. In his first term, President Donald J. Trump unveiled a plan that gave Israel everything it wanted, conceded to Palestinians everything Israel did not care for, sought to buy off Palestinians with the promise of $50 billion in assistance that would never have seen the light of day, and then tried to sell this bundle as peace. Trump upset the habits of American diplomacy, not the record of its failures. Throughout, Washington failed to sufficiently involve Arab countries and paid inadequate attention to developments on the ground—Israeli settlement construction, Palestinian security lapses, incitement to hatred by both. It focused on interim steps rather than the endgame. Most of all, it did not pressure the parties enough, by which was meant that it indulged Israel too much.

Each effort at peacemaking unquestionably suffered from acute flaws that call into question their seriousness and thus leave open the possibility of a different outcome emerging in more fitting circumstances. The two weeks at Camp David were intense, but more brainstorming than serious exchange. Most of the ideas put forward were not written down, only orally conveyed. Barak, fearful of exposure, insisted that his ideas be presented as American concepts, not Israeli ones. There were no details. If pen had been put to paper, the American proposals would barely have covered a handful of pages. The mood was that of a chaotic student seminar. Aaron Miller, a member of the US team, later remarked that the delegation, lacking a game plan, woke up each morning with one pressing question that suggested a breezy summer camp more than a high-stakes summit: What are we going to do today? He did not mean this as a joke.

When Israelis and Palestinians gathered in January 2001 at Taba for a last try under Barak’s watch, they concluded the unsuccessful proceedings with the statement that the two sides “have never been closer to reaching an agreement.” The participants may have believed it at the time. It was preposterous. The intifada was enduring, an improbable backdrop to a historic deal. Two weeks after the talks began, Israel was due to hold elections in which Barak was staring at a near-certain rout. The talks were political window dressing between a disbelieving Palestinian leader and his desperate Israeli counterpart, who, on the cusp of political extinction and lacking parliamentary support, risked nothing in letting his colleagues take a final, inconsequential stab. Barak dispatched his most dovish officials to do the talking, an indication of desperation, not genuineness. He could not truly count on this last-minute Hail Mary to salvage his electoral prospects; assume that a deal brokered by his left flank when he was on his last legs would enjoy domestic credibility; or have believed that, had an agreement been reached, the Palestinians would trust Ariel Sharon—Barak’s more hard-line successor, the man whose incendiary promenade on the Temple Mount/Haram al-Sharif had triggered the Second Intifada—to fulfill his disgraced predecessor’s legacy.

Later, true to form, Barak would variously allege that (1) the team he sent had lacked any mandate; (2) he had asked that they not even brief him on what was being discussed; (3) his goal hadn’t been to reach a deal but to remove from Arafat for a second time the mask he had purportedly ripped off earlier at Camp David. Arafat never took the exercise seriously, and Barak was never quite sure what he wished to make of it. As at Camp David, the talks did not produce a joint document. One of the Palestinian negotiators described them as kharta barta, Hebrew slang for “bullshit.” The Bush administration, then in its very early days, was not impressed. It ordered its diplomats to stay home.

Only later did Bush’s team come around. They had pledged not to duplicate Clinton’s quest, but as much of the world seethed at the invasion of Iraq, they turned to the Israeli–Palestinian peace process for possible diplomatic relief. In April 2003, they unveiled the Roadmap for Peace, a menu of steps designed to lead to two states. The Palestinians were expected to reform their institutions, sideline Arafat, and confirm an end to their violence. Israel was to withdraw from areas it had occupied since the Second Intifada and freeze settlement activity. Within three years, the two sides were to reach a final settlement that included an independent, viable Palestinian state. Abbas was elated. An American president had, for the first time, promised a state and proposed a defined timeline. At lunch in Geneva shortly thereafter, he shared his optimism with a distinctly more dubious Hussein. Abbas swatted the skepticism away: “Who do you want me to believe, you or the president of the United States?”

The Israeli and Palestinian leaders at the time, Sharon and Arafat, had other views. The two men, nearing their twilight, agreed to the roadmap in principle because they knew it would go nowhere in practice. They paid it lip service not because they hoped or even wished it might lead to a deal but to indulge the US administration. They were probably perplexed and a little bit amused by the president’s naivete. In a tug-of-war between the Israeli and Palestinian leaders on one side, George W. Bush on the other, the American never had a prayer.

On this score, Sharon and Arafat were political soulmates. They had been at it long enough, had seen proposals such as these come and go. Neither was in a particular hurry. Sharon believed that time was on his side. It would enable him to continue the Jewish state’s long-standing territorial expansion and further weaken an adversary that, battered by Israel’s response to the intifada, he sensed was on the ropes. Arafat considered time his trusted ally as well. At the end of the day the Palestinians would still be there, immovable. Israel, sooner or later, would have to relent. To the two of them, this was a document manufactured elsewhere, chosen by others. Sharon viewed it as a nuisance, Arafat as a diversion. They saw no point in gratuitously alienating President Bush, no need to take his efforts too seriously either. They would accommodate the roadmap while continuing their decades-old fight through different means. They would keep the Americans busy, get their peace plan out of the way, and get on with the more urgent business at hand.

Both leaders, embodiments of their respective national movements, would soon pass from the scene, Arafat through his death in November 2004, Sharon—who in the meantime had broken with his past, ordered Israel’s unilateral withdrawal from Gaza, and claimed that Israel could not, should not, rule over millions of Palestinians—through his incapacitation scarcely more than a year later. They left the stage to successors less weighed down by a history of combat or by a physical, visceral attachment to the past. Ehud Olmert and Mahmoud Abbas had proud nationalist credentials, but their relationship bore nothing of the starkness or ruthlessness of their predecessors’. They were more polished, more at ease in the diplomatic realm than on the battlefield.

Abbas did not share Arafat’s fascination with violence or his penchant for mythmaking. His outlook was shaped by the brief he had been charged to follow from early days: outreach to Israelis and the Jewish community. His matchup with Olmert was, in this sense, more serene, convivial even, than that between Arafat and either Barak or Sharon. It also seemed more promising. When in 2007 the Bush administration launched the first final-status talks since Camp David and Taba, the ground appeared as hospitable as ever. The so-called Annapolis process benefited from other favorable conditions. This time, the United States had been careful to nurture international support at the start. Arab states, Russia, the European Union, and the United Nations attended the opening gathering. Whereas Camp David was cramped within a two-week timeline, months of talks stretched before Israelis and Palestinians. They also profited from the discussions held seven years prior. Abbas and Olmert met for several in-depth conversations, their negotiators for some three hundred. The level of detail far exceeded anything witnessed at Camp David.

But flattering comparisons end here. By virtually every other metric, conditions for a deal had moved in the wrong direction since Camp David. Israel had all but destroyed Palestinian institutions. In 2006, Hamas had prevailed in legislative elections and, after a confrontation with Palestinian Authority security forces, ousted them from Gaza, from which Israel had unilaterally withdrawn in 2005. Hamas controlled Gaza, and Israel most of the West Bank. The PA exerted its writ on only a handful of cities and solely during daytime hours permitted by the Israeli military. Abbas was damaged by the disintegration of the party he led, Fatah, the split with Hamas, and his loss of control over Gaza. He spoke as president of a hollow PA and chairman of a ghostly PLO, exalted titles that barely concealed his diminished stature. Abbas’s authority was only a pale rendition of Arafat’s, his ability to sell a deal to his people a fraction of his predecessor’s.

The Israeli side was in little better shape. Olmert was discredited by the 2006 Lebanon War, whose management an Israeli commission of inquiry concluded had been seriously lacking. The Israeli military’s poor performance was more than a setback; it was a shock to a country that had long regarded its security establishment as the very heart of the nation, a pillar of strength amid political storms. Olmert was also beset by a corruption scandal and infighting within his coalition, which left his legitimacy in tatters. Abbas faced a man whose next residence was far less likely to be the prime minister’s office than a prison cell. By September 2008, when Olmert presented his final proposal to Abbas—one that in almost every respect moved closer to the Palestinians than what had been discussed at Camp David or Taba—the legal noose was tightening around his neck. One US official, bemused by the chasm between diplomatic pipe dreams and ground realities, wondered what it was that others could not see: The Israeli prime minister lacked the authority to make, sell, let alone implement, his concessions. His own ministerial colleagues deserted him; publicly, they continued the talks; backstage, they told another story. Olmert’s foreign minister advised the Palestinians not to be fooled; the prime minister’s ideas committed nobody but himself. Ehud Barak, now serving as defense minister, dismissed the talks as an academic seminar. Other Israeli officials urged Abbas to show the farce some mercy and put it out of its misery. The Palestinian leader obliged. He did not respond to Olmert’s proposal.

It would take several more years and a new American president for the United States to give it another go. Barack Obama did not stake his presidency on resolving the Israeli–Palestinian conflict, nor did he reveal much of his plans. But from his campaign to his first days in office, there were hints of a grand ambition biding its time. His administration seemed prepared to devote considerable diplomatic, economic, and perhaps even political capital to achieve a two-state solution. Many placed high hopes in his presidency, which offered the prospect of a clean break with the past. But if Obama himself held such hopes, they were quickly put to the test. In Israel, Ehud Olmert, who never tired of reiterating his commitment to a Palestinian state, had been replaced by Benjamin Netanyahu, who struggled to bring himself to utter the words. His coalition partners made matters worse; they were unlikely to agree to the concessions once proposed by Barak and Olmert, let alone to exceed them. On the Palestinian side, Hamas and Fatah remained at loggerheads; each new confrontation between Israel and the Islamist movement proved, if proof still were needed, that Abbas could hardly continue to talk peace with Israel when Israel was at war with Palestinians, and that Palestinians could hardly make peace with Israel when they were at war with themselves. By the end of Obama’s first term, there was little to show for his efforts.

Enter John Kerry. As Obama’s second secretary of state, he brought to the job a level of passion and enthusiasm it has encountered neither before nor since. The miracle of Kerry was his unshakable optimism, imperviousness to disappointment, irrepressible energy. Obama, who by then had given up on Israelis and Palestinians alike, observed him with the tired look of the disillusioned. He shared much of Kerry’s interest, some of his determination, none of his insatiability or single-mindedness. He believed that nothing would happen without new Israeli and Palestinian leaders or, perhaps most important of all, without a willingness to truly pressure Israel, a willingness that he wished he had but did not think he could muster or afford. Rob, who joined the administration in 2014 and would lead the White House Middle East team soon after, was instructed not to spend much time on the Israeli–Palestinian file. More pressing matters—negotiations with Iran, Syria’s civil war, the battle against ISIS—beckoned. Still, Obama saw how futile it would be to try to hold Kerry back. He indulged him instead.

So did Netanyahu and Abbas, but only just. Kerry endlessly shuttled between the two. He sought to entice them with the possibility of a framework for a final deal, a prospect that gave them more cause for alarm than temptation. It should have come as an early clue that the Palestinians asked Kerry for Israeli concessions as a condition for attending negotiations, for additional ones to extend them. The impetus in this instance came almost exclusively from the United States; the two local parties worried about what the Americans would come up with, each suspecting the Obama administration of partiality toward their adversary, neither having the necessary domestic support for a deal. Israelis and Palestinians never truly negotiated. Their time was spent debating Palestinian preconditions for attending the talks, arguing over differing interpretations of those conditions, and then squabbling over what items to put on the agenda. When Kerry finally presented his proposals in the spring of 2014, he shared one version with the Israelis, a slightly different one with the Palestinians. Neither was sure what to make of it. Obama pressed Abbas for a reaction. Abbas promised a response within a week. Obama still waits. A cynic might say that Kerry was driven by personal obsession. A cynic did: Bogie Ya’alon, the Israeli defense minister, prayed that Kerry be awarded the Nobel Peace Prize, bask in the glory, and give the venture a rest.

The more noteworthy enterprise was secret and unofficial. It began before Kerry’s endeavor and proceeded in parallel to it. Netanyahu, who trusted only those he held close, dispatched his personal envoy, Yitzhak Molcho; Abbas, who trusted only those who maintained a healthy distance, dispatched Hussein. For years, they met in London, New York, Washington, Paris, Rome, Prague, Tel Aviv, and Jerusalem, and aimed to design a framework of principles on core issues. They were joined by a former US official, Dennis Ross, and an Israeli security expert, Michael Herzog, who would go on to become ambassador in Washington. The talks were private, and participants maintained their privacy; to protect the two parties, they agreed that their draft would be described as an American paper to which Israeli and Palestinian leaders would be asked to react. The back channel was serious enough that it turned the front channel into a sideshow.

The two of us disagreed bitterly on this occasion, our roles reversed from the late days of the Clinton administration. Hussein had then been the more cynical, Rob more hopeful. Rob, together with much of the Obama White House team, saw the “London track” as another Netanyahu ploy designed to tempt the Americans with the lure of a peace deal, sedate them as the talks dragged on indefinitely, dissuade any possible US pressure, and play the clock. To Hussein, this made little sense. He was dealing directly with Molcho, Netanyahu’s closest advisor. The ideas he heard were more serious than anything he had imagined and anything ever acknowledged publicly. They were not mere oral expressions; they were put down on paper. Molcho was an official, Hussein was not. If the exercise leaked, which eventually it did, the Israeli prime minister would be exposed in a way that the Palestinian president would not. Why would Netanyahu run such a risk if all had been for show?

In the end, the participants never were able to complete their paper. As Kerry’s attempt crashed, it sunk theirs as well. Because it was not official, the unfinished document went further than anything the two sides had ever jointly produced. Because it was informal, it is hard to know whether and to what extent the two leaders felt committed to it. The London track did have a concrete impact. In preparing his plan, Kerry largely drew on the draft it generated. The US proposal contemplated two states whose borders would be based on the 1967 lines, with mutually agreed upon, equivalent land swaps. Jerusalem would be the capital of two states; Palestine would be nonmilitarized; and Palestinian refugees would be provided with compensation, acknowledgment of their suffering, and assistance in finding new, permanent homes. Like President Clinton sixteen years earlier, Kerry delivered a speech shortly before leaving office in which he laid out these principles. Like the former president, he shared his conviction that they had satisfied the two sides’ core needs. Like Clinton’s, Kerry’s parting gift was words that were fated to remain words.

Donald Trump was elected in 2016; any continuity that had existed in US policy ended then. It was no surprise that the new administration took a sledgehammer to pillars of US Mideast policy. Trump reserved the same treatment for other aspects of American diplomacy, and as in those instances, not all his instincts could be readily dismissed. Decades of peacemaking had not produced much of anything, his team rightly remarked, so it made sense to break from the ways of the past. US diplomacy had been littered with lies, and the lies had done no good. As members of his administration saw it, past US peace plans had tiptoed around sensitive issues and sought to soothe Palestinians’ feelings by handing them symbolic victories—a capital in Jerusalem and a version of sovereignty over the holy sites; recognition in some form of the right of return for their refugees—indulging unrealistic hopes fueled and fed to the Palestinian people by their out-of-touch leadership. This served no purpose other than to pander to Palestinians, artificially lift their expectations, harden their position, all without improving their lot.

Trump’s team set out to expose the falsehoods and give the Palestinians a dose of reality. A State of Palestine, why not? But the time had come to retire what Trump officials called “false promises” and openly acknowledge facts. Israel’s capital was Jerusalem and always would be. The United States should recognize it and end the charade of locating its embassy in Tel Aviv. Palestine would have its capital, but only in the easternmost edge of East Jerusalem, a healthy distance from the city’s sacred center. The whole world knew that not a single Palestinian refugee would be returning to their home in Israel—not now, not ever. Why this persistent effort to keep the sham alive by evoking a “right of return”? They would be absorbed by the new State of Palestine, integrated in their current host countries, or resettled in various other states. Israel, the nation-state of the Jewish people, would have nothing to do with them. Israeli settlements, which the Trump administration ceased calling illegal, would become part of Israel; Palestinians should forget about uprooting them. Stop that other pretense, about trying to accommodate Palestinian demands for genuine sovereignty. Israel had won, the Palestinians had lost; it defied common sense to suggest that the Jewish state would agree to anything that might potentially weaken its security. Contrary to received wisdom, peace between Arabs and Israel would not have to await peace between Israelis and Palestinians. Arab governments could derive economic and security benefits from normalizing relations with Israel. They had hitched their fates to Palestinian delusions long enough. They should think of themselves first.

Results were mixed. Jared Kushner, the president’s son-in-law, in consultation with Netanyahu’s government, put together a glossy, two-hundred-page political and economic plan he dubbed “Peace to Prosperity.” The Palestinian Authority, which had boycotted the Trump administration ever since it recognized Jerusalem as Israel’s capital, refused to engage. Abbas immediately rained scorn on this “conspiracy deal.” The administration had better luck with other Arab leaders. Several had grown tired of a Palestinian movement that, in their view, expected blind solidarity from Arab governments whose opinions they refused to consider. The Palestinians had negotiated with Israel, recognized it, even cooperated with the Jewish state’s security forces. They had no grounds to complain if Arab states now chose to do the same.

The Trump team never really figured out the Palestinians, what with their attachment to abstract, historical, ethereal principles. Arab leaders, they got. They brokered deals in which the United Arab Emirates (UAE), Bahrain, and Morocco normalized relations with Israel in exchange for a bevy of benefits. Abu Dhabi was promised advanced US aircraft; Morocco was paid back with US recognition of its sovereignty over Western Sahara; all three could share in Israel’s advanced spying and other security-related technology. The Palestinian Authority cried betrayal, called the moves despicable, a stab in the back. The UAE ignored the accusation and pointed to the Israeli pledge it had extracted to put off annexation of the West Bank. The Palestinians scoffed, but the Emiratis retorted, at least they had achieved something; in their disorderly and divided status, there was nothing the Palestinians could have done to prevent Israel’s pending move.

In the end, Trump did not pull off his “Deal of the Century,” peace between Israelis and Palestinians. His predecessors had assumed such a deal was a prerequisite for further Arab-Israeli normalization. The Abraham Accords proved them wrong. The deals they entailed were unsavory, and Palestinians were left behind. But the achievement was undeniable, a rebuke to what had become an unassailable maxim of Mideast diplomacy. It was one of Trump’s legacies that President Biden could not afford to discard. He embraced it instead.



This inventory of endeavors to reach a two-state solution is a dispiriting ragbag of a list, but one whose appeal lies in the room it leaves for optimism. Every effort suffered from at least one fatal flaw, typically several. The problem, under this view, was not in the objective pursued but in the actors engaged in the pursuit and the context within which it took place. Such bad luck: Barak had the intellect but lacked the subtlety and empathy to match; Arafat possessed authority but could not fashion himself a statesman; Sharon left the scene too soon or saw the light too late; Olmert was farsighted, but corrupt, Abbas overly cautious, the Palestinians divided. Of the American presidents, none combined the requisite interest, understanding, and political muscle; most gave in to Israeli or Palestinian defiance without putting up a fight. Under the right circumstances, with the right Israeli and Palestinian leaders, and with the right American touch, a successful outcome would have been within reach. The peace process as hostage to misfortune: “If it wasn’t for bad luck,” sang Albert King, “I wouldn’t have no luck at all.” Such thoughts are what, in the world of peacemakers, keeps hope alive.

The picture fares poorly under scrutiny. The idea of partition has been around for over eighty years. Attempts to reach a two-state solution have persisted for a quarter of a century under vastly different configurations of policy and power. Polls consistently showed respectable numbers of Israelis and Palestinians willing to live with a negotiated two-state settlement. The world promised wholehearted support for a resolution. There have been strong, determined leaders (Barak and Arafat) who, it was thought, possessed the ability to forge compromises and sell them to their people. There have been more enlightened, forward-looking leaders (Olmert and Abbas) who, it was believed, appreciated the desperate need for a two-state solution. Israeli leaders hailed from the so-called right (Sharon and Netanyahu), left (Rabin, Peres, and Barak), and center (Olmert). Some efforts took place with fanfare, summitry designed to raise pressure and stakes. Others were more private, confidential, and at times informal, meant to afford participants latitude to explore more far-reaching, contentious ideas.

The United States shifted from deep involvement to indifferent retreat. It mostly sought to run affairs on its own but also, at times, left the door ajar to others. US plans have been in abundant supply. They adjusted percentages of territorial annexation and land exchange; divided and defined varying forms of sovereignty over Jerusalem; devised creative multinational security arrangements; and, albeit more often as an afterthought than a central concern, sought ways to resettle and compensate the refugees. Under Trump, they tried something altogether different.

Even the Arab world awoke from slumber. In 2002, it unveiled the Arab Peace Initiative, which offered full normalization with Israel in return for full withdrawal from territories occupied in 1967 and a “just solution” to the Palestinian refugee problem. It tried to make up for the flimsiness of what Palestinians could give on their own with the weight of what Arabs could all provide together. The Trump administration sought to make use of the Arab world during its time, but reversed the order of things. It would begin by improving ties between Israel and Arab states, and then confront the Palestinians with this new reality. Shorn of the illusion that they could play the Arab card and hold Israel’s regional acceptance hostage to Israeli–Palestinian peace, they would have no choice but to accept what little they were offered.

In terms of longevity, creativity, and the rotating cast of characters involved, it would be hard to fault the quest for a two-state solution. Yet regardless of setup, content, personality, or style, the result did not vary. Plans were met with questions, reservations, rejection, bewilderment, violence, and, more recently, a yawn. Why would more of the same, even if more intense, vigorous, and sustained, produce a different outcome? The two-state faithful will point to key elements that have consistently been lacking no matter the epoch; add those elements, and another effort might stand a chance. It is beyond dispute that ideal conditions have been missing. It is difficult to imagine a time when they will not be. Those deficiencies—Why hasn’t the United States ever exerted real pressure on Israel? Where is the Israeli leader who will stand up to the settlers? How long before the fissiparous Palestinians get their act together?—rescue the optimists from despair. But in this they differ little from the socialists of old who, confronted with the recurrent fiascos of regimes governing in their name, looked past the record of existing socialism and fixed their gaze on its make-believe, idealized version. A time comes when even the most optimistic must retire their faith.
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THE ROAD NOT TAKEN




Anything that endures over time sacrifices its ability to make an impression.

—ROBERT MUSIL




To this day, a two-state solution remains the only outcome the two sides might realistically sit down to negotiate, the only one that can claim broad international support, the only one whose outlines are not shrouded in mystery. Why, then, from 2000 to this day, was this widely embraced idea stubbornly rejected?

The explanation comes relatively easily with regard to Israelis. Their initial approval of the 1947 UN partition plan was reluctant, the price paid for international endorsement of a Jewish state. Acceptance was far from unanimous, as it entailed rupture with the Zionist movement’s territorial creed; of the twelve members of the Jewish Agency charged with debating its merits, seven voted in favor, five against. Palestinian and Arab rejection spared them the need to live with a tough decision. By the 1990s, in the wake of the Palestinians’ uprising and their conversion to two-statism, the world told Israelis they should end the conflict through creation of a Palestinian state. Yet even then, Palestinian statehood remained for many of them artificial, insofar as no such entity had existed in the past; unfair, as Israel had won a war Arabs waged against the partition plan; dangerous, because most Arabs and Palestinians denied Israelis the reciprocal right to a Jewish homeland; and unnecessary, since Israel had the military might to prevent it. With Camp David’s collapse and Abbas’s dismissal of Olmert’s proposal, many Israelis could revert to more familiar convictions: Palestinian acquiescence in a two-state solution was two-faced. Israelis lacked a partner for peace. There was no logic to painful compromise.

Talks followed, but from an Israeli perspective they all suffered from an inherent defect. Genuine negotiations require that each side hold something of value to which the other aspires, something it can offer in exchange for what it wants. In Israeli eyes, Palestinians came to the table lugging the feeblest of combinations: loud talk and empty hands. They had been defeated. Israel held a monopoly over all material assets. It controlled Palestinian land, natural resources, and lives. It enjoyed disproportionate force. When Israelis considered prospects for a long-term settlement, many asked themselves why they should take the security risks and provoke the deep internal political rifts that territorial withdrawal, removal of settlers, and division of Jerusalem would inevitably provoke when there was no apparent urgency to do so. They had control, they had options, and their foes had neither. For Israelis, the principal question was not how to resolve the conflict with the Palestinians. It was why and at what cost.

Over the years, various answers were tried. One possible motivation was that, in the absence of a two-state solution, Israelis over time would face the reality of a single state in which Jews no longer formed a majority. Palestinians have regularly threatened to shift their objective from partition to a binational state with equal rights for all. No shortage of American officials have told their Israeli counterparts that without a Palestinian state, their country would face a stark choice: deny Palestinians in the territories the right to vote, remain Jewish, and lose any pretense of democracy; or extend the suffrage to all, be a democracy, and cease to be Jewish. Demographic developments are undoubtedly a source of long-term Israeli anxiety. The First Intifada was a wake-up call, after which Israelis could no longer avert their eyes to the growing number of Palestinians and their willingness to openly challenge the occupation. That is when talk of a Palestinian demographic time bomb spread, and when fear that Israel might become a binational state led many, left and right, to more serious contemplation of a Palestinian one. But the binary choice Palestinians and others presented—either a negotiated two-state outcome or the impossibility of a Jewish, democratic state—assumes irreversible changes over which Israel has no say, a powerlessness for which it has no answer. It is a faulty assumption.

Several potential responses are at Israel’s disposal. It could, in extremis, forcibly expel Palestinians from the occupied territories. Since the Hamas attacks of October 7, 2023, such talk has gained resonance among some Israelis; President Trump’s ruminations over emptying Gaza of its inhabitants gave ethnic cleansing a patina of American respectability, emboldening its Israeli proponents. Yet the idea has far deeper roots; it would be foolhardy to rule the eventuality out. Israel need not go so far. It could unilaterally withdraw from areas of the West Bank, offering Palestinians a form of autonomy and further mitigating the demographic peril. There is precedent: When Israel withdrew from Gaza in 2005, it transformed the numbers game and removed two million Palestinians from its demographic equation. It was fitting that Sharon, as nationalist as they come, was the one who conceived of this step. His heart must have sunk at the thought of wrenching thousands of settlers from their homes. But for him, the goal of the Zionist movement was not annexation or permanent control over millions of Palestinians. If a partial territorial withdrawal gave rise to a feeble Palestinian entity—defined as he, Sharon, defined it; constricted as he constricted it—that was a gift to Israel, not to the Palestinians. It was a ready-made answer to Israel’s dilemmas, addressing its demographic problem, maintaining its security, and thwarting the reemergence of a unified, national Palestinian movement. The threat—a two-state solution, a clear-cut apartheid regime, or the end of the Jewish state—seems solid but rings hollow. The more Palestinian officials hint that they will drop the two-state solution and embrace the goal of a single state with equal rights for all, the more it looks like impotence putting on a brave face. Demography is not the type of immediate danger liable to spur hazardous political decisions, let alone a decision that, to many Israelis, entails material concessions and tangible security risks.

Israelis have been told that the status quo cannot last. Palestinian frustration, inevitably, will boil over and give way to renewed violence. That is why Israelis needed to wise up to the necessity of a historic deal. However compelling, the argument is problematic. It is asking Israelis to surrender to threat. Over time, most Israelis learned to live with the fear, and the fear itself came in cycles that neutered its effects. When violence rages, they cannot afford to consider far-reaching compromise. When it fully subsides, they no longer need to. What comes on the heels of an outbreak of violence follows a familiar pattern. There is shock over the unexpected setback; anger at those who have caused it; exploration of new forms of retaliation; and lethal and often indiscriminate punishment. For a moment, there might also be consideration of alternative options, peace initiatives of one sort or another. But once the immediacy of the pressure recedes, Israel retreats into the apparent safety of the status quo. The case for boldness, briefly opened, swiftly shuts. The incentive to move when there is a breakdown disappears when the old imbalance of power is restored. The status quo is soothing. When then–Secretary of State Hillary Clinton warned Israelis that it was unsustainable, an Israeli friend, not known for his right-wing predilections, remarked to Hussein: “Unsustainable? We have been living it for over thirty years. We can certainly manage another thirty.”

Israelis might have been more open to persuasion if offered reason to believe that territorial withdrawals would yield security. Their experience suggests otherwise. They granted the Palestinian Authority some security control over parts of the West Bank and let it arm the police, only to see those guns often turned against them. They left South Lebanon in 2000 and continued to face Hezbollah. They left Gaza in 2005 and still faced Hamas. Even before October 7, those places became the source of their gravest military perils. To cite these facts as evidence that territorial compromise does not pay is to ignore Israel’s continued blockade of Gaza and occupation of the West Bank, the surrounding regional context, the self-serving motivations for the withdrawals that its leaders did not bother to conceal and of which Hezbollah and Hamas were keenly aware. But subtle political analysis carries little weight. To Israelis adjacent to Gaza or those in the north within Hezbollah’s reach, the unadorned reality is the only one that matters. Israel had departed, and those who had benefited from the departure repaid them with odium and missiles. The lesson is broader. It is not only territorial withdrawals but generous political concessions, like Ehud Barak’s offer at Camp David, that invite violence. The past is an ad for caution. Among Israelis, a genuine two-state solution might gain adherents in the interval between the alarm caused by violence and the preordained return to complacency. But any support is short-lived. The feeling passes. Worse, memories of violence make it harder to put faith in the Palestinians’ peaceful intentions, easier to give credence to the idea that they can never be trusted. A danger they were, a danger they will remain. So back to business as usual.

Those wishing for greater Israeli flexibility place hope in international condemnation, sanctions, and various forms of censure. The notion that the world can force Israel’s hand and persuade it to end the occupation has been one of the Palestinians’ most lasting obsessions, as well as the source of one of their most persistent disenchantments. For the most part, widespread denunciations of Israeli policies and calls for a two-state solution also came with no meaningful pressure. Even Arab governments, supposedly the Palestinians’ most loyal allies, have excelled at speaking loudly while looking the other way. Under such conditions, Israel has little reason to act differently.

International pressure requires skill, especially on a people convinced by the calamities of their own history of the chronic hostility of the outside world. Those who wield it often confirm in Israeli eyes how unreliable their avowed friendship was in the first place. For advocates of greater pressure, the main actor and, through its failure to impose it, principal culprit, is the United States. Surely, the immense power it has wielded to support and shield Israel could be employed to force her hand; in earlier days, Eisenhower and Reagan had done it, Carter and Bush senior too. Since Oslo, various administrations have lost patience with Israel’s dillydallying and stonewalling of the Palestinians, and their admonitions could grow loud. Clinton mastered the art of erupting, including at Israeli prime ministers, and when the prime minister in question was Netanyahu, the eruption was something to behold. At Camp David, when Barak retracted some of his earlier positions, it was his turn to experience Clinton’s ire. The president claimed he had felt manipulated at the summit he held with Hafez Assad in Geneva earlier in the year, felt like a “wooden Indian” when the script Barak handed him left the Syrian leader thoroughly unimpressed. Now, he said, he would take it no more. Years later, Netanyahu was back, and Obama resumed the tongue-lashing. He publicly scolded the prime minister, insisted on a settlement freeze, criticized his foot-dragging, warned he was leading his country to a dark place. Even Biden, whose forbearance regarding Israeli duplicity could seem inexhaustible, had a limit. As the Gaza war dragged on, he labeled Netanyahu’s approach a mistake, called Israel’s actions inexcusable, demanded it agree to a ceasefire, warned of consequences. There it was: US pressure.

But what then? Virtually every case follows a similar pattern. The United States is upset, lashes out, tries to rein Israel in, backs down, moves on; more often than not, it increases military assistance to the object of its earlier ire and frustration. If US administrations pushed but not too hard, it is because they cared but not that much. Domestic politics and regional considerations weighed more heavily than the rewards of a Palestinian state—which is why one struggles to uncover a single instance in the span of three decades since Oslo when the United States persuaded or forced an Israeli government to take meaningful, sustained action it was determined to avoid. American officials were not caught unawares, but their awareness seemed to make little difference. After the Geneva summit in March 2000, Sandy Berger, Clinton’s national security advisor, asked Rob to draft a memorandum to the president. He wanted a description of all that had gone awry in the meeting with Assad, as historical record but chiefly as caution for the future. Barak, he knew, now had his eyes on an Israeli–Palestinian summit, and Berger was resolved to avoid a similarly grim finale. The list was edifying. Against its better judgment, the United States had been persuaded by Barak to set up a high-stakes meeting without knowing until the last minute what his practical stance would be; had mechanically conveyed as groundbreaking Israeli positions it found unpersuasive; had lacked a fallback, which made the summit do-or-die, with death the far likelier outcome. Four months later, with Camp David about to get underway, the memorandum was but a distant, crumpled memory. Realizing that he had been unable to avoid the trap and prevent a repeat, a sullen, sardonic Berger began his final, pre–Camp David briefing of the president: “From the team that brought you Geneva…”

By rights, Obama should have been the most determined, the least willing to surrender. He spoke forthrightly to his team about the illogic of expecting Israelis to agree to change the status quo if the United States shielded them from its consequences, if they benefited from impunity for their actions. Nor can one think of a US president who had to suffer more indignities at Israeli hands. Netanyahu systematically and publicly lectured, rebuffed, and undermined him, invited himself to Congress to rail against Obama’s signature Iran deal, and engaged in barely concealed efforts to help Mitt Romney, the Republican candidate, during Obama’s bid for reelection. In private, Israelis would often remind Hussein that his first name and Obama’s middle one were the same, an unsubtle dig at the president’s origins and implicit explanation for their antipathy. Obama hated to lose, and the very thought of losing to Netanyahu turned his stomach. But on virtually every issue related to the peace process, lose he did. Grudgingly, he concluded that it was safer to work with the prime minister than against him, that there was only limited strategic utility in—and, on the American domestic scene, limited political patience for—repetitive skirmishes with Israel. Years later, during the Gaza war, Biden officials, many of them alumni of the Obama years, would have painful flashbacks. In a war of attrition with the United States, Netanyahu would prove the more resilient. Over time, American officials have criticized, chided, scolded, admonished, their policy putting one in mind of an extended, futile grimace. When it comes to Israel, there seems no end to the United States’ inability to get its way.

The brute truth is that those states that have sought to seriously pressure Israel have not made a difference and that the one country whose pressure could make a difference has been unwilling to exert it. Instead, US tactics have been singularly ineffective. Palestinians have tended to bemoan periods of strong US–Israeli relations and take satisfaction at the first signs of froideur. But tension between the two countries has almost never translated into sustained Palestinian gains. More often, it has led to hurried US attempts to repair frayed Israeli ties. Out of disagreements that Washington hopes will rally Israelis against their prime minister, the prime minister tends to emerge none the weaker. Most Israelis do not like fighting with an American president, but, it turns out, many dislike being told what they can and cannot do even more.

No Israeli has been a better pupil in this apprenticeship than Netanyahu, not because he learned what his American counterparts set out to teach, but because he mastered the art of handling them. His record speaks to the limits of US influence and the misplaced hopes Palestinians and others invested in the possibilities of US pressure. Netanyahu possessed two key assets: a deep familiarity with all things American, and an extraordinary span in the classroom. Better than most, he recognized the power of Congress and the media, and grasped how to use them to tame or constrain an often vulnerable president. As prime minister, he worked with four of them—Clinton, Obama, Trump (twice), and Biden—which gave him ample opportunity to study and grasp how to deal with his supposedly more powerful counterparts, what to fear and what not to, even as each of them had to learn on the job how to deal with him.

To be able to disregard American demands and never pay a serious price put the rest in perspective. Of all the lessons Netanyahu learned, few rivaled this: While he could not afford to jeopardize strategically critical ties with Washington and had to try to avert prolonged crises, he could manage friction with a US administration, call its bluff, ignore its demands, and come out largely unscathed. By the time the dust settles and the crisis dies down, the Israeli prime minister is strengthened from having withstood US pressure, the United States weakened from having withdrawn it. Palestinian depression when the relationship between Israel and the United States is smooth and jubilation when it is rocky is not a political strategy. It is a pointless exercise.

Without a genuine incentive to move toward a two-state solution and with the significant strategic and political hazards any such initiative would entail, Israel understandably has preferred to stay put. Nor is it a surprise that one Israeli government after another has been loath to be pinned down as to its precise stand on how to resolve the conflict. Critics of the Palestinians, American and Israeli, question the sincerity of their commitment to the two-state solution, the unrealism of their stance, or both. They have a point. At least, they have a target. They can criticize the position of the mainstream Palestinian movement, which has remained static for decades. Ask a Palestinian official thirty years ago, twenty years ago, or today, look at their official pronouncements, and the answer will be unchanged: Give us a state on the borders of 1967 with territorial swaps of equal size and value, East Jerusalem as its capital, and a right of return of sorts for our refugees. Israeli officials will not reveal that much; they will not reveal anything at all. Their favored posture is to denigrate the Palestinian stance even as they maintain a studied silence about their own. It is less risky and they can get away with it. So why not.
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THE ROAD TO NOWHERE




He who first makes himself a worm, dare not complain when he is trampled under foot.

—IMMANUEL KANT, THE METAPHYSICS OF MORALS




What happened to the two-state solution on the Palestinian side was more intricate, a mix of the personal and political, a by-product of the national movement’s trajectory, its rise, fall, and collapse. In Arafat’s heyday and at the height of the Oslo process, a two-state solution enjoyed a Palestinian constituency and arguably stood a chance. It did not age well. It suffered several blows, none more punishing than at the hands of those who purported to buttress it. This was only partly related to its substance. Through a series of formal and informal Israeli–Palestinian talks, that content did not much vary; if anything, from Camp David to Annapolis to the Kerry proposals, it came closer to mirroring that with which the Palestinians could live. The downfall of the two-state solution in Palestinian eyes had more to do with who promoted it, for what reason, in what way, and in what domestic and regional context. Most Palestinians did not judge the idea of a state on its merits. They judged it by the company it kept.

The evolution of that company, and the discredit it gradually brought to the two-state solution, can be traced back to the days of the Oslo Accords. Oslo introduced a contradiction at the core of the Palestinian movement that it has yet to resolve and from which it has yet to recover. Is it a liberation movement, whose leaders are militants, whose objectives are freedom and return, and whose main currency is resistance? Or is it a political party, whose leaders are statesmen, whose objectives are governing and institution building, and whose main currency is negotiations? Was statehood a conquest the national movement would achieve by forcing Israel’s hand, or was it a reward it had to earn by demonstrating its worthiness? Israel’s occupation tugged it in the direction of conquest, the newly signed Oslo agreement toward reward. The creation of the Palestinian Authority, a quasi-state with incomplete powers exercised over a crazy quilt of land, strained the contradiction almost to breaking point. Palestinian political energies were redirected from liberation struggle to statecraft, a task at which they proved largely incompetent. Palestinian military efforts were reassigned from combating Israel to protecting its security. The movement’s center of gravity moved decisively from what had been its core, the refugees, to those living in the occupied territories. All of which made some Palestinians argue that they lost the fight the day they gained a foothold.

Between 1993 and his death eleven years later, Arafat managed to straddle this uncomfortable divide between the ethos of a national liberation struggle and the tedium of day-to-day governance. He did so in typical manner, gun in one hand and olive branch in the other, insisting on wearing a military outfit amid the decorum of the Oval Office. As both leader of the national movement and father of the political compromise, he could live in two seemingly incompatible worlds, that of the revolutionary and that of the statesman, and embody both steadfast commitment to the original struggle of 1948 and pragmatic acceptance of a two-state solution. He had the symbolic value and governing skills of an icon—which meant a lot and very little, respectively. Aware of the tension, he would tell his younger, more modern Palestinian interlocutors, “My job is to liberate, yours is to govern.” Still, even he found it difficult to clearly define the role of the Palestinian movement in a way that made sense to itself or to others; he never felt quite at ease playing the part of diplomat, let alone that of government executive. Americans and Israelis never truly trusted his conversion to responsible statesman; Palestinian militants feared it but gave him the benefit of the doubt.

Because it played a central part in the armed struggle and now played a leading role in the Palestinian Authority, Fatah experienced this inner conflict most acutely: Was it a party of revolution or a party of government? Due to this unresolved ambiguity, many Fatah members redefined their ambitions and recycled their identities. After decades of wandering in the wilderness, several of its leaders in exile returned to Palestinian territory, muscling themselves into coveted positions with the PA, eager to trade their jobs as political militants for ministerial posts. With an emerging territorial entity and a budding economy, the prospect of lucrative new opportunities turned some activists into would-be middlemen and entrepreneurs. Fatah cadres from inside the territories who were unable to join the PA felt cheated and disillusioned; refugees in the diaspora felt ignored. Fatah militants who continued to work within the movement itself tried to reshape its identity when it could no longer easily mobilize people in the name of liberating Palestine. The Palestinian Authority was doing the governing. Hamas and other radical groups were doing the fighting. Fatah was left with only remnants of each. In too many cases, its leaders and cadres took jobs in the PA for which they were not qualified, sought gains to which they were not entitled, and ruled an organization whose agenda and purpose they could no longer explain.

The mainstream Palestinian national movement had fed on heroism. By the time of Oslo, virtually all its heroes had died, most of them killed by Israel. To Palestinians, Abu Jihad, Abu Iyad, Abu Yusuf, and Kamal Adwan remained household names, their pictures hanging alongside Arafat’s in offices and homes. Their relevance rapidly faded. In 1970, Abu Ali Iyad, another Fatah hero from bygone years, coined a slogan days before he was killed in Jerash, Jordan: “We will die standing, but never shall we kneel.” It inspired generations of Fatah militants, seeing them through adversity for more than two decades. One searches in vain for a post-Oslo equivalent. “We will die building state institutions” does not have quite the same ring to it.



After the onset of the Second Intifada in 2000 and Israel’s devastating military incursions, events proceeded at rapid pace and eroded the appeal of the two-state solution in Palestinian eyes. President George W. Bush, whose Manichean view of the world the 9/11 attacks solidified and whose interest in Israeli–Palestinian affairs was piqued in the context of the US invasion of Iraq, maneuvered to sideline Arafat and, in March 2003, pushed for Abbas’s appointment as an empowered prime minister of the Palestinian Authority. Arafat, who by then had spent two years confined in his Ramallah compound, at the mercy of Israeli tanks, died in November 2004. Abbas handily won the ensuing presidential elections and made it his priority to bring the Palestinian uprising to an end. His honeymoon was brief. A year later, in 2006, Fatah suffered a crushing blow when Hamas prevailed in parliamentary elections, and in 2007, following a military clash between the two movements, Hamas took over Gaza. Subsequent years would see fitful, halfhearted attempts at intra-Palestinian reconciliation, stymied as much by Fatah and Hamas’s incompatible views as by American and Israeli efforts to obstruct it. They would also see a series of bloody albeit inconclusive confrontations between the Jewish state and the Islamist movement, the blood flowing far more from Gaza than from Israel.

By the time of Abbas’s election in 2005, Fatah had lost its political compass. Arafat bequeathed a system aching to fall apart. During the Second Intifada, some of Fatah’s cadres and many of its militants joined the fighting while, officially at least, its leadership clung to a diplomatic strategy. The fighters were rebels without a clear cause, which often made them look like thugs. The leaders were administrators without institutions to administer, whom the public often viewed as crooks. To ordinary Palestinians, none of it made much sense. Diplomatically, the confusion was similar. In the aftermath of Camp David, Taba, the intifada, and the ensuing demonization of the Palestinian movement, Israel’s peace camp was battered. For Palestinians, the internal schism was yet another blow. Barely a few years into his presidency, such was the landscape Abbas contemplated.

Much as Arafat marked one era of the mainstream Palestinian national movement, Abbas marked the next. Abbas lacked his predecessor’s aura, charisma, and clout, but the Old Man aside, no Palestinian has influenced the contemporary movement’s fortunes as he has. For decades, the movement has faithfully mirrored his ups and more frequent downs. Abbas differed from Arafat in many ways, but in one critical respect they were the same. Like his predecessor, he was a rarity, a genuinely national Palestinian figure who, at the time he assumed power, possessed the historical legitimacy of decades of nationalist struggle and the kind of authority that neither Fatah nor Hamas dared to challenge. The two men’s core political convictions were also similar, though this is often ignored. Talk to Abbas in private about the legitimacy of a Jewish state, the wrongs suffered by the Palestinians in 1948, the need for justice, and little distinguishes him from Arafat or from any of the founders of the national movement.

The main differences between the two related to their dealings with the world and relationship with violence. Arafat inhabited a Borgesian universe where a thing and its opposite could cohabit the same point in space and time; where what mattered was the impact, not the actual meaning of words; and where myths combined with facts to produce reality. Next to him, Abbas appeared downright Cartesian. His world is rooted in what is more familiar and recognized as the order of things. His language is of the acceptable, everyday variety, his rhetoric far less animated by the ghosts of the past. Instead of the politics of ambiguous and creative intensity, he stands for the politics of cool and clear rationality. Convinced that he has logic and reason on his side, and equally convinced that logic and reason are the faculties that guide others, he would passively wait until in due course people see things his way. Behind the grandfatherly image, Abbas is hardly naive; it took astuteness and guile to finish up on top in Fatah’s cutthroat politics. Still, at the time he assumed the highest office, there was little of the manipulator, deceiver, or conspirator in him, which is perhaps why he was so unforgiving of the manipulations, deceptions, and conspiracies of others. Some may call these merely stylistic differences, but style matters. Partly on this account, Israelis felt for a time, Americans for a while longer, that he was someone with whom business could be done.

The other difference between Arafat and Abbas has to do with their views on armed struggle. This had not always been the case and was not truly a matter of principle. Earlier in his political life, in 1965, Abbas had provided the tie-breaking vote that led Fatah to turn to armed resistance. When its Central Committee was equally divided between those, led by Arafat, who advocated immediate resort to arms, and those who argued the movement was not yet ready and counseled patience, Abbas’s vote favoring Arafat’s approach won the day. By the early eighties at the latest, he reached a different conclusion: Violence had played its part; its utility for the struggle had expired. The more time went by, the more convinced he was that violence was futile, if not counterproductive. It was tantamount to the Palestinians deliberately wielding their weakest weapon against Israel’s most potent tool. Israelis, spared the need to make a difficult choice, would close ranks; the United States, no longer under pressure to feign evenhandedness, would squarely take Israel’s side; the rest of the world would cease to see the Palestinians as victims, Israel as the aggressor. Israel had its weaknesses, he believed, but they were not military; they lay in internal contradictions and in tensions with the United States. He bristled when accused of docility. Palestinian nonviolence endangered Israel far more than did violence: When faced with an outside danger, Israelis rallied and united; without that menace, they tore themselves apart. The greatest threat Israel faced was the absence of an external one.

For Abbas, who viewed violence purely in terms of cost and benefit, the costs were high, the benefits few, and the Second Intifada nothing short of catastrophic. He looked around and saw Palestinian land thoroughly reoccupied by Israel, the Palestinian Authority destroyed, widespread economic distress, and political mayhem. Practically anyone could acquire a gun and claim to make policy by showing it off. This was not resistance. It was anarchy of the worst sort, readily exploited by foes. All of this happened without the world lifting a finger, with Israel’s shrinking peace camp silent, with Arabs indifferent. In the court of international official opinion, the Palestinians lost the moral high ground so patiently acquired over the years. He did not hold Arafat wholly responsible, but neither did he absolve him of blame. Arafat, better than anyone else, could have brought the uprising to an end, but chose not to. The result violated Abbas’s cardinal rules: Do not confront Israel with violence, but deal with it through diplomacy; maintain bridges to the Israeli public; preserve international legitimacy.

Abbas felt that a different approach would better serve the Palestinian cause. He would restore law and order, rein in armed militias, put an end to the uprising, and cease armed attacks against Israel. He would speak a moderate diplomatic language that the world could understand. Once Palestinians fulfilled their share of the bargain by ending violence, cracks would emerge in Israel’s united front, and pressure would grow for the United States to step in. In his vision, means and ends meshed. If Palestinians relinquished violence and made a fair case, they could get a fair hearing. Out of Palestinian restraint would come both stronger international support and greater receptivity of the Israeli public to logical demands. Central to those demands was the need for a sovereign Palestinian state and a just resolution to the conflict.

His vision, he knew, rested on several leaps of faith. He had to prove his peace credentials by acceding to virtually all US requests, however unfair they seemed; demonstrate Palestinians were worthy of a state even while living under occupation; stop the violence before receiving any tangible political returns. He knew what others would say: That as Palestinian violence ceased, so too would pressure on Israel to make concessions. That he was advocating unilateral Palestinian disarmament. That the United States would never truly force Israel’s hand. And that the bar of Palestinian obligations would endlessly be raised. But Abbas’s was a choice by default, for he saw no other realistic alternative to the worsening of the calamity that had befallen the Palestinians since the fall of 2000, when Israel showed no inhibition and America imposed no constraint. He was convinced that, for Palestinians, force had exhausted its utility and that his way, based on enlightened self-interest and the power of persuasion, ultimately must prevail because there was no other.



The only other Palestinian figure of note to have shaped the PA’s evolution since Oslo was Salam Fayyad, who served as Abbas’s prime minister between 2007 and 2013. The two men shared a determination to show the world a more peaceful, entrepreneurial face; accomplish what they could under conditions of occupation; and secure the West’s support in that effort. Fayyad took Abbas’s way a step further. His impact was fleeting and momentary, but he was possessed of a zeal and conviction his superior lacked. His résumé offers a clue to his worldview: A University of Texas–educated economist who held positions at the Federal Reserve Bank of St. Louis, the World Bank, and the International Monetary Fund, he was more comfortable with numbers than with grand political designs. His approach was to construct a state without the underpinnings of one. He believed that what mattered at the time was less the duel with Israel than the duel between those Palestinians who wanted to fight and those who wished to build. His objective was to demonstrate that the Palestinian Authority could put its finances in order, curb corruption, restructure its security forces in close cooperation with the United States, and create the foundations of a state alongside which its neighbors could live in security. This would remove any possible reason, sincere or not, that Israel might have to object to Palestinian statehood. The “reality” of a Palestinian state, he declared, “will impose itself on the world.”

There are distinct ways to rate Abbas and Fayyad’s achievements. They put an end to the intifada and reorganized Palestinian security forces. By halting the violence and for their efforts to suppress Hamas, they earned the West’s approval and, with it, financial support. Fayyad started many projects, built roads, buildings, hospitals, classrooms. They revived the West Bank’s economy. In the everyday lives of Palestinians, those activities mattered, particularly in contrast to the chaos and misery that prevailed in the uprising’s wake. The political balance sheet is different; for the many Palestinians for whom politics mean everything, Abbas and Fayyad’s success was of a kind that is difficult to distinguish from failure.

From the moment Arafat took it over, and even amid some of its most shattering losses, the Palestinian national movement took pride in three constants: Unlike other liberation movements, it would minimize fratricidal violence; unlike earlier Palestinian incarnations, it would preserve the independence of its decision-making; against Israeli wishes, it would remain steadfast. In each respect, the Abbas era proved damaging.

During Arafat’s days, intra-Palestinian divisions frequently occurred, and, notably when the PLO set foot in Lebanon in the 1970s, there were instances of Palestinian-on-Palestinian violence. But unlike in Algeria, where the National Liberation Front only established itself as the unchallenged anti-colonial actor after routing its rival, the Algerian National Movement; or in Angola, where three different movements battled for hegemony; or in Zimbabwe and elsewhere, Fatah did not come to major blows with its competitors, and there was never any doubt about the principal Palestinian address, which remained the PLO. The institutional and geographic split born of the 2006 elections, followed by the violent strife that led to Hamas’s takeover of Gaza, broke with precedent. The infighting was particularly costly because neither Hamas nor Fatah prevailed; each side continued to weaken and checkmate the other. That the dozen or so reconciliation attempts since then were undertaken halfheartedly, and that Abbas’s halfheartedness is attributed by so many Palestinians not only to his acute antipathy toward the Muslim Brotherhood and reluctance to share power but to Israeli and US pressure, made everything worse.

Palestinians’ perception that they had sacrificed their political autonomy was a second blow. For decades, the movement had resisted subordination to Syrian and other Arab actors eager to call their shots. Now the loss of independence was especially humiliating because it was not to fellow Arabs, but to the Palestinians’ main enemy and to their main enemy’s best friends. The Palestinian Authority’s stability in the West Bank largely rested on Israeli security forces and their joint efforts to subdue Hamas; its subsistence mainly relied on Western donors’ financial largesse. The chief concern ceased to be politics. It was whether Israel could help suppress the next domestic threat and whether the next check would arrive on time. To ordinary Palestinians, the message was clear: In making decisions, their leadership paid more attention to its own survival than to the national interest, and in thinking of its survival, it paid more heed to Israel or the West’s opinions than to its people’s. Many Palestinians, whose national movement fed the idea that they should be masters of their own destiny, felt like characters in a play written and directed by others.

This leads to the third problem, the failure to maintain steadfastness amid changing interactions with Israel. Abbas and Fayyad’s gamble was to persuade Israel to make peace with a party with which it no longer was at war—at odds, in dispute, but not in any palpable way in conflict. This reflected their core belief and strategy: that Israel could be convinced, through foreign pressure, Palestinian “civilized conduct,” and engagement, of the need for a historic compromise that met both sides’ vital interests. The plan made sense, but it was akin to crossing one’s fingers and praying that the rest of the world would play along. It did not. History is not in the habit of rewarding good behavior. It is a struggle, not a beauty pageant.

Like Arafat, Abbas and Fayyad valued steadfastness, but their understandings differed. For Arafat, it meant staying put and refusing to budge even amid chaos. For his successor, and for Fayyad in particular, it meant actively trying to stabilize things and get them back to normal—reforming security forces, planting a tree, building a road, inaugurating a building. Arafat never learned to tolerate ordinary existence. He knew the enemy when he saw it; he dreaded normalcy. To settle into the monotony of everyday life would, he felt, threaten the Palestinians’ existential struggle. If Israel could get Palestinians to manage their own affairs, provide security, calm the situation down, and ensure their people’s welfare, neither it nor anyone else would bother to address deeper Palestinian demands. The instability Palestinians helped generate in Jordan and Lebanon; the plane hijackings and attacks on foreign soil; the occasional, often unsuccessful, forays against and into Israel; the radicalization of a generation of Palestinians and their resolute defiance: It was this, Arafat believed, not the kindness of strangers or the acclaim of history, that had caught the world’s attention and placed the Palestinian cause atop the global agenda. To him, unsettledness—the constant experience of an open, bleeding wound—was paramount for reaching a resolution. And unsettledness was what Arafat’s successors sought to redress.

In none of their self-proclaimed endeavors did Abbas or Fayyad succeed. Palestinians remained divided, their fate resided in their enemy’s hands, and Israel’s occupation deepened. President Bush hailed Abbas as a “voice for moderation”; he called Fayyad a “good fellow,” and then–Israeli President Shimon Peres likened Fayyad to David Ben-Gurion, the father of the State of Israel. (Peres presumably was referring to Ben-Gurion’s pragmatic streak and willingness to take on Jewish militia groups, but Ben-Gurion, who urged the expulsion of Palestinians during the 1948 war and was convinced that the war’s outcome proved “who is really connected to this land, and for whom it is nothing but a luxury that can easily be done without,” would have been the first to be surprised by the comparison.) How unflattering the praise, how damning the praisers.

Fayyad suffered from a principal handicap, which those plaudits highlighted and exacerbated. To be accepted in their political psyche, most Palestinians require that you possess a history of fighting Israel, no matter how fleeting, slight, or meaningless. Fayyad has no trace of nidal, or struggle, in his CV. Armed resistance was not his strong suit. Fatah and Hamas, who disagreed on almost everything, finally had found something on which to unite: They would not accept Fayyad as one of their own. They soon began to conspire, jointly and separately, against him, and his inability to extract any genuine concession from Israel did him in. Fayyad was ruthless in his self-criticism. “We have sustained a doctrinal defeat,” he said in 2013 as his tenure as prime minister came to an end. “I represent the address for failure.… This is the result of nothingness.” Abbas is less given to introspection. In 2011, at the height of the Arab uprisings, when protesters toppled one leader after another, the Palestinian president promised to “resign before the first protest against me, even if only three or four people demonstrated outside my window.” Demonstrators came out and he stayed on, increasingly isolated, surrounded by a handful of yes-men who would fit in a phone booth with room to spare. He faced Israeli aggression, American complicity, and Arab indifference, and he claimed innocence by reason of powerlessness. In Palestinian eyes, the plea only aggravated the charge.

In other ways too the mainstream Palestinian movement reached an impasse. It flaunted its democratic credentials, yet the Palestinian Authority held its last presidential and parliamentary elections in 2006, then postponed them and postponed them again, experts in the art of finding excuses for delay. It claimed to be representative even as the PLO stubbornly shut doors to Islamists who won pluralities, and to other weighty constituencies. The Palestinian leadership’s critique of negotiations with Israel would sound more persuasive if it could imagine an alternative, but it swerved back and forth between denouncing talks as futile and clamoring for them. The only cure it could offer to the ill was more of the illness.

The strain of Abbas’s unsuccessful gambit told on the two-state solution. His vaunted pragmatism and moderation harmed it in ways Arafat’s militancy never could. Every attempt to prove to non-Palestinians that Palestinians were worthy of a state diminished that state’s value in Palestinian eyes. You do not admire something for which you have to beg. You grow contempt for it. The two-state solution’s legitimacy was further eroded by the West’s suffocating embrace—a bear hug made worse for its being American. The vision of the two-state solution was blurred by its metamorphosis from a national idea to a predominantly foreign one.



The new millennium began with near-universal acceptance of the idea of a Palestinian state, which is precisely when support among Palestinians began to slip. President George W. Bush, having succeeded in elevating Abbas and Fayyad, pressed the new Palestinian president to shun Hamas after its electoral win, framed Palestinian statehood as the answer to the conflict, and then hurriedly narrowed the challenge to the mundane task of building state institutions. Gone was the revolutionary aura with which Arafat had imbued the idea. The struggle ceased to be about freedom and liberation. It was now about erecting responsible structures of government. Statehood, no longer the culmination of Arafat’s battles, became the instrument of his sidelining. With that, it lost its sheen.

One of Bush’s least noticed but most profound and pernicious legacies to the Middle East might well be this conversion of the concept of Palestinian statehood from revolutionary to conservative, inspiring to humdrum. In this, he was assisted by a fraction of Palestinians, members of the Palestinian Authority’s elite, who saw the point of building state institutions, had an interest in doing so, and ingloriously went to work. For a majority, this kind of project could not have strayed further from their original political concerns. The two-state solution came to matter most to those who mattered least, the political and economic Palestinian elite whose positions, attained thanks to the malpractices of the Palestinian Authority, would be enhanced by acquiring a state. To many others, the gains of such a solution—a state in Gaza and much of the West Bank—risked being outweighed by the losses: forsaking the capacity for genuine self-defense, renouncing the refugees’ rights, compromising on Jerusalem, abdicating their history.

Abbas’s predicament stemmed from the help he was denied as well as from the support he was ill-advisedly given by those who claimed to wish him well, Americans and Europeans in particular. They kept asking what they might do to strengthen Abbas, then time and again pushed him in prejudicial directions his instincts resisted but to which he ultimately succumbed—away from national unity and toward greater reliance on foreign benefactors, further from liberation struggle and closer to collaboration.

Arguably no president caused Abbas greater disenchantment or did him more harm than the one in which he had invested his most fervent hopes, Barack Obama. His administration’s serial failure to effectively pressure Israel, to live up to his rhetorical bravado, once and for all convinced Abbas that America was best at one thing, which is to let you down. Even at the worst of times—when Israelis and Palestinians were caught in the throes of violence; when he was excluded from the active leadership; when militant groups gained the upper hand—he had kept faith. By the end of Obama’s term, his mindset was different. If Obama and those who surrounded him, many reputed to be sympathetic to the Palestinians, could do no better than their predecessors, if in many ways they did worse, then Abbas felt that his life’s project was slipping away. A US negotiator who worked for Kerry commented at the time that the Palestinian president, who had suffered one disappointment too many, essentially shut down. The shutdown has persisted ever since. In private, his thoughts turned bitter and gloomy. Even if the most pro-Palestinian US administration were coupled with the most peace-oriented Israeli government, he lamented to Hussein in 2013, they would be unwilling or unable to secure minimum Palestinian rights. Abbas was an opportunity that never ceased to be missed.

Universal endorsement had other downsides. The more the two-state solution looked like an American, Western, and Israeli interest, the less it appealed to Palestinians. They listened to Western officials defend its merits: A Palestinian state was the best way to protect the Jewish state against the perils of a one-state solution. It was the best way to bolster Palestinian moderates and counter the more militant. It was the best way to defeat Hamas, to stabilize the Middle East, to isolate Iran, to foster Israel’s regional acceptance. Rhetorical advocacy of a Palestinian state, they knew, helped the United States manage relations with the Arab world and make up for its close ties to Israel by pointing to its ostensive efforts to satisfy Palestinian aspirations. It helped shield Israel from criticism of its behavior in, and settlement of, the occupied territories through the argument that to focus on these trivial issues would distract from achievement of a higher purpose—a peace deal that would resolve all problems once and for all. It helped justify continued bankrolling of the Palestinian Authority and its security forces, an Israeli security need depicted as a way station to a putative state.

This left Palestinians with a nagging question: What was in it for them? Among Palestinians, the idea of statehood had caught on when it was a proxy for something more elusive and ethereal—liberation, self-determination, dignity. It was hard to generate excitement for a technocratic project overtly aimed at protecting the interests of their historic foe (Israel), defeating one of their own political organizations (Hamas), or rescuing unsympathetic pro-Western Arab regimes. Many Palestinians came to feel that the notion of statehood had been hijacked by their historic detractors, who rejected it when it was briefly a Palestinian idea only to endorse it when they made it their own. Legitimizing a state in international eyes helped discredit it in those of its intended beneficiaries.

Little by little, the prize of statehood lost its luster. Palestinians came to understand a prospective two-state solution more as letdown than as accomplishment. They knew how weak and divided they had become, how much their leadership had come to rely on foreign goodwill. They heard it in the voices of successive American presidents—Bush and Obama—when they urged a two-state solution as recompense to “reformed” Palestinians and retribution for the unrepentant. They sensed it in the attitude of US officials and left-wing Israelis when they embraced Palestinian statehood as the culmination of Herzl’s Zionism and an answer to Israel’s demographic problem, an appeal made worse by its bigoted undertone. They saw it in the condescension and disdain for a national movement that had lost self-respect, that lived at the mercy of its foreign backers and in the shadow of its departed founder.

Full of bluster and bravado, Yasser Arafat could make Palestinian setbacks such as the Oslo compromises taste like victory. Defeated and dejected, his successors were liable to make even an achievement such as the birth of a state resemble a loss. The content of an agreement was largely an afterthought. What counted was how the outcome would be experienced: as the gift that is received or the right that is wrested, as triumph of the freedom fighter or as consolation prize to the vanquished. The act of fighting justified what Palestinians were fighting for, even if it was only a state. Offered on a platter, served courtesy of the United States to protect Israel, it lost its flavor—a reheated, tasteless glob.



In the end, there has been no more powerful force exerted on the Israeli–Palestinian conflict than the gravitational pull of the status quo. The known versus the unknown: It is not a fair fight. The two-state solution is the untried. Palestinians suffer under occupation, but to their leadership a deal would entail compromise, and compromise would entail risk—risk to the power they have acquired, to whatever popular legitimacy they have retained, to the economic benefits they have accrued, to what physical safety they possess. The international community’s treatment of the PA as a quasi-state did not bring Palestinians closer to statehood; it deceived Palestinians about what to expect from the world and corrupted their politics. But if throwing money at the Palestinians did not end the occupation, it made it more palatable and sustainable. It created a Palestinian culture of dependency, diverting Palestinian energy from addressing their predicament to beseeching others to finance it. The illusions helped perpetuate the status quo.

The Israelis who negotiated and signed the Oslo Accords knew what they were doing. The agreement bred a class of Palestinians whose jobs, safety, financial security, and power depended entirely on the institutions it created. What the Oslo process gave the Palestinians in legitimacy it took away in freedom of action. There was a stop-me-before-I-do-something-crazy quality to various Palestinian warnings—that they would dissolve the PA, “throw in the towel,” resort to a widespread campaign of civil disobedience, demand equality in a single binational state—and crazy was not a part this crop of Palestinian leaders was born to play. They could yell about taking the PA down all they wanted. Israelis knew better. Nothing is emptier than an empty threat.

The Israelis’ willingness to maintain the status quo is simpler to comprehend. It may be amoral from the vantage point of Palestinian rights, shortsighted from the perspective of the long arc of history. In the here and now, it is a posture that it is difficult to fault. For the most part, Israelis have not had to pay a price, and when they have—a Palestinian uprising or acts of violence—it has sharpened their reluctance to reward or empower those who presented them with the bill and strengthened their hesitance to take what would inevitably be an uncertain gamble on their future. Israelis were warned that to perpetuate the occupation would bring only hardship, yet most continued to live the good life. Thanks to their disproportionate power, they learned to address violence and quell it. They prospered economically. Their occupation of Palestinian territories was subsidized by the very Western powers that purported to end it. The Palestinian Authority policed its own, and when Israelis found the policing wanting, their forces could step in. They faced sporadic international pressure and condemnation but could disregard, live with, and, over time, dampen it. The string of normalization agreements Israel reached in rapid succession with the UAE, Bahrain, Morocco, and Sudan during President Trump’s first term and the prospect of reaching the ultimate prize of an understanding with Saudi Arabia were greater vindication. Israel was led by one of its most hard-line governments, had not made meaningful concessions toward the Palestinians, had tightened its grip. It had not moved forward, yet things were moving its way, which magnified the allure of present circumstances and the senselessness of change. Although not as satisfactory as Israelis would like, the status quo was not as unpleasant as their adversaries would wish. Israelis became accustomed to the way things were.

When it comes to the conflict with the Palestinians, Israeli governments fall back on a repertoire of poses: manage, freeze, ignore, or pretend to solve it. Why rock the boat with something new, especially when history offers cautionary tales on which to draw: withdraw from South Lebanon and inherit Hezbollah; withdraw from Gaza and be rewarded with Hamas and Palestinian Islamic Jihad. Some Israelis look to a wider geography as reason to dread change: Saddam Hussein’s ouster in Iraq imploded his country and strengthened Iran; when Egyptian President Mubarak was toppled, the more radical Islamists briefly took over; Qaddafi lost power in Libya and chaos ensued; Assad is gone and jihadists took his place. Things seldom appear better than when left alone.
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If your dreams don’t scare you, they are not big enough.

—MUHAMMAD ALI




The fortunes of the two-state solution present a final riddle. A workable partition in theory would achieve a large share of the two sides’ stated objectives. It would preserve Israel’s Jewish character and majority, provide it with final, recognized borders, integrate it into the region, and maintain its ties to Jewish holy sites. Palestinians in the West Bank and Gaza would live free of Israeli occupation, they would govern Muslim holy sites in Jerusalem, and refugees would have the opportunity to choose normal lives through resettlement and compensation. If meeting those goals were sufficient, why have the parties proved incapable of settling the dispute?

Political objectives, however weighty, are not the same as deep-rooted aspirations. Those reach further. They give life to historical experience. For Israel’s Jewish population, this includes displacement, persecution, the life of the ghetto, the horrors of the Holocaust, and the long, frustrated quest for a normal, recognized, and accepted homeland. There is a craving for a future that will not echo the past and for the kind of ordinary security—the unquestioned acceptance of a Jewish presence in the land of their forebears—that even overwhelming military superiority cannot forever guarantee. There is a desire to rid themselves of the specter of the Palestinian refugees’ return and of the rise of irredentist sentiment among Israel’s Palestinian citizens. There is too, at least among a significant, active segment of the Israeli population, an abiding attachment to the land, all of it—Kol Israel.

For Palestinians, the most primal demands relate to addressing and redressing a historical experience of dispossession, expulsion, dispersal, massacres, occupation, discrimination, dignity denied, persistent liquidation of their leaders, and the relentless fracturing of their national polity. To accept Israel’s existence as a Jewish state would be an affront to much of that. It would legitimize the Zionist enterprise that brought about their tragedy. It would render much of the decades-long Palestinian national struggle, and the violence that coursed through it, at best futile, at worst criminal. To relinquish the refugees’ right of return would inflict equal injury. It would negate the belief that the 1948 war led to unjust displacement and that, whether or not refugees choose or are allowed to return to their homes, they can never be deprived of that natural right. It would be to concede that the refugees—who constitute most of the Palestinians, were once its political vanguard, and could well regain that position—had waged eight decades of struggle by mistake and endured eight decades of suffering in vain. Mention Palestine to outsiders, and their eyes will fixate on the West Bank and Gaza. The Palestinians’ vista sweeps more broadly.

These Israeli and Palestinian yearnings are of a sort that, no matter how precisely fine-tuned, a two-state deal on its own will find it hard to fulfill. Its confines are too narrow. The problem was built into the structure of the negotiations. Palestinians hoped they could achieve their goals even as they persisted in denying the Jewish people’s historic attachment and entitlement to even part of the land. Israelis trusted that if they granted Palestinians some kind of restricted governing role in a portion of territory, the whole problem would fade away. It is only a slight exaggeration to describe the talks as a confidence game, a tacit agreement to elude the historic core of the matter through disingenuous ambiguity. The Oslo Accords’ Norwegian sponsors took their responsibilities seriously but were only dimly aware of what they had helped build. At lunch in Oslo in October 1993, a few weeks after the accords had been signed and three months before he died, a pale and exhausted Johan Holst, Norway’s foreign minister, asked Hussein for his thoughts. Abrasive as usual, Hussein said they missed the point. Holst, startled, asked why: because they do not address the core of the matter, because they ignore the PLO’s principal constituency and source of support, the refugees. The foreign minister paused, the realization settling in. “You are right,” he finally said, “but we have to start somewhere.” You start where you finish, and end up nowhere.

Over the past several decades, the origins of the conflict were swept under the carpet, gradually repressed, as the struggle assumed the narrower shape of the territorial tug-of-war over the West Bank and Gaza. The two protagonists, each for its own reason, along with the international community, implicitly agreed to deal only with the battle’s latest, most palpable expression. Palestinians saw an opportunity to finally exercise authority over a portion of their patrimony; Israelis wanted to free themselves from the burdens of occupation; and foreign parties found that it was the easier, tidier thing to do. The hope was that, somehow, addressing the status of the West Bank and Gaza would dispense with the need to address the issues that predated the occupation and would outlast it.

It was not to be. Israelis sensed they were being asked to give up tangible assets and historic longings in exchange for vague, unenforceable, and insincere promises of peace. Palestinians feared they were being asked to relinquish core, sacred principles in exchange for reversible material concessions. When Israeli leaders assert that Palestinians will run away when momentous decisions are called for, at il momento della verità, and when Palestinian leaders say that if you concede to Israel as little as a tent in Jerusalem they will lay claim to the whole of the Holy City, both touch on a deeper truth. Behind every step and every concession lies history’s irrevocable judgment; decisions come less easily with such weight on their shoulders. Any Israeli leader will be loath to relinquish territory and permit the emergence of an indisputably sovereign Palestinian state as long as suspicion lingers that Palestinians have not genuinely made their peace with the Jewish state, that they are simply biding their time, and that a future of renewed strife lies in store. In turn, no Palestinian leader can credibly proclaim that the conflict has concluded if the solution ignores the genesis of the Palestinian plight and the historic core of its national cause. To the two sides, albeit for different reasons, the exchange seems lopsided.

Israelis have tended to blame the Palestinians for persistently bringing up 1948 issues at the most inconvenient moments, but that captures only one part of the story. Israel’s demand, which began as a murmur in Camp David’s wake but has since grown to a loud crescendo, that Palestinians recognize Israel as a Jewish state reflects 1948 in all its glory. There is no historically neutral position. To rule out the return of Palestinian refugees is no less of a stand than to insist on it. When Israel, bemoaning Palestinians’ rejection of a deal that ignores the rights of the refugees, declaims that they have no partner for peace, they mean they have no partner for their version of peace, for their way of dealing with the issues left over from 1948.

This does not mean that efforts toward a two-state solution were necessarily doomed from the outset. It means that they faced particularly long odds because, at their core and in their guts, neither Israelis nor Palestinians were motivated, inspired, convinced, or roused by it. It means that the problem went beyond the mechanical challenge of adjusting territorial percentages, cleverly dividing Jerusalem, finding a shrewd linguistic fix to address the plight of refugees. If that were not the case, a resolution would have been found long ago. It was hard to improve on the Clinton parameters, harder to ameliorate the text negotiated in the London back channel, harder still to do better than what Secretary Kerry presented to the two parties in 2014. If the problem were purely technical, Americans would have an impressive record of success rather than a desultory catalogue of failures, for no one can top their semantic ingenuity.

That so many attempts to resolve the conflict have failed is reason to pause. To ignore core historical issues guaranteed their reemergence whenever the parties edged closer to a deal. Then what had been obscured came into fuller view, and they recoiled from the implications of that last, fateful step. Palestinians were not truly prepared to stipulate that the conflict was terminated, all claims set aside, and Israel accepted as a Jewish state solely in exchange for an end to the occupation. Israelis were not truly prepared to end their occupation, shelve their ancestral claims, and allow Palestinians to live as equals, certainly not in exchange for anything less. Palestinians want justice. Israelis want absolution and acceptance. Whenever the parties inch toward an artful compromise over the realities of the present, they inexorably come upon the ghosts of the past.

It is easy to wince at these stands. They run against the grain of a peace process whose central premise has been that ending the occupation and establishing a viable Palestinian state will bring this matter to a close. But to remind of the origins of the Israeli–Palestinian clash is not to invent a new battle line. It is to recall an old one that did not disappear simply because powerful parties acted for some time as if it had ceased to exist. Over the years, the goal of negotiations imperceptibly shifted from reaching peace to achieving a two-state agreement. Those aims may sound the same, but they are not: Peace may be possible without such an agreement, just as such an agreement need not necessarily lead to peace. Establishing two states would resolve the occupation, but that is only one aspect, however important, of a problem that arose decades before the occupation began. Partitioning the land may well be an important means of achieving a viable, lasting, peaceful coexistence between Israelis and Palestinians. It is not the end.
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HIGHWAY TO HELL




Those who dream by night in the dusty recesses of their minds wake in the day to find that it was vanity: but the dreamers of the day are dangerous men, for they may act their dream with open eyes, to make it possible.

—T. E. LAWRENCE




When Israelis began to reflect on what had gone wrong on October 7, they faced unpalatable options. Unquestionably, they had been caught off guard. From the moment Hamas had taken over Gaza and Israel had imposed its blockade in 2007, the calculus had been simple. Give the Islamists enough to keep them at bay, not so much that they could thrive or present a genuine threat. Hamas might resort to violence as a reminder of its existence and demands; it was a nuisance, hardly a serious menace. Israel would launch a severe military attack, “mow the lawn,” as they put it, as a reminder of who was boss. In terms of Hamas’s capabilities, intentions, and willingness to risk it all, October 7 did not fit. It did not make sense.

Had it long been Hamas’s master plan to lull Israel into a complacent wait, to convince it that the Islamists wanted nothing more than the means and resources to govern Gaza, and then, as if out of nowhere, to strike? Had Yahya Sinwar and his colleagues been that patient, used the years to build up their strength and wear down Israel’s vigilance? Or was this a more contingent event, a by-product of Hamas’s gradual exasperation at having been denied those means and those resources, and so, out of frustration, a decision to go for broke? Had Hamas’s leaders concluded that the ability to govern, to which they aspired, was what Israel would never grant them?

If the plan had long been meticulously thought out and designed, Israelis looked like suckers outwitted by a motley group they had held in their vise, contained, constrained, confined. If the operation was more reactive, the exasperated response to Israeli decisions, it made them look complicit: Israel’s policies directly contributed to the catastrophe; different ones might have averted it. The first view suggested that Israel had been excessively cooperative, that it should have further tightened the noose around Hamas to deprive it of the capacity to perpetrate the massacre. The second implied that Israel had not been forthcoming enough, that it should have been more willing to meet some of the Islamists’ demands, less smug in assuming that Hamas would satisfy itself with concessions doled out sparingly, forced to beg for more permits for Gazans to work in Israel, additional goods to enter the Strip, larger fishing areas. The choice was between an acknowledgment of naivete or an admission of responsibility. Neither was a good look.

A third view combines the two. It requires a deeper dive into Hamas’s genealogy and ideology. The most straightforward, logical explanation, one in keeping with Hamas’s history, identity, and practice, is that October 7 was neither a sudden jolt born of frustration nor a prearranged plan concealed through years of stealth and studied deceit. It was a bit of both, which is why it was wholly predictable and utterly shocking.



Within the span of several months, from late 1987 to late 1988, the PLO buried its opposition to partition of the Holy Land and Hamas came to life, two developments that may appear coincidental but whose simultaneity owed nothing to chance. The seeds of the PLO’s evolution were planted in the 1970s and ’80s with the paltry returns of armed struggle and Arafat’s pivot to diplomacy. The tipping point was the First Intifada, which broke out in early December 1987, triggered and propelled from inside the occupied territories, beyond the immediate grasp of the Tunis-based PLO leadership. The PLO’s primacy was not threatened, not by local activists or by rival organizations, but it did not feel at ease with emerging dynamics, and its leadership was eager to seize the initiative. In response, Fatah took command of the uprising, and, by mid-November 1988, Arafat won over most of the PLO’s ruling institution to his decision to endorse the two-state solution, the fee for entry into the diplomatic arena.

Hamas’s emergence was likewise given impetus by the Palestinian uprising. Its mother organization, the Palestinian branch of the Muslim Brotherhood, evinced ambivalent views on armed struggle. It had engaged in violent resistance in the early days of Israel’s founding, but this did not last long. The slow, gradual transformation of society through Islamization was its clear priority; only episodically did it openly embrace violence as favored means. The Brotherhood flourished largely because it remained secretive and patient, and ensured internal obedience. It built up influence through years of quiet labor and struggle. It invested in educational endeavors, social activism, and the cultural domain. It resisted the temptation to rush, to force the pace, a posture that comes more readily when you feel destiny on your side.

For the Brotherhood, Palestine stood apart from the rest of the Arab world due to what the movement saw as an illegitimate Jewish influx. Gaza stood apart from the rest of Palestine because it housed large numbers of 1948 refugees living in immediate proximity to their original homes inside Israel. The debate over militarization and the urge to fight were thus particularly acute in the Brotherhood’s Gaza branch. Even so, between 1948 and 1988, as Gaza went through Egyptian then Israeli control, most of the movement remained faithful to its more patient outlook. They focused on the mosque, social services, and charitable work, and operated within the strictures of Egyptian and then Israeli law. Israel at times lent them a hand, seeing in their piety a counterweight to Palestinian nationalism. The Brotherhood vilified politics as “the language of lies and treason.” Armed struggle might come later, when circumstances were suitable. For now, it would bide its time.

The decision did not sit well with everybody. Fatah’s creation in 1959 by former members of Egypt’s Muslim Brotherhood can be traced back to this disagreement. Inspired by Mao’s Communist revolution, the Viet Minh success at Dien Bien Phu, and the Algerian anti-colonial struggle against France, and dismayed by the Brotherhood’s cautious stance, they asserted the singularity of the Palestinian struggle and embraced revolutionary violence. Among them was Arafat, who had once trained in a Brotherhood camp in Gaza and now turned his back on a movement he deemed overly conservative. For Arafat, a pious Muslim, political Islam was a threat to Palestinian nationalism; he would act accordingly until his bitter end.

A second split occurred two decades later, following Israel’s occupation of Gaza in the 1967 war. In 1981, stirred by both the Islamic Republic of Iran, two years into its revolution, and growing anti-Israeli militancy in South Lebanon, other members of the Muslim Brotherhood’s Palestinian branch parted ways with it. They had far less interest in the community work and activism in which the Brotherhood excelled. They created Palestinian Islamic Jihad, an organization fully dedicated to military action, whose founder, Fathi Shaqaqi, spoke dismissively of “nationalists, who talked of liberating Palestine but who forgot about Islam,” and of “traditionalists, who talked about Islam and an Islamic state but who forgot about Palestine.” They broke with the Brotherhood to marry Islam and nationalism. They would be Islamists who used armed struggle to liberate the Motherland.

With the First Intifada’s outbreak in 1987, its epicenter in Gaza, the Brotherhood confronted a dilemma that ultimately turned into an inescapable choice. It had bled twice before. It could not afford to remain passive and risk another secession, this time a possible hemorrhage. By December, with pressure growing on its leadership to establish a distinct, separate Palestinian armed presence, it founded Hamas, which absorbed what was left of the Brotherhood in the occupied territories.

For the PLO and the Muslim Brotherhood, 1988 turned out to be a watershed. It led the PLO to officially shelve armed struggle and Gaza’s Brotherhood branch to embrace it. The Islamists adopted violence the year that the PLO—and, through it, Fatah—tilted toward diplomacy. In both cases, they went against type, roughed up their deep-seated identities, and introduced new tensions and inconsistencies that never fully faded.

Fatah always would maintain nostalgia for armed struggle, at times envying—or joining—the Islamist latecomers to the fight. Its leaders had spent many years in exile, fighting Israel from the outside, where they had forged their political identity. Fatah drew strength from the diaspora, rootless rebels without attachment to any domicile, which made the transition to governing parts of the West Bank and Gaza more awkward. Hamas never gave up on its original identity or its vision of an Islamic society under the shadow of Israel’s occupation. Unlike Fatah, it had a strong, natural territorial base in Palestine. It was founded in Gaza, from where its leaders hailed and in which it enjoyed the deepest of roots. That made the decision to take up arms and launch attacks against Israel thorny; it put at risk the task of building an enduring presence to pursue its religious, social, and educational project.

Hamas is two movements rolled into one. It is an offshoot of the Muslim Brotherhood, whose primary goal is the steady, persistent building of a self-sufficient, Islamic society, that sees Israel’s removal as a necessary but longer-term objective, and for whom violence is not the tool of first resort. It is also a nationalist group, for whom a priority is to terminate Israel’s occupation and armed struggle is the means to that end. All its actions filter through this dual prism; its multiple goals would coexist, at times uneasily, and depending on the moment, one or the other took precedence. From the outset, its discourse integrated both dispositions. It said it could accept a period of calm in Gaza if Israel loosened its grip and let it govern, because constructing an Islamic society of resistance was a key objective. Sheikh Ahmed Yassin, Hamas’s founder, took God as his witness: “God did not make the heavens and earth in one day,” he noted. “He made them in six days, and we are prepared to accept a truce for a specific time, to give the region some security and peace for a while.” Hamas was open to a long-term truce, or hudna, if Israel withdrew from the territories occupied in 1967, Palestine became a state with Jerusalem as its capital, and the refugees enjoyed their rights. At the same time, it said it would never recognize the State of Israel, that Israel had no place in its longer-term vision, and that Palestine would be liberated “from the river to the sea.”

This duality explains Hamas’s involvement in Palestinian politics and recurrent interest in some kind of deal with the Jewish state. During the early Oslo years, Hamas strove to balance its various and at times competing goals. The fight against Israel notwithstanding, it directed much of its activity inward. It railed against the Jewish state and launched attacks against it while maintaining a focus on religious and social work. It challenged the PLO, swiftly eclipsing all other factions as Fatah’s chief rival. It held to its objective of an Islamic state, but made clear it would not impose that on the Palestinian people, asserting that such a state would come about only if a majority opted for it. Because at the time it wanted neither to trigger intra-Palestinian strife nor to give up its struggle against Israel, Hamas remained outside the PA and refused to compete in its elections. It disparaged the PA’s diplomatic strategy and argued that violence was necessary, but calibrated its attacks according to the popular mood.

Hamas made no bones about how it envisaged relations with Israel. Nothing was based on trust, all depended on the balance of power, and concessions could only be extracted via pressure and from a position of strength. Armed struggle figured less as article of faith than as necessary means. Initially directing its military operations against Israeli soldiers and settlers, it gradually extended them to include civilians in Israel. In 1989, its militants crossed into Israel and abducted, then killed Israeli soldiers. In 1993 came its first suicide bombing, a practice it would expand during the Second Intifada. It consistently defended its actions as retaliation for Israel’s; if Israel killed Palestinian civilians, Sheikh Yassin asserted, “it is our right to kill their civilians too.” In so doing, Hamas could both proclaim its opposition to such attacks and justify them as needed to force Israel to abide by the same principle. Yassin said it would “show the Israelis they could not get away without a price for killing our people.” Hamas’s leaders were confident that their actions would diminish already dubious prospects for successful Israeli–Palestinian negotiations, and that the group ultimately would benefit from public disenchantment with those talks. Every step Fatah, the PLO, or the PA took in line with the Oslo Accords was one more argument Hamas would register and store for later, when all would fall apart, as they knew it must. When that time came, Hamas would be well positioned to play a new, more central role. As Fatah and the PA’s project crumbled with the diplomatic impasse, Hamas’s vision of a more defiant, transactional relation with Israel, entirely reliant on power, seemed the more relevant.



Much as Fatah and the PLO suffered from the collapse of the peace process, Hamas gained from it. By the early 2000s, the breakdown of talks, outbreak of the Second Intifada, Israel’s repeated incursions into Palestinian territories, its continued settlement expansion, and its systematic dismemberment of the Palestinian Authority proved Hamas’s criticism of its rival’s strategy prescient. As Palestinians eyed the wreckage of their national movement, the Islamists claimed to be last man standing. This would usher in another phase in Hamas’s history, one in which it participated in national electoral politics; tiptoed into the world of diplomacy; and more openly laid claim to leadership of the national movement.

From early days, Hamas had advocated democratic Palestinian elections. When elections were held in 1996, it boycotted them because it objected to the framework under which they were organized: that they were held only on Israel’s sufferance and under the aegis of the Oslo Accords they opposed. Its participation, Hamas felt, would legitimate a process it rejected and acquiesce in compromises it excoriated. In the wake of the Second Intifada and the effective dissolution of the Accords, Hamas could afford another look when a new election was set for 2006. Arafat’s demise in 2004 was an additional factor. Abbas had some of his credentials but none of his outsize influence, which had left little oxygen for others. With the Old Man gone, Palestinian politics suddenly felt roomier. In this setting, Hamas assessed it could take part in a novel process, not one it had formerly opposed. It could join the PA and other Palestinian institutions without endorsing their past policies. It could add national electoral politics to its repertoire without forsaking its militancy. Prime Minister Sharon’s decision to unilaterally withdraw from Gaza in 2005 was the ultimate political permission slip: It symbolized better than anything that Oslo had become a thing of the past, that Palestinians confronted a new reality. In Hamas’s eyes, the withdrawal confirmed that armed resistance, not political compromise, produces results; that their way, not Fatah’s, led to success. Hamas believed it could now have it all: preserve its worldview, influence decisions of the PLO and Palestinian Authority, promote the devout character of Palestinian society, and assert its rightful position as leader of the national movement. From its vantage point, the change was not all that radical. Having operated outside mainstream Palestinian institutions without directly opposing them, it would now aim to work within those institutions without formally endorsing them.

Hamas had another reason to change its posture. It fancied its electoral chances. As Fatah confronted public discontent and internal dissent, Hamas, through its network of religious and social institutions, enjoyed a more cohesive structure and grassroots presence. The rules of the 2006 elections, like those of 1996, were negotiated by Israelis and Palestinians; they were held with Israel’s consent and under continued occupation. No matter. Hamas would portray its participation as vindication, not compromise.

Palestinians went to the polls in January 2006. Some in Fatah and the PA wavered until the end, thought of postponing elections already once postponed, their outward projections of confidence at odds with private doubts about the outcome. But they had faith in their institutional advantages and banked on their more plentiful coffers and Western diplomatic support. Besides, the Bush administration, then infatuated with its democracy-promotion agenda and eager to prove that it trusted Arab publics to make the right choice, was determined to press on and made that clear to Abbas and his followers. Abbas was skeptical from the start and shared with the Americans his suspicions that Hamas might win, but to no avail. Rob was in the West Bank at the time, no longer in government but accompanying former President Carter as part of his election monitoring team. The atmosphere was eerily reminiscent of what he had witnessed more than fifteen years prior in Algeria, on the eve of parliamentary elections that were to hand the Islamic Salvation Front a resounding, unanticipated victory. In Algeria even more than in Palestine, the ruling party’s leaders had exhibited a haughtiness that sprang from being wholly out of touch. It left you wondering when the last time was that they had dared to venture outside their offices, or spoken to ordinary people. In Algeria, the Pouvoir chose to ignore the election results and take on the Islamists. A vicious civil war ensued. For Palestinians, this was not a good omen.

Hamas won only a plurality of the popular vote but, well organized for the occasion, took 74 of 132 parliamentary seats. Fatah won 45, and a smattering of smaller parties took the rest. Most observers concluded that Hamas profited from Fatah’s poor record, corruption, mismanagement, internal divisions, and all-around ineptitude. Hamas ran on a platform of good governance and earned the respect of voters by displaying greater integrity than the incumbents. Its candidates campaigned not under Hamas’s banner but under the slogan “Change and Reform,” a phrase that was not intended to fool anyone but that played well to popular sentiment. Fatah’s corruption estranged even the most secular-minded Palestinians, and not a few of them cast their vote for the Islamists in the hope that they would wipe the slate clean. Hamas ran a remarkably disciplined and professional campaign, putting together a slate of academics and professionals as candidates, many unaffiliated with the group, some Christian and some female. It underplayed the religious planks of its platform, and even the struggle against Israel figured less prominently and was portrayed less violently in its discourse than in Fatah’s—in part because it felt it had less than Fatah to prove. Not all or even most of Hamas’s voters subscribed to its political program, yet the group fed on the resentment and alienation that had built up during the Palestinian Authority’s decade-long rule. Hamas served as a catchall movement, bringing together a loose assortment of the disgruntled, the devout, the dispossessed, and the deprived.

But if Hamas benefited from a typical protest vote, it did so under highly atypical conditions of occupation—ongoing in the West Bank; managed through Israel’s effective control of airspace, territorial waters, land crossings, and supply of basic goods in Gaza—a situation that magnified Hamas’s gains because it added to the list of woes against which Palestinians protested. Voters showed their dissatisfaction not only with the PA, which had failed to meet their daily needs, ensure elemental security, or achieve independence and statehood, but also with Israel, whose persistent occupation, military attacks, and settlement expansion merited, they thought, a more effective response. They rebelled against a peace process that, after thirteen years and on almost all counts, had landed them in a worse position than when it was first launched: Before 1993 they used to roam more freely in and out of Israel, enjoy higher standards of living, and feel more secure.

The experience of recent years had given them little cause to reconsider these views. The world warmly greeted President Abbas’s election in January 2005, after Arafat’s death, with promises of swift progress. Abbas counted on renewed negotiations with Israel and closer relations with the United States to deliver genuine improvement to his people and prove that his diplomatic approach worked. In both respects, he fell short. Israel’s insistence on acting alone when it withdrew from Gaza devalued his principal currency—his presumed ability to get results through talks. The most significant change on the ground since Oslo was decided before his election; it would have occurred without him; it reflected unilateral decision-making rather than a bilateral agreement; and a powerful case could be made that it resulted from Hamas’s armed attacks more than anything else.

Palestinian voters were also reacting to American policy. The Bush administration thought it a good idea to put its thumb on the scale. It believed Palestinians would not take the risk of voting for a group the United States had branded terrorists, when such a vote would result in less foreign aid and greater international isolation. To underscore the point, the US Agency for International Development, in coordination with the PA, poured resources into dozens of quick projects in the occupied territories in the run-up to the elections—from street cleaning to tree planting to schoolroom additions. This would demonstrate that the ruling Fatah could deliver while the Islamists could not. The United States, unsure of how its reputation might color public perceptions, vacillated between publicizing and concealing its financing. Hamas did not vacillate one bit. With no such uncertainty, it regularly and loudly advertised America’s hand, a reminder of who its opponents were and who Hamas was not. Hamas regularly spoke of America’s “bribe,” and referred to itself as “those whose hands are not tainted with American money.” Unlike Fatah, the Islamist movement was proud that it did not rely on Western support, which explains why the West warned against voting for it and why Palestinians did so nonetheless.

Palestinians saw Americans not as friend but as foe, the most potent enabler of their most loathsome enemy. Through the years, the United States compounded neglect of Palestinian suffering with degrading lectures about how they should behave and whom they should elect and with threats to cut off aid if they did not oblige. Each time Washington expressed backing for the PA or for Fatah, it sunk their chances; US denunciations of Hamas boosted its fortunes. Abbas’s ties with the United States were strengthened, yet he had precious little to show for it. Helping Abbas became Washington’s exclusive and hollow rallying cry. An empty slogan backed by hesitant and feeble measures, it was also a meaningless one, for the United States never bothered to make clear what precisely Abbas was being helped to do, though it was certainly not to do the things—such as ending the occupation—for which he was most in need of help. Throughout, the Palestinian Authority was becoming an irrelevance, acting as powerless supplicant, rejoicing in friendly visits to Washington and patronizing platitudes (“Abbas is a man of peace”) which, with no concrete supporting policy, further eroded the Palestinian Authority’s credibility at home. The more the United States offered Fatah and the PA, the more Hamas obtained. Whatever the United States touched, from Palestinian “reformists” to US-trained security services, was tainted. Fatah and the PA never recovered. The deviant actor, the one who resists American pleas and pressures, demonstrates its authenticity and gains local support. The other loses all credibility.

The vote for Hamas was more than a rejection of corruption, an expression of frustration with the peace process, and an act of defiance against America. It was an expression of deeply felt, if unarticulated, anger at years of lost dignity and self-respect, coupled with a yearning to recover a semblance of both. The list of indignities was long. As many Palestinians saw it, they had been on the receiving end of constant demands, while Israel still occupied their land with impunity. For years, the Palestinian Authority had stood by helplessly during Israeli military incursions. It was asked to defend Israelis from Palestinian attacks but prohibited from defending Palestinians from Israel. Israel spoke of diplomacy, took over more Palestinian land, and remained in America’s good graces. At Camp David in July 2000, Palestinians had felt under pressure to accept what practically all of them deemed unacceptable. When they turned it down, they were vilified, depicted as an affront to civilization, members of a culture of liars and killers, a death cult. The destruction of Palestinian infrastructure, the killing of thousands, and the imprisonment of their historic and democratically elected leader, Yasser Arafat, who for decades had personified the Palestinian cause, prompted scarcely a yawn from Western leaders. His death was greeted in Washington with at times barely concealed glee.

Hamas’s performance was made possible, evidently, by acute discontent with the Palestinians’ material situation, but its roots lay deeper, in their psyche. Voting for Hamas was not just an act of rejection. It was, in the only way many Palestinians knew how to perform, an act of self-determination



The reaction to Hamas’s electoral triumph from the United States, Europe, Israel, and Fatah set the tone for the ensuing two decades. In a sign of bewilderment unusual even by American standards, the Bush administration had concurrently pressed for the elections, warned that armed militias such as Hamas should not participate, and opposed Israeli efforts to keep Hamas off the ballot. After election day, President Bush praised the Palestinians’ exercise in democracy and implied they would be punished for their choice. Once Hamas formed a government in March, America cut its aid to the Palestinian Authority. Bafflement was the price of years of chasing an illusion, the Fatah “young guard” that was supposed to offer an appealing alternative to Hamas by democratizing, reforming, and stabilizing the Palestinian Authority while also enjoying the necessary legitimacy to disarm militias and reach a compromise with Israel. The United States failed to see the incompatibility of its goals. A Palestinian with the legitimacy to change the political system is one who cannot afford the suspicion of softness toward the occupation; domestic credibility necessitated belligerency toward Israel. Having waited in vain, and at heavy cost, for the nonexistent young guard to emerge, the United States instead inherited the Islamists. It initially seemed at a loss to figure out what to do with them but, swiftly finding its way, went on to make a hash of things.

It would not have been easy for the United States to reach an accommodation with Hamas, having designated the movement a terrorist organization as far back as 1997. Barely five years after 9/11, they were not about to come to terms with a group that Israeli officials had compared to al-Qaeda. Americans also feared the impact of any such arrangement on more moderate Palestinians who had agreed to jettison principles as the price for dealing with Washington and eyed in dread the possibility that their rivals could achieve the same at a discount. They worried any outreach to Hamas could further embolden other militant Islamists and sharpen their challenge to America’s Arab allies.

Accommodation would have been tricky, but the United States did not even try. The conditions they set to engage with Hamas or a Hamas-led government—that it commit to nonviolence, recognize Israel, and abide by all previous Palestinian agreements—were designed to elicit a negative reply. They were also illogical, as Israel itself could not meet most of them. The United States, Europe in tow, was asking for wholesale ideological conversion from Hamas before any reciprocal step—economic assistance or diplomatic contact—would be taken. A series of discreet meetings took place over the years between Hamas representatives and former senior European and US officials in various European capitals. Rob, who was a participant, could sense Hamas’s desire for recognition as a legitimate interlocutor, its willingness to show some modest flexibility—to discuss the option of two states, or the difference between legitimate and illegitimate forms of struggle. But Hamas soon lost patience: Beyond the exchange of political pleasantries, it was not prepared to undertake the metamorphosis the West demanded, and its interlocutors had nothing to offer them without that. The Islamist movement had won the election by playing on Palestinians’ hostility to outside interference. They were not about to fritter away that capital by reneging on their principles to satisfy foreigners’ demands.

Israel’s attitude was likewise hostile to coexistence with a Hamas-led government. Historically, the Jewish state had been relatively lenient toward the Muslim Brotherhood, rivals to Palestinian nationalists. Those were the Islamists of old, however, before Islamic Jihad and before Hamas. After Hamas’s electoral victory, but even prior to its forming a government, Israel imposed a financial blockade on the PA, withholding tax and customs duties to which the PA was entitled, and took other steps to rein in Hamas.

Fatah, initially groggy from its loss, transitioned from shock to anger to a thirst for revenge. If the Palestinian electorate had wagered that Hamas could succeed where they had not, Fatah set out to prove them wrong. That was not President Abbas’s first instinct, as he saw some benefit in bringing Hamas into the political fold and the halls of government, if only to provide them with an incentive to maintain calm and grant him space for diplomatic maneuver. But Fatah would have none of it, and soon Abbas came around. Fatah wanted to defeat Hamas and believed it could. The Islamists’ electoral victory aside, the balance of power was far from being in Hamas’s favor. They had gained majority control of the Palestinian Legislative Council and would soon form their own government, but the presidency was still in Abbas’s hands, the security forces were allied with Fatah, the Islamists remained excluded from the PLO, and the outside world—Americans, Israelis, Europeans, and most Arabs—continued to back Hamas’s foes, whom they saw as the sole legitimate interlocutors.

After a year of bitter internecine fighting and international sanctions against the Hamas government, the two movements met in Mecca in February 2007, under Saudi patronage, and agreed to a power-sharing arrangement and coalition government. It lasted barely a few months. Hamas tells the story of Fatah loyalists who demanded that Hamas embrace the PLO’s discredited political program; obstructed efforts to curb lawlessness; used Arab and Western assistance to bolster Abbas’s separate Palestinian Presidential Guard; and, with American and Israeli help, plotted to first starve, then topple the Islamist-led unity government. In Fatah’s version, it was Hamas that formed an illegal militia (the Executive Support Force, dubbed the “blood-soaked wing” by Fatah); sought to concentrate power, harassed, shot, and tortured its opponents in Gaza; and continued to launch attacks against Israel it hoped would wreck any diplomatic possibility, but for which Palestinian civilians inevitably paid the price. Competing narratives aside, what was at stake was political, security, and ideological dominance over the Palestinian national movement. On this, neither side could or would relent.

By the summer of 2007, the fratricidal war that both parties had pledged to avoid, and that Palestinians until then had managed to dodge, erupted in Gaza. The death toll exceeded six hundred. Hamas routed the PA’s security forces in the Strip, which ended up in their hands, while the PA consolidated control over the West Bank. The two Palestinian areas set out on fundamentally divergent paths. Reconciliation efforts had begun before the sides came to fatal blows and, along with talk of going back to the polls and reforming the PLO, would never cease. But the parties engaged in them without conviction and with little hope. They soon became ritualized. You did not need to observe their every fluctuation to know they would lead nowhere.

After Hamas took over Gaza, relations with Israel followed a deadly script with a harsh economic dimension. As Israel designated the Strip a hostile territory, it gradually expanded the list of items that could not enter Gaza. At various times, Israel barred coriander, sponges, baby bottles, diapers, even paper—out of concern it could be used for propaganda purposes. Israel’s defense ministry compiled a document that detailed how many calories Palestinians needed daily to stave off malnutrition. Gazans likened Israel’s tight closure to a siege, their lives to confinement in an open-air prison. They endured by digging tunnels between the Strip and Egypt’s Sinai Peninsula through which they transferred goods but also weapons. The interactions had a bloody military character too. Every few years in the run-up to October 7, 2023—in 2008–9, 2012, 2014, and then 2021—Israel and Hamas engaged in violent clashes. Triggers varied, but the underlying cause remained the same: Israel’s determination to stop or deter rocket launches from Gaza and weaken Hamas; Hamas’s determination to end or loosen the siege. The conflicts obeyed a familiar rhythm. Hamas and other militant factions launched rockets. Israel hit with disproportionate force. The two sides engaged in indirect talks on a ceasefire, a prisoner exchange, and a loosening of the siege. At some point, they would reach an understanding, and the most destructive of the violence would come to an end. Both claimed victory, Israel because it had established its overwhelming military dominance, Hamas because it was still standing. Along with Hamas’s claim came a warning: It would resume armed struggle if Israel did not live up to its commitment to ease the blockade, which, invariably, it did not. The next bout of violence was engraved in the wrap-up to the previous one.

It might seem senseless for the two sides to have sustained this cycle for years, with its built-in instability, recurring clashes, and inconclusive endings. But there were benefits. Israel degraded Hamas’s firepower enough to ensure it did not present a serious threat, not so much that the Islamists might lose control over Gaza or the ability to police their own or other, more militant groups. The trickle of assistance that made its way to Gaza kept the territory afloat but very much at Israel’s mercy, which turned Hamas’s rule into a burden Hamas had to manage rather than a victory to extol. By tolerating Hamas’s rule, Israel also helped perpetuate the West Bank/Gaza and intra-Palestinian divide, which seriously damaged the Palestinian national movement, lent credence to the argument that the Jewish state had no legitimate peace partner, and deflated any pressure to compromise. In 2012, Prime Minister Netanyahu invoked those reasons to argue that it was in Israel’s interest to maintain a strong Hamas. There could not plausibly be a two-state solution if the Palestinian state-to-be could neither speak nor act as one.

The Gaza cycle allowed Hamas to boast of several achievements. It showed that Hamas could simultaneously fight and govern, a sharp contrast to Fatah, which felt compelled to sacrifice one for the sake of the other and which often sacrificed both. For Israel, the Islamist movement became the more consequential Palestinian interlocutor, a recognition that in a single stroke confirmed Hamas’s relevance and wrote off Abbas’s. Even as the Palestinian president engaged in talks with Israel over a putative, albeit wholly theoretical, two-state deal, it did not escape notice that the more practical and meaningful negotiations were between Israel and Hamas. Israel participated in peace talks with the Palestinian president because it was asked to. It engaged in ceasefire talks with the Islamists because it had to. For Hamas, in the struggle for leadership of the national movement, such assets were priceless. It saw an opportunity to prove it could rule Gaza without the PA’s unsavory compromises, security cooperation with Israel, and wholesale dependency on assistance from the West. Hamas did not want active Israeli help but could not afford Israeli obstructionism, which led to constant bargaining and bartering through means military and otherwise.

Yet if the repetitive clashes between Israel and Hamas followed a familiar pattern, they were also on a worsening trajectory. Hamas used each lull in fighting to bolster its military capabilities, which sharpened Israel’s worries. Israel used each war to hit Gaza harder and the lull to ensure a tight siege, which added to Gazans’ frustrations. From Hamas’s perspective, the greatest liability stemmed from what had been its most noteworthy triumph, the administration of Gaza. The restrictions Israel imposed severely curtailed Hamas’s ability to deliver. The rockets it launched to force Israel’s hand made matters worse. Israel’s military response severely harmed ordinary Gazans, and the economic commitments it failed to discharge compounded the harm with unfulfilled expectations. In the competition with Fatah, Hamas could still point to its ideological purity and occasional resort to arms. At times, it sought to demonstrate ambitions that went beyond managing the Strip—endorsing and supporting the “Great March of Return” in 2018, in which Gazans defiantly walked up to the Israeli border, demanding not only an end to the blockade but also the right to return to ancestral homes; firing rockets into Israel in 2021 in solidarity with Palestinians harmed in clashes with Israeli police at the Al Aqsa mosque and others threatened with eviction from Sheikh Jarrah, an East Jerusalem neighborhood. But Hamas’s self-justifying narrative was wearing thin.

In the ineffective ways it governed, the corruption that began to rear its head, the accommodations with Israel it conceded, and the domestic enemies it earned in the process, Hamas’s rule over Gaza increasingly called to mind the PA’s in the West Bank. Hamas faced the central contradiction that had bedeviled the Palestinian national movement since the early 1990s: how to build institutions while still under occupation; how to resist occupation while governing? For years, that contradiction benefited Hamas and plagued Fatah, whose emerging institution builders became unscrupulous and corrupt, and whose remaining militants lost their way. As Fatah pointed out Hamas’s failings, the Islamists now had a taste of their own medicine; Fatah, though reeling from its loss of Gaza, was only too happy to dispense it. Islamic Jihad became to Hamas what Hamas had been to Fatah—an irritant that fired rockets at Israel to embarrass its Palestinian rulers. Hamas’s posture recalled Fatah’s: claiming to be a resistance movement while clamping down on those who dared resist. It took little time for President Abbas to throw back at his foes the charge they had aimed at him: They were collaborators, hiding security coordination with Israel behind a pretense of armed struggle, which earned them the distinction of being rewarded for their cooperation with punishing military blows for which Gaza civilians paid a high price. Against this backdrop, the brittle understanding between Israel and Hamas was bound to be tested.



Some Israelis, worried at the prospect of a spiraling conflict with the Islamists, toyed with the idea of reaching a more durable deal with Hamas. They saw advantages in engaging the group more thoroughly, genuinely enabling it to successfully govern and, in so doing, perhaps moderate its behavior to produce a more enduring quiet. Over the years, Israelis and Palestinians explored contours of a possible understanding in informal, confidential conversations. Despite appearances, this was not irrational. The Islamic movement’s ultimate goals are wholly incompatible with Israeli interests. It says it will never recognize the Jewish state and will not relinquish its call for the liberation of the whole of Palestine. Its circumlocutions and political evolution notwithstanding, it never deviated from its original view: The Jewish state is illegitimate, and all the land of historic Palestine is inherently Islamic. The irony is that the unbridgeable gap that separates Israel’s and Hamas’s long-term visions made an intermediary, temporary settlement a more realistic outcome with the Islamists than with Fatah.

In contrast to Hamas, the secular Palestinian national movement had put its foundational principles on the chopping board. As of the late 1980s, it recognized Israel and narrowed its goals to establishing a sovereign state in the West Bank, Gaza, and East Jerusalem. Having made that central and controversial concession, it could ill afford to concede any more. In the 2000s, feeling betrayed by Oslo, it ruled out interim alternatives to a comprehensive settlement, fearing that the temporary would become final and that Fatah would have no way to turn back the clock. That left it with little room to maneuver. It was focused on a final settlement, and a final settlement alone. It would be a state in the 1967 borders or nothing at all. The PLO and Fatah’s plans were less ambitious and grandiose than Hamas’s, but also more rigid. They would find no Israeli partner for the final deal they had in mind, and they were not in the market for an interim deal to which Israel might accede either.

Hamas was a different matter. Finality, closure, the end of the conflict: Those are issues with which it could not be bothered, because they are matters over which mere mortals have no say. They belong to another, higher realm and for that reason could be objects of neither negotiations nor compromise. In the here and now, Hamas can nurse more limited objectives. It can afford greater tactical flexibility in the present because this will not bind it to anything of substance in the future. By dialing back the PLO’s historic compromise, Hamas left itself greater leeway to make less remarkable ones. Like the Muslim Brotherhood from which it grew, Hamas trusted victory would be achieved by virtue of belief. The Brotherhood then, like Hamas later, refused to compromise on fundamental tenets and on its ultimate designs. For that reason, it could not give up an inch of Islamic soil or reach a permanent settlement with Israel. But Israel’s current existence did not have to stand in the way of pursuing the Brotherhood’s project. The Jewish state’s demise would wait for another day. Unlike the old-style Muslim Brotherhood, Hamas had taken up arms. Unlike Fatah, it could lay them down and still have a serious social and political project on which to fall back.

Bitter enemies in most respects, Hamas and Israel’s right wing have an important feature in common: Neither believes in the possibility of a negotiated, permanent Israeli–Palestinian settlement; both favor some form of temporary understanding. They were, in this sense, natural partners. Hamas could live with a range of such outcomes: an interim agreement; a long-term truce, or hudna; a period of quiet, or tahdiya. All permit Hamas to turn to its social agenda, all allow Hamas to preserve the conflict with Israel without having to wage it. None violates Hamas’s core tenets. Let’s reach a temporary deal now, Hamas officials would say in private meetings, a cooling-off period after which future generations of Israelis and Palestinians can decide what they wish to do and how they wish to interact. As for the Israeli Right, it has historically backed the equivalent of an interim arrangement. It spoke of a nonbelligerency pact, Palestinian autonomy, a long-term temporary deal, economic peace; it was persuaded that Palestinians were not prepared to genuinely recognize the Jewish people’s right to their homeland, that peace without such recognition could at best be only a guarded pause, and that pursuit of a two-state solution that ended the conflict was dangerous and delusional. The goal, it believed, should be to deliver Palestinians material goods, a degree of prosperity and security, and leave the rest for later, should later ever come. Because Hamas and the Israeli Right would talk only about the present, neither would fear mortgaging the future. The incompatibility of their long-term views made them more natural partners for a short-term arrangement.

Even if Israel had gone the distance and genuinely sought a viable accommodation with Hamas, the effort might well have floundered. Although there was a range of possible interim arrangements, the two sides’ positions might never have found lasting common ground. Officially, Hamas’s most substantive proposals were far from anything Israel could accept: a decades-long truce, or hudna, that would see Israel withdraw to the 1967 borders, Jerusalem become the capital of a Palestinian state, and refugees enjoy, at least in principle, a right of return. Israel would lie on the other side of the 1967 border, a reality Hamas would neither deny nor recognize. Presenting this vision to Rob in the mid-2000s, Hamas leaders would marvel at their own evolution and question why others did not see it the same way, which gave a sense of both their self-perception and why reaching an understanding with Israel would be no easy feat.

Any longer-term understanding would inevitably have exacerbated divisions inside Hamas and might have led some among them to try to undo the endeavor. Hamas takes pride in its internal cohesion and its members’ loyal support for positions they once opposed as soon as they are officially ratified, somewhat akin to the democratic centralism practiced by Communist parties of old. But there have always been various currents, and unity might not have survived a decision as momentous as reaching—and abiding by—a deal with Israel. Regional actors might have played a spoiling role. As they looked for support in their efforts to rule Gaza, different Hamas constituencies built ties with different regional states—Egypt, Iran, and Turkey, among others. Each state had its own agenda. Not all of them would have favored an interim agreement with Israel. It would not have been a surprise had Hamas shed some members in the process, lost to more-militant groups or to externally sponsored ones. Thirty years after Oslo, Fatah still reels from its own costly defections; Hamas is aware of that experience.

For most Israelis, the principal flaw of a temporary agreement lay in the danger to which it exposed them, that of making concessions to Hamas and strengthening the movement without compelling it to change its stripes or forsake its aspirations. Israel would be taking risks without adequate protection. This was the case even once Hamas began to show greater flexibility after its Gaza takeover and, especially, with the Muslim Brotherhood’s rise to power in Egypt in 2012. The Brotherhood, intent on showing that it could maintain normal relations with Israel without compromising on basic tenets, encouraged Hamas to play down its political demands. In two years of back-channel talks with Israel in Madrid that began in 2012 and were attended by Hussein, Hamas representatives put territorial withdrawals, Palestinian statehood, and refugee rights to the side; their focus was on a narrower deal for Gaza they described as calm for calm: no Palestinian nor Israeli attacks, plus a loosening of the siege to enable Hamas to govern. Israelis were intrigued but recoiled. In all the arrangements it offered, Hamas did not waver from its ultimate vision of a Palestine stretching from river to sea. A deal that would have allowed the Islamists to steady their rule in the Strip might have held the potential for short-term stability, but that prospect was flimsy and unsafe when balanced against the advantages of the present and the perils of an uncertain future. Discussing this with Hussein, a former Israeli security official asked, “How do you expect us to make an interim deal with a group that openly admits to pursuing our liquidation at a later date?”

For Israel, the situation in Gaza, wobbly as it was, carried its attraction. It adapted to Hamas’s weapons buildup and occasional rocket launches, its own intermittent “mowing of the lawn” and then a return to talks, to the buildup, the launches, and the trimming. Uncomfortable, yet familiar and bearable. Israelis felt strong enough not to make a decision that would have shifted a status quo to which they had become addicted. To advocate an interim deal with Hamas was to ask Israel to do something more difficult than trust its enemy. It was to ask Israel to disbelieve its enemy’s own words, believe that Hamas sooner or later would thrust ideology and religious aspirations aside, and allow it to gather strength in the meantime. It was to ask Israel to expect the Islamist movement not to use the calm, quiet, and respite to sharpen its tools and prepare for the eventual fight. It was to ask Israelis to take a leap into the unknown, which is the last place they wish to be.
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If we do not maintain justice, justice will not maintain us.

—FRANCIS BACON




The events of October 7, 2023, had three distinctive features: They could have been prevented. They were not out of the ordinary. And they did not go as planned. Had it not been for Israel’s massive lapse in security preparedness, the massacre almost certainly would have been averted. Israel’s failure reflected complacency born of hubris, the disdain with which occupiers view the occupied. It was the product of nearly two decades of successfully containing Hamas through economic pressure, physical isolation, and, in response to Palestinian violence, minimal concessions coupled with punishing blows. Israel had been more concerned with what it considered more serious opponents: Hezbollah and Iran, both of which it meticulously tracked and carefully infiltrated, as the two would discover when Israel turned its fire on them.

Israel’s lapses were also political. Israelis and Palestinians with direct access to Netanyahu and Yahya Sinwar, elected leader of Hamas in Gaza in 2017, met in private settings as early as that year and did so until shortly before October 7. Earnest or feigning earnestness, the two sides traded concrete suggestions to ensure longer-term stability, allow Gazans to breathe more easily, and help Israelis to feel more secure. In the months before October 7, Hamas’s latest proposal was for a truce: quiet in return for steps that would enable a functioning Palestinian government in Gaza, freedom of movement through Egypt, a port to ship goods out, a license to import a greater number of essential ones. In the end, Hamas’s seriousness was never put to the test, as Israel pondered, wavered, balked. If Sinwar’s indirect involvement in the talks was clear, the question of who was behind the Israeli participants was in doubt. The answer endlessly shifted from the prime minister’s office to the IDF and to the Shin Bet, which led Hamas to conclude that the Israelis were just stringing them along. However close Israeli governments came to signing off, they recoiled at the thought that any such deal would empower a party still intent on the Jewish state’s liquidation. At times Israelis sought to accommodate Hamas. At others they sought to subdue it. They could not make up their minds.

Israel ultimately shunned the possibility of a broader understanding with Hamas because it concluded a redirection from the path it had taken was unnecessary and possibly dangerous; the existing reality appeared less hazardous than the alternative. Accustomed to the way things were, Israelis assumed Hamas was as well. They saw no reason why Hamas might change its behavior, and were caught flat-footed when it did. That Israeli policymakers missed the evolution in Hamas’s thinking is puzzling. Few societies have been more thoroughly penetrated and surveilled than Gaza. Israel had eyes and ears fixated on the Strip and on the handful of leaders whose decisions shaped its fate. It pored through reams of intelligence reports. Even as evidence of Hamas’s preparations accumulated, however, Israelis were taken by surprise, unable to reconcile the reality of a movement that wished to govern with that of a movement that was willing to throw it all away. Many things can be blamed for their astonishing blunder. Lack of information is not one of them. It was as if they craved knowledge that, once in their possession, they refused to believe.

Israelis had all the data and did not know what to make of it. The conclusion many of them drew from the October 7 assault—that it revealed Hamas’s true, unchanging, fanatical, messianic identity—has it backwards and exposes this confusion. When Hamas held fire for the sake of governance, its religious roots were in evidence. When, persuaded that successful governance was out of reach, it took the fight to Israel, its Palestinian identity took over. The transition from trying to govern to blowing everything up seems brutal, as if the two stances belonged to entirely incompatible registers. They did not. They were consistent with Hamas’s dual religious and political orientations and with the fundamental project they served. Israel could not affect Hamas’s ultimate, sacred goals: to oversee its own society and eliminate the Jewish state. It could, through its actions, influence how Hamas behaved in the interim, which side of its everyday activities it chose to emphasize, and how quickly it moved from one to the other.

Israel’s view was based on incomprehension. Israelis who considered Hamas as eminently pragmatic, intent on administering Gaza, could not conceive of its rolling the dice as it did with its murderous operation, a wager they thought irrational and at odds with past experience. Israelis who considered it as thoroughly ideological, animated by religious fervor, doubted its willingness to engage in meaningful compromise for the sake of earthly gain. To Hamas those were not irreconcilable categories. To rule, govern, resist, compromise, fight, kill, terrorize, pause, de-escalate: Such postures lived side by side in relative harmony, elements of a worldview in which the final goal was clear and immutable, all the rest variable tactics.

Israel would have found it difficult to forever deter Hamas from seeking to undertake an operation of October 7’s type. This or a similar effort to break into Israel, spread mayhem, and, most importantly, seize hostages, long had been in the back of Hamas’s mind. But Israel could have found ways to postpone the operation, and then postpone it some more. Had an understanding been reached that enabled Hamas’s successful governance and put it in a dominant position toward Fatah, the Islamists might well have signed off. Instead, by October 7, Hamas’s leaders holed up in Gaza had determined that the existing bargain was no longer worth the price. The time had come to jettison the governing, embrace the fight, and then seek a more favorable dispensation.

Since October 7, this assessment has ceased to be acceptable. Israeli and other critics of Netanyahu have been merciless, blaming him for allowing Hamas to be funded, replenished, kept afloat during the months and years prior to the horror. They have taken particular aim at the deal that, since 2018, purported to buy quiet through the monthly transfer of cash from Qatar to Gaza through Israel. They have argued that Israel allowed itself to be conned, that a cunning Hamas showed one face while the authentic one lay in wait. October 7, they say, proves that Netanyahu and the entire approach—the conception—to pacify and tame Gaza were fatally flawed. Some have taken the condemnation a step further: They have gone after Netanyahu’s reported rejection in years past of opportunities to assassinate Hamas’s leadership.

The charges mystify. Besieged by Israel, bereft of funds, and facing dire conditions, Gaza was an enduring powder keg. For Israel to enable some humanitarian assistance and encourage Qatar to transfer resources to Gaza may have served several purposes, one of which was entirely reasonable: to attend to some basic needs and enable the payment of salaries to civil servants and the purchase of fuel, hence diminishing the possibility of another round of warfare. The calm that prevailed was cosmetic and oftentimes disturbed, but it had forestalled all-out war. An alternative was for Israel to deprive Gazans of the relatively modest means to which they had access, condemn them to even starker misery, and risk even greater and more immediate strife. Successive US administrations were content to see the money transfers carry on; they supported, even pushed for, the small, practical economic steps that Israel, after each previous confrontation, had pledged. After October 7, Naftali Bennett and Yair Lapid would strongly criticize Netanyahu’s policy of allowing Qatari funds to Hamas, “feed[ing] them cash to kill us”; yet they had kept it going during the brief period in 2021–22 when they served as prime ministers. Those so quick to blame Netanyahu for keeping Gaza and Hamas afloat would have been the first to call him out if, starved of resources, the movement had been faster to pull the trigger. Likewise, it is hard to believe that the United States would not have weighed in strongly against a plan to kill off Hamas’s leaders on grounds that it would trigger widespread conflict, and easy to imagine the howls of indignation from those attacking the prime minister today had he nonetheless proceeded at that time.



What is most astounding in retrospect is that Yahya Sinwar, the assumed mastermind of October 7, had laid out much of his thinking publicly, explicitly, in advance—the warning, how Israel could heed it, and what might happen if it did not. A cursory glance through his statements is enough to get their message. This is what he told an Italian journalist in 2018:


The truth is that a new war is in no one’s interest. For sure, it is not in ours. Who would like to face a nuclear power with slingshots?… I am not saying I will not fight anymore, I am saying that I do not want war anymore. I want the end of the siege. You walk to the beach at sunset, and you see all these teenagers on the shore chatting and wondering what the world looks like across the sea. What life looks like. It is heartbreaking. And should break everybody. I want them free.



The siege, he continued, is


just war through other means.… If we see Gaza returning to normalcy … if we see not only aid, but investments, development—because we are not beggars, we want to work, study, travel, like all of you, we want to live, and to stand on our own—if we start to see a difference, we can go on. And Hamas will do its best. But there is no security, no stability, neither here nor in the region, without freedom and justice. I do not want the peace of the graveyard.



“Gaza cannot go on like this,” he said. “The situation here is unsustainable. And in this way, an explosion is unavoidable.”

In December 2022, in a speech delivered from Gaza after eleven days of intensive Israeli bombing that ended once President Biden told Netanyahu he had run out of runway, Sinwar’s words became more graphic and prophetic, the caution now a straightforward threat: “We will come to you, God willing, in a roaring flood. We will come to you with endless rockets, we will come to you in a limitless flood of soldiers, we will come to you with millions of our people, like the repeating tide.”

It is easy to make too much of these pronouncements, echoed by other Hamas leaders over the years. They do not mean that the movement was prepared to forsake armed struggle or change its stripes if the siege were lifted, or that it would inevitably opt for all-out war if the siege remained in place. But they are hard to square with the narrative that Hamas was trying to soothe Israel while secretly hatching its plans. It hid its intentions in plain sight.

Sinwar knew Israel and Israelis thought they knew Sinwar in return, which turned out to be both true and a mistake. He was twenty-five when he entered an Israeli jail, forty-nine when he was let out in 2011. In the intervening years he learned Hebrew, studied Israeli history and politics, and talked to or was interrogated by his Israeli captors. Speaking to Hussein after Sinwar was elected Hamas leader in Gaza, an ex–Israeli chief of staff described him as the most Israeli of Palestinian militants, someone who thought less like a former Muslim Brother and more like an ex-prisoner. He had been to the best of schools, as he spent the bulk of his formative years behind Israeli bars. He understood his enemy, realized what he had lost, and was eager to catch up. The person who emerged, Israeli officials felt, was reactive and impatient, yet could also be down to earth and pragmatic. Not for a second did Israeli officials doubt his radicalism and the ruthlessness of which he was capable, but they believed they understood how his mind worked, and that he was someone with whom they could make a deal, someone “we can do business with.” That was probably right. They also believed they could tune out his fierier statements, interpreting them as the regular tactics of one who is bartering, as opposed to the last warnings of one who has had enough. In that, they were terribly wrong.

Palestinians familiar with Sinwar submit that he was practical not because he differed from Hamas and had moved away from his roots, but because he still espoused the group’s worldview, unwilling to give up an inch of sacred land since it was not theirs to give away, yet nonetheless interested in an arrangement that would stabilize Gaza, allow the group to govern, and put it in a position to eventually control the West Bank. What set him apart from other Hamas leaders was not his ideology or realism but the power he enjoyed, which meant that he could deliver and that, while his actions were consistent with the movement’s broad guidance, he had significant latitude to decide what to do if an Israeli deal was on offer, and what to do if it was not. “Do not lose him,” a Palestinian who grew up with him in Khan Yunis advised. “Lose him and you have lost it all.” Sinwar standing still as Israel dawdled about reaching an understanding was not Sinwar at all.



If Hamas’s attempt to pacify, stabilize, and govern Gaza was more Muslim Brotherhood than Fatah, the October 7 attack was the inverse. There was nothing new nor especially surprising in the attempt to inflict maximum damage and to do so in Israeli territory; it was a tradition set by Palestinian fedayeen from the early days of Israel’s founding. With some exceptions, the Islamists were not among them, their ire more likely aimed at Palestinians with whom they battled for predominance than at Israel, whose elimination could wait. Fatah, the Popular Front for the Liberation of Palestine (PFLP), and the Democratic Front for the Liberation of Palestine (DFLP), among others, were at the forefront of efforts to lead incursions into Israeli territory by land or sea, seize control of buses, break into Israeli homes, schools, or hotels. They include the 1972 Lod Airport massacre, when the PFLP, aided by the Japanese Red Army, killed 26, and the 1974 Passover massacre at Kiryat Shmona, when the PFLP-General Command killed 18 Israelis. DFLP gunmen stormed a school at Ma’alot in May 1974, took 115 hostages, and killed 25, 22 of them children; a year later, Fatah attacked the Savoy Hotel in Tel Aviv, killing 8 civilians and 3 Israeli soldiers. In 1978, Dalal Mughrabi led the Coastal Road operation, which caused the deaths of 38 Israeli civilians, including 13 children. The teenage Mughrabi, a member of Fatah, became a Palestinian icon and national hero; sites and institutions have been named after her, several inaugurated by the Palestinian Authority. During the shootout in which the Israeli military killed her, Mughrabi is said to have raised the Palestinian flag as she declared the founding of a Palestinian state.

In these and many other instances, Palestinian militants sought to sow fright and terror through killings and kidnappings. The measure of success of what they called resistance was destruction: the number of Israelis killed, the amount of property ruined. They hoped to invert the relationship between conqueror and conquered, transfer the fears and traumas their people experienced to their foes, take over Israeli assets just as Israelis had taken over their own, force the evacuation of Israeli civilians in the way Palestinians had been compelled to flee. Deep down, Oslo notwithstanding, Fatah never truly reconciled itself to laying down its arms. As Abu Iyad, one of its leaders, said long ago, only a donkey would put its gun down while negotiating, and they were no donkeys.

October 7 stands out not because it was novel but because of what it accomplished, which was almost certainly beyond Hamas’s expectations, plans, or ambitions. Its outcome was unparalleled in part because Hamas proved far more organized and meticulous than any of its forebears, but chiefly because Israel had fallen asleep. It was unprecedented due not to its nature but to its scale, which vastly surpassed that of any other similar operation. Many Palestinians in the occupied territories and the diaspora reacted with pride and elation, sentiments the Israeli government then invoked to justify a ferocious retaliation that made no effort to distinguish among perpetrators, sympathetic bystanders, and Palestinians whose views were unknown. Most Palestinians refused to believe the most horrific reports of that day’s violence against Israeli civilians; many Gazans, once the Israeli reprisal was underway and their own staggering loss in full view, likely harbored second thoughts about the operation. But there is no denying that Palestinians largely embraced the events of October 7 because they spoke to their most profound feelings. October 7 was Palestinian to the core.

Much the same can be said of Israel’s response in terms of the precedents on which it drew, its magnitude, and the emotions it stirred among ordinary citizens. From 1948 onward, Israel has been no stranger to acts of destruction, displacement, and dispossession, attempts to erase traces of Palestinian presence where that presence had come to be viewed or designated as a threat to Israel’s existence. Sites of Israeli massacres, forever etched in Palestinian consciousness: Deir Yassin, where roughly one hundred lives were taken; Abu Shusha, with dozens executed; Tantura, where potentially hundreds were killed after surrendering; Lydda, with estimates of hundreds of those expelled by Israeli forces dying in the so-called death march; Al Dawayima, when Israeli troops took the lives of hundreds, including many who had sought refuge in a mosque; all during the 1948 war, or Nakba. Later too, among them: Qibya, in 1953, where forces led by Ariel Sharon, who ordered “maximal killing and damage to property,” slaughtered dozens of civilians, two-thirds of them women and children; Kafr Qasim, in 1956, during which Israeli border police killed tens of Palestinian civilians, including women and children, who were seeking to return home from work. The violence was ordered by governments from Israel’s Right and Left, but the Right offered the more honest account: It depicted a struggle in which Israelis saw Palestinians as dangerous trespassers and Palestinians saw Israelis as unwelcome intruders, in which both longed for land deemed sacred—a zero-sum game from which only one side could emerge victorious. One must lose if the other were to win. The defeated would have no choice but to accept a condition that no amount of diplomatic niceties or hollow international security guarantees could undo. October 7 confirmed this vision, justifying in Israeli eyes the violence they had perpetrated against Palestinians beforehand as well as the violence they would inflict in the aftermath. Many Israelis blamed Netanyahu for allowing Hamas to do its deed. But in the way it was waged and the utter devastation it provoked, this was not Netanyahu’s war. It was Israel’s.

Hamas’s onslaught and Israel’s war of destruction were not one-offs or historical exceptions. They were historical reenactments. They made quick work of years of a peace process that had become a sore farce. They reached deep into each side’s collective memories and then let loose their most abiding emotions. Hamas did not invent anything; it reclaimed a Palestinian past. Israel’s reaction was not unusual either, rather a concentrated, magnified version of a long Zionist tradition of how to deal with the land’s Arab inhabitants. Palestinians and Israeli Jews also came to regard the other side’s actions as fulfillments of their own national nightmares, ethnic cleansing for one and extermination for the other. It is no surprise that they both so freely bandied about historical metaphors of yesteryear: a reprise of the 1948 Nakba for Palestinians; another Holocaust for Israelis. Residents of southern Israel paid for all the pain and humiliation Palestinians had suffered at Israeli hands. The people of Gaza paid not only for Hamas’s actions but for Nazi crimes as well. History does not move forward. It slips sideways. And, in the darkest of ways, repeats itself.



Most striking if least surprising was that the confrontation centered on Gaza. Much of the world focuses its attention on the West Bank, seen as the more worthy prize, the location of sites deemed sacred by Israelis and Palestinians, Jews, Muslims, and Christians, the hub of a mythical future Palestinian state. PA officials had decamped from Gaza decades earlier, in the wake of the Oslo accords, for the relative prosperity and comfort of Ramallah, which became its de facto capital. On the eve of October 7, it was the West Bank US officials worried about, to the extent that the Biden administration worried about the Palestinians at all. But if outsiders and, at times, even West Bankers looked at Gazans with a certain haughtiness, considering them more traditional, less sophisticated, more uncouth, Gazans knew better. Gaza was where history was made.

The 365-square-kilometer strip, nestled between Israel and Egypt, is a microcosm of the Palestinian tragedy and in many ways the epicenter of Palestinian militancy. Its borders are an artifact of the armistice agreements of 1949, when this small slice of Mandatory Palestine fell under Egyptian control; they serve as a symbol of the arbitrariness of the pre-1967 lines, a reflection of how far Israel stretched its reach and how successful it was at pushing the local population into a narrow enclave. Swelled by the pouring in of refugees, Gaza’s population more than doubled during the 1948 war. About one-hundredth the area of Mandatory Palestine, it became home to roughly a quarter of its total Arab population. The tens of thousands who streamed in sought a safe harbor they would not find and dreamed of a return they never accomplished. The villages they fled were right there, within reach, a stone’s throw away, which made the separation a more painful daily reminder to the two-thirds of the population who were refugees, and made attempted incursions into Israel a regular occurrence. In April 1956, during the funeral of Ro’i Rothberg, an Israeli who had been ambushed by Palestinian infiltrators, Israel’s then–Chief of Staff Moshe Dayan said:


Let us not cast the blame on the murderers today. Why should we declare their burning hatred for us? For eight years they have been sitting in the refugee camps in Gaza, and before their eyes we have been transforming the lands and the villages, where they and their fathers dwelt, into our estate … Beyond the furrow of the border, a sea of hatred and desire for revenge is swelling, awaiting the day when serenity will dull our path … The young [Ro’i] who left Tel Aviv to build his home at the gates of Gaza to be a wall for us was blinded by the light in his heart and he did not see the flash of the sword … The gates of Gaza weighed too heavily on his shoulders and overcame him.



Gaza was a natural breeding ground for Palestinian fighters. Most of Fatah’s founders hailed from the Strip, which was also where many first joined the battle: Abu Iyad, Abu Jihad, Kamal Adwan, Abu Yusuf, and Arafat himself, among others. When Islamic Jihad split off from the Brotherhood in 1979, it did so from Gaza. Arafat’s future nemesis, Ariel Sharon, cut his teeth there too, dispatched to conduct brutal reprisal raids in the 1950s and then again in the 1970s, after Israel occupied Gaza. He ordered the demolition of thousands of homes and, in a preview of what would happen five decades later, forced refugees to seek a second or third sanctuary, never truly safe in their latest refuge. A recurring Israeli fear was of Gaza’s surging demographics, which inspired various ideas of population transfer. In 1965 Prime Minister Levi Eshkol worried about the prospect of a wave of refugees marching from Gaza into Israel, which led him to wonder whether it would be possible to preemptively transfer thousands to Iraq or Libya. Two years later, after the 1967 war, an Israeli military commander who would go on to become chief of staff spoke of the need to “induce the people [of Gaza] to leave.” “We need to pressure them,” he said, “but in such a way that would not cause them to resist, but to leave.” These were only some of a long list of Israeli suggestions to get Palestinians out of the Strip. Trump’s vision has antecedents. It is, like other ideas conventional or outlandish, an offspring of the past.

The Strip was where key events in the Israeli–Palestinian conflict began and ended. By the late 1980s, overcrowded, with a population that had once again doubled in size, Gaza possessed all the energy, anger, and restlessness of youth, a powder keg waiting to explode. Palestinian demonstrations, strikes, attacks against Israeli buses and settlers had become the norm, as had Israel’s ironfisted response. On December 9, 1987, an Israeli truck rammed into four Palestinians and killed them. Funerals turned into riots, the riots into an uprising, and what started in Gaza soon spread to the West Bank. This was the First Intifada. The Muslim Brotherhood, which until then had clung to a quietest approach, could wait no more. On December 14, Hamas was born.

Fifteen years later, as the far more violent Second Intifada raged and international pressure mounted on Israel to stem the bloodshed by doing something—freeze or even dismantle settlements; accept Palestinian statehood—Gaza again featured prominently. Prime Minister Sharon announced that Israel would unilaterally withdraw from the Strip. Its soldiers would depart, and its settlements would be evacuated. It was by far Israel’s most meaningful withdrawal from Palestinian territory and arguably the most momentous shift in the Israeli/Palestinian landscape since the 1993 Oslo Accords—only this time the Palestinians had not paid a thing. This second uprising had not started in Gaza, but the Strip had quickly become both the launchpad for Palestinian attacks against Israelis and the target of increasingly devastating Israeli strikes. Many Israelis considered the 2005 decision to disengage a masterstroke. It would deflect pressure for greater compromise, devolve administrative and security responsibility for Gaza to Palestinians, and further cement the division with the West Bank, all the while preserving the Jewish state’s freedom to intervene at will. Palestinians believed something else: that Israel had withdrawn due to the valor of Palestinian fighters, just as Israelis had been kicked out of South Lebanon several years prior by Hezbollah militants. Israelis say they withdrew from Gaza because it was a dump; Palestinians, because it was the beating heart of the resistance. Rabin had dreamed of awaking one morning to find Gaza drowned in the sea. An Israeli who wished someone the worst would not tell them to go to hell. He would tell them to go to Gaza.

Violence was a feature of life for all Palestinians, but nowhere more acutely than in Gaza. It experienced the most violent confrontations with Israel; the most violent Palestinian-on-Palestinian strife; the most violent economic, social, and emotional trauma. By one estimate, Israel struck 85 percent of Gaza’s children’s homes during the First Intifada. In the years since Israel’s withdrawal, Gaza was repeatedly pummeled. Gazans suffered more, and so they fought back harder. As they fought back harder, they were hit with greater abandon. If history was going to repeat itself in a more intense, amplified way, it could not have found a more fitting setting.



The enormity and ferocity of what was unleashed on October 7 led some Israelis to a more radical reassessment of Hamas’s objectives and reappraisal of Sinwar’s worldview. Revisionism set in: Any appearance of pragmatism—the desire to extract some concession from Israel, to reach a more favorable understanding—had all been a ruse, a ploy to deflect attention from the true game plan. October 7 was not a calculated attempt to attain specific objectives, however ambitious or even unrealistic. It was an irrational undertaking to bring about Israel’s end. If Sinwar had not been interested in anything short of that goal, there was nothing Israel could have done to placate him. They had once believed he was a radical militant but also pragmatic. October 7 convinced them that they had been wrong. He was indeed a radical militant. He was also messianic. Possessed.

It is easy to find clues from the past to bolster this interpretation. Hamas never concealed its aspirations to eliminate Israel, nor its historical references to a glorified past when Muslims conquered Jerusalem and defeated the Crusaders. But to view these declarations as revealing a hidden agenda, and to draw a straight line from them to October 7, is a baffling historical revision. The pronouncements were not hidden, new, or inconsistent with Hamas’s other goals. Immediate aims and the longer-term objective of liberating all of Palestine—the one requiring compromising with the enemy, the other its destruction—coexisted in Hamas’s thinking. It was not either-or, but one now and the other at some later, indeterminate point. For making sense of what Hamas’s leaders in Gaza hoped to achieve on October 7, the history of the Palestinian national movement and the Islamists’ own words serve as more trustworthy guides. A common objective of almost all dramatic Palestinian operations, from plane hijackings to the attack against the Israeli team at the 1972 Summer Olympics in Munich to any of numerous kidnappings of Israeli citizens, was the release of Palestinians held in Israeli jails. It is hard to overstate the political and symbolic importance of the detainees, heroes in Palestinian eyes regardless of the acts for which they were put behind bars. They were freedom fighters, they had sacrificed their lives for the lives of others, and they would not be forsaken.

This stance was held most strongly by Sinwar. A detainee himself, he was released as part of the 2011 deal in which Hamas secured freedom for over a thousand Palestinian prisoners in exchange for one Israeli, Gilad Shalit, but not before he had sought to scuttle the agreement on the grounds that too many high-profile Palestinians had been left out. The issue of prisoners, he once said, was “more than essential,” not a political issue but a “moral” one. “If there is something we are united by, something that really makes us all equal—all Palestinians—it is prison.” His open conviction, fostered by personal experience, was that Israel would only let Palestinian detainees out as part of a prisoner swap. “For the prisoner, capturing an Israeli soldier is the best news in the universe, because he knows that a glimmer of hope has been opened for him.” Before leaving prison, he swore to his comrades that he would free them, a promise he considered a debt; immediately upon setting foot in Gaza on October 18, 2011, Sinwar told his television interviewer, “We shall spare no efforts to liberate the rest of our brothers and sisters. We urge the Qassam Brigades [Hamas’s military wing] to kidnap more soldiers to exchange them for the freedom of our loved ones who are still behind bars.”

The Hamas leaders who planned October 7 nurtured more ambitious expectations. Unable to govern and increasingly at the mercy of domestic detractors, they wanted to show Israel the cost of the status quo and the price of besieging Gaza; remind the world of the Palestinian cause at a time of drifting attention; hinder Arab-Israeli normalization; score political points against Fatah, the PA, and Abbas; and grab the mantle of leadership of the Palestinian movement. They may well have had even grander hopes, such as to unleash a broader confrontation, igniting the West Bank and sparking a regional war with others joining the fray, ensuring Hamas would not bear the brunt of Israel’s retaliation alone. But such broader aspirations were hardly unique to October 7 and do not warrant the reassessment of Sinwar from somewhat pragmatic to wholly messianic, or viewing his actions as having moved from the political to the eschatological. Neither Hamas nor Sinwar launched this operation because they believed it would immediately liberate Palestine or destroy Israel, any more than earlier generations of Palestinian militants had engaged in acts of violence harboring that expectation. Still, the hope that a singular attack might ignite a more widespread conflagration and produce sweeping ripple effects is quintessentially Palestinian: the idea that dramatic acts of violence can awaken and arouse the world to the justness of their cause; if not the world, then the Arab world; if not the Arab world, then the Arab street. If it did not work one time—and most times, it did not—the cumulative effect of the next one and the one after that would.

Insofar as Sinwar and his colleagues had both concrete and aspirational objectives in mind in their wish to start a brushfire, they differed little from Arafat, Fatah, and other nationalist Palestinian movements that regularly placed high hopes in how the world would react to Palestinian deeds and misfortunes. At times those wishes were realized: The violence they carried out and suffered helped put the Palestinian question on the map and keep it there, unlike the plight of those, such as the Kurds or Sahrawis, whom history had simultaneously bullied and forgotten. At other times, those hopes were dashed. Intuitive political reader that he was, Arafat repeatedly misjudged and inflated the regional or global repercussions of his decisions and the importance of the Palestinians to the rest of the globe. The world cared, but not that much and not for that long; ordinary Palestinians were often left to pay the price for the violence their leaders unleashed or permitted. In early years, Palestinian leaders in the diaspora believed that by launching attacks against Israel from Arab soil, they would invite Israeli retaliation and drag Arab governments into a confrontation with the Jewish state; this was at the heart of their ideological adoption of armed struggle. As they discovered in Jordan and elsewhere, they did invite Israeli retaliation but dragged Arab governments into confrontation with Palestinians instead. The Second Intifada, which Arafat quickly embraced, is another example. He could not imagine that the international community would sit idly by as Israel reduced Palestinian cities to rubble and as he, popular icon and fuel to the flame of Arab nationalism, was held captive in his headquarters, surrounded by Israeli tanks. His imagination betrayed him, on that occasion at tragic national and personal cost.

October 7 defied many of those precedents by succeeding beyond its planners’ anticipation. They could not have imagined so thin an Israeli resistance, so easy a foray into enemy territory, so many Israeli victims and hostages. The upshot was unparalleled worldwide attention to the question of Palestine and unparalleled anti-Israeli mobilization. Soon enough, it triggered tension in the US–Israeli relationship, demonstrations on university campuses, and calls for legal accountability from the International Criminal Court. In parts of the Arab world, fantasies about Israel’s eradication temporarily took the place of despair, momentarily lifting spirits. For some, Hamas restored Arab pride and reassured a disheartened people that they still could make things happen. Israel appeared to be on the ropes.

This was not entirely a matter of chance, but neither did it reflect a well-honed Hamas strategy. Sinwar, aware of Israeli history and politics, timed the operation to coincide with a period of deep internal division, as Israelis massively mobilized against Netanyahu’s proposed judicial reform. The precise date was no coincidence either—the fiftieth anniversary of the start of the Yom Kippur War, a joint Egyptian/ Syrian military attack that stunned and shocked a slumbering Israel. But much of what happened on October 7 was unforeseen and unscripted. Netanyahu had a long-term plan, which was to give Hamas reason enough to keep engaging with Israel and policing Gaza’s more unruly militants without providing them the means to present a credible threat. Sinwar chiefly had a short-term objective, which was to score a victory, kidnap Israelis, and trade them for Palestinian prisoners. For a short time at least, Netanyahu’s seemingly logical plan failed as spectacularly as Sinwar’s apparent absence of one succeeded.

It is tempting to read the latest turn of events as the most meaningful, which is true only until the next. The story does not end; success generates a reaction that can yield its opposite. Operation Peace for Galilee, Israel’s 1982 invasion of South Lebanon that forced the PLO’s retreat, spawned Hezbollah. The United States’ victory in Afghanistan, which helped compel the Soviet Union to withdraw, led to the rise of the Taliban and a generation of jihadists, including al-Qaeda. After America’s triumph in the 1991 Gulf War, Osama bin Laden’s group made America its primary target. The Bush administration toppled Saddam Hussein and declared mission accomplished; a straight line connects this to the rise of ISIS.

In the months immediately following October 7, the narrative was rewritten several times over. In early days, the image that held sway was of Israel as shattered Ming vase. All it could do was try to collect the pieces and stick them together. Israel never felt more isolated or vulnerable. Ehud Barak once compared Israel to a villa in the middle of a jungle, but now the jungle had spread into the villa and the villa felt like hell. The price Israel paid was wide-ranging—military, economic, emotional, moral, diplomatic, strategic. It lost the cognitive battle on October 7, when Hamas showed that Israel was not invincible or indomitable; no matter how many Palestinians Israel killed thereafter, that Palestinian achievement would not be erased. Hamas collected dividends. As before, the United States and Europe considered it off-limits, branded it as a terrorist organization, and ruled out any future role for it. But for a moment, Hamas became the new PLO. Palestinians cheered its actions, and the West excoriated it, which was precisely the fate the PLO had experienced before the world eventually came around. After October 7, any talks that occurred, whether over a ceasefire or about a prisoner exchange, were with Hamas. When the UN Security Council passed resolutions, Hamas featured prominently. Hamas was spoken to and spoken of, an indispensable counterpart for war and peace. The Palestinian Authority would get the odd mention—a reflection of old habits, of an enduring desire to salvage its relevance, not of reality. Each strained reference to the PA only further accentuated its inconsequence. For war, you went to Hamas; it also was the address for peace, or at least quiet. The PA was nowhere to be found other than in the universe of feeble, irrelevant pronouncements. After some prisoners and hostages were let free and Palestinians in the West Bank celebrated the release of loved ones, the Palestinian Authority tried to ban the display of Hamas flags, and Israel to forbid Palestinian manifestations of joy. The PA battled symbols; Israel faced off against emotions. Those were wars they could not win.

One by one, Hezbollah, Yemen’s Houthis, Iraqi militias, even Iran entered the fray. This did not happen at once. Hamas’s allies’ initial reaction was cause for its disappointment: Had Hezbollah deployed its full military might against Israel on October 8, when the Jewish state was unprepared and overwhelmed, who knows what might have ensued. Hamas did not notify others of its impending plans and, though it wished for solidarity, could not expect them to blindly follow. There was no master plan. Each actor was guided by its own logic, domestic politics, sense of timing, and appetite for risk. Iran used a heavier hand at some moments, as when it aimed hundreds of missiles and drones at Israel, a lighter touch at others, as when it threatened, blustered, and recoiled. Still, for the first time since the 1973 Syrian-Egyptian attack, Israel faced a serious, coordinated military effort by its enemies, three of which were nonstate actors, which made deterrence and retaliation a greater challenge.

The tide would shift, and then shift again. Hamas’s central hope, and only certainty, was that Israel cared for its hostages and would not leave them behind. Sinwar counted on a spectacular prisoner exchange that would make up for whatever calamity befell Gaza and make his gamble worthwhile, but the gamble fell short. Netanyahu resisted domestic and international pressure and stood firm, leaving many Israeli hostages to their tragic fate. Little by little, Israel recovered, exhibited superior strength and formidable military might, exacted revenge on all who stood in its way and a vast number who did not—a demonstration of overwhelming and devastating power. If Israel had paid a price, many others would pay too, far more painfully. Gaza suffered most, bombed to a heap of dust, death, and destruction. When Israel turned its sights on Lebanon and Iran, it settled other scores. October 7 exposed Israel’s weakness; with its response, Israel set out on a path to reassert its strength.

As Israel’s assault on Gaza intensified, each member of the Axis of Resistance considered its posture, inspired but not dictated by one another. Iran feared a ruinous Israeli attack, but it also feared projecting that fear and could not leave Israeli provocations unaddressed. At first, Iran calibrated its posture and hit seldom, but when it did, tried to hit hard, only to be hit back even harder. It faced a precarious set of choices as Israel ramped up attacks against its partners, killed one Hamas or Hezbollah leader after another, and targeted both Iran’s military officials and its territory. The Islamic Republic’s balancing act was delicate. It could do too little in response and erode its credibility, or too much and invite massive retaliation from a far superior foe. Hezbollah, which had grown from militia to representative of Lebanon’s Shiite community to the country’s most potent political and military actor, was supposed to be Iran’s ultimate deterrent, but Israel made quick work of its vaunted might. The Lebanese movement, balancing its desire to help the Palestinians against the potential domestic cost of being viewed as responsible for a devastating war waged on behalf of others, proceeded with care—a care that may ultimately have cost it dearly, as Israel decapitated Hezbollah and systematically degraded its military arsenal. Iran and its allies strutted before they shrank. Israel trembled and then triumphed. Turkey, enfeebled by its Islamist partners’ failings during the Arab Spring, emerged anew, victorious in Syria as its allies toppled the Assad regime in December 2024, boasting of a possible Ottoman alternative to a washed-up Iran and overly aggressive Israel.

Much that is viewed as crucial in the present will be of no interest to the future. History must render its verdict much later, and not before it sets out on many trails that turn out to be false, the best to confound trackers. Some trends start strong and fade fast. Others, at first indiscernible, will overwhelm. Still, what has happened left a sharp legacy. October 7 and the furious reactions it unleashed removed layers and cobwebs of untruths about the Israeli–Palestinian conflict and exposed its raw, original core. An image captures this. It is Sinwar’s last. To Israeli eyes, it shows a hunted man, a “rat out of its hole,” on the run, the personification of evil that explains what and why Israel must fight forever, and the ascendancy it must preserve if it is to survive. To his admirers, Palestinian and non-Palestinian alike, the iconic picture is of a man steadfast to the end. He is surrounded by debris, a Palestinian kaffiyeh covering his face, one arm severed, yet wholly at peace, looking more comfortable than most do at a desk, contemptuous of his foe, throwing a stick at the drone that films him, as if taunting the Israelis before his final moment. Israelis rejoiced at his demise, Palestinians worshipped his martyrdom. The picture would not have been out of place decades earlier; two peoples, fated to mutual enmity and thinking of mutual destruction.



After Obama and Kerry’s peace efforts fizzled in 2016 and the unofficial track in which he was involved dissolved with it, Hussein warned his American and Israeli interlocutors that a new era, as yet undefined but unavoidably turbulent, was upon us. Palestinians had given up on the two-state solution, on their traditional leadership, on US-sponsored negotiations; their old political outlook was impoverished and had shriveled beyond recognition. They had no obvious substitute, and he would not venture to guess the contours of the chapter that would follow. But as in the past, Palestinians would look for novel ways to make their presence felt. At first, most of those ways would not be political in nature. Only with time would they crystallize around a discernible objective. Meanwhile, there would be pain.

Back then, the range of Palestinian action was limited: stabbing Israelis and ramming into them—spontaneous, impulsive, at times deadly indications that Palestinians were there, were not going away, had not given up. Hamas tested new techniques, organizing marches to the Gaza/Israel border or sending incendiary balloons across it. It reminded Hussein, he said, of the early days of the Palestinian struggle when, craving revenge and dreaming of liberation, they ambushed an Israeli or fired a Katyusha rocket into Israel and then turned around and fled. It was not much, they knew, and would change nothing, they conceded. It certainly would not liberate Palestine. But it was a beginning, and the act itself was the statement.

October 7 was entirely unforeseen and wholly unsurprising. Little about it was original. Not the violence or thirst for revenge; not the focus on Gaza; not the attempt to kidnap Israelis; not the goal of releasing Palestinian prisoners; not the aspiration that it might trigger more sweeping regional change; not the overwhelming Israeli response much of the world views as disproportionate and most Israelis perceive as necessary; not Israel’s methodical, systematic assassination of any Palestinian it deems complicit; not the labeling of Israel as a colonial state, of Zionism as racism, of Palestinians as modern-day Nazis; not America’s confusion and impotence. This latest iteration of the conflict was also among its most primitive. Now shorn of the pretense of a hollow peace process, it could revert to its original form.

As he contemplated the legacy of that day, Hussein told The New Yorker’s David Remnick that it felt like a dagger in his heart. Intellectually, he had come to terms with the apparent demise of the two-state solution and knew that any Israeli–Palestinian compromise lay far away. Emotionally, it was something else. He had spent over half a century in back-channel, unofficial talks between the two sides. He had continued even when hope had atrophied and the parties merely went through the motions. October 7 killed any remnant of pretense. “For fifty-five years, I’ve been trying to do something and now it culminates in an act of brutality—acts of brutality on both sides. It is all meaningless. It did not amount to a hill of beans.” He had failed. He was, he concluded, a loser.
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LIES, DAMNED LIES




Nothing is so difficult as not deceiving oneself.

—LUDWIG WITTGENSTEIN




On any given day during the long war on Gaza, one could reliably count on an American official asserting one of the following: A ceasefire is around the corner, the United States is working tirelessly to achieve it, it cares equally about Israelis and Palestinians, we are on the verge of a historic Saudi–Israeli normalization, and all this is bound up with an irreversible path to Palestinian statehood. Not one of those pronouncements bore even loose association to the truth. Talks about a ceasefire dragged on. The United States refrained from the one thing—condition or halt the military aid that kept the fire from ceasing—that might have allowed it to happen. It was also the one thing that might have demonstrated, beyond empty platitudes, a commitment to both Israeli and Palestinian lives. The Saudi kingdom kept repeating that normalization depended on progress toward a Palestinian state, and the Israeli government consistently ruled such progress out. The more time went on, the more the American statements wilted and were greeted with appropriate disbelief or indifference. That did not stop them from being made. Did US policymakers believe what they said? If not, why did they keep saying it, and if they did, how could they when so much contrary evidence stared them in the face?

The United States is a riddle all its own. “There were three of us in this marriage,” Princess Diana once lamented to Martin Bashir. Israelis and Palestinians did not travel the road from Oslo to October 7 alone. America, invited guest or gate-crasher, is the inescapable third actor in an Israeli/Palestinian ménage à trois. Its posture after October 7 is instructive because of what it suggests about the US and what it says about the importance of falsehoods and deceit. The two connect in that the United States has played an outsize diplomatic part and mendacity has played an outsize role in the part the United States played.

It is easy to exaggerate the US responsibility for the peace process’s undoing; others—local parties as well as Europeans and Arabs—had a healthy share. They too hurt prospects for a peaceful settlement; they too dissembled. The finger pointed at the United States does not absolve anyone else. But America enjoys pride of place because it claims and assumes the position of chief mediator and noble godfather; because of the weight it carries, its propensity to intrude; because of how it generally elbows out other third parties and beckons them in only when deemed useful; and because of how poorly these third parties have adapted to its role and how little they have been able to influence it.

Europeans and Arabs have been driven toward seemingly contradictory yet perfectly related and consistent attitudes: knee-jerk, sanctimonious criticism of US policy and blind adherence to it—different reflections of shared resignation to a reality they believe they cannot affect. The reflexive hostility smacks of defiance, yet in most cases there is little of it. It often amounts to passive surrender, insofar as the underlying premise is that there is nothing to be done about the United States, no leverage to be exercised, no deals to be struck, only hands to be thrown up in the air. What is striking is the courtesy this stance extends to American policies it claims to confront, since it is of virtually no use in changing them. The other dominant attitude is to robotically acquiesce in what the United States does on the assumption that it is better to be at the table than in the anteroom. Such automatic adherence to American practices, most conspicuous when the obedience is British, is no more useful than is bombastic condemnation. To blindly and blithely parrot what one knows to be misguided is to make oneself not relevant but redundant. In the aftermath of October 7, most European countries did not even pretend to have their own policy. They paced words and actions to America’s rhythm; gingerly intensified criticism of Israel as Washington progressively made such criticism acceptable; sanctioned Israeli settlers only after the Biden administration set the precedent; backed doomed American ceasefire proposals even as they knew better. In January 2024, Hussein listened, incredulous, to a senior British diplomat echo confident American predictions about a looming Saudi–Israeli normalization deal. Arthur Conan Doyle’s words crossed his mind: “There is nothing more deceptive than an obvious fact.”

As for the falsehoods: A failed US policy undergoes three stages. First comes the wrongheaded approach, misreading of a situation, or plain mistake. Then, with obliviousness to past failure, comes its recurrence. Finally is the lie. The lie is born of the failure, and it blooms as the failure recurs. US policymakers do something they think will work; do it again even though it did not work; say it works when everyone knows it does not; promise it will when all have lost patience and faith. It is this, the casual way in which the United States regularly proffers optimistic statements that fly in the face of all evidence and stand in sharp contrast to a sorry record, that is most striking and perplexing. Unmoored from reality, the pronouncements veer into happy talk. It is more than mere spin. It suggests a deliberate, almost strategic attitude of boundless cheer contrary to common sense and everyday experience. Among US officials, some know and see this; a few speak out. They have fashioned a long and honored tradition of retroactively bemoaning the unsuccessful strategies they once helped underwrite, of recanting some of the naive fables they once told. By then they have another trait in common: After retirement or resignation, the word “former” is affixed to their title. Eyes open and tongues loosen once there is little they can do about it.



Among the countless perplexing questions raised by the Israeli–Palestinian conflict, one is particularly baffling: What is the point of the United States? By the start of the 1990s, it had become the sole superpower. It chose to elevate peace in the Middle East to the apex of its priorities, turning it into something of an enduring obsession wholly out of proportion to any attendant strategic reward. George W. Bush, who entered office determined to be the anti-Clinton, was intent on steering clear of the Israeli–Palestinian negotiations that had consumed his predecessor, and quipped that he saw no Nobel Peace Prize in the offing, eventually came around. Even Trump, numb as he was to America’s self-image as policeman or savior to the world, mused aloud about striking the ultimate deal. The United States enjoyed leverage over the conflict’s chief protagonists that is the stuff of dreams: Israel came to be uniquely dependent on American largesse, both direct military assistance to the tune of $3.8 billion per year, promised by Obama, and indirect military as well as diplomatic protection; Arab leaders, Palestinians in particular, wanted nothing more than to be rescued by the United States.

Yet since Oslo, its record has been abysmal. The abundant failures were often spectacular; the successes, rare and modest. Over the past three decades, what little change for the better there has been was often achieved without or despite America. Its diplomats were not involved in the confidential Oslo talks that took place in 1993. When first they caught wind, they took umbrage but were quick to overcome any annoyance: They believed the process to be unimportant and initially dismissed it as such before being forced to play catch-up. The United States had no hand in the peace treaty Israel and Jordan concluded in 1994. Israel’s 2005 withdrawal from Gaza, decided and undertaken unilaterally by Sharon, left much to be desired but still ranks as the most significant territorial alteration between Israelis and Palestinians since Oslo. Had the United States sought to negotiate its details, they would almost certainly still be at it, judging by the countless hours of American diplomacy that barely budged a single line on a West Bank map.

The United States was not merely unable to achieve what it set out to do; far from improving the situation, its involvement in Israeli–Palestinian affairs and stranglehold on the peace process often made them worse. Camp David failed, the Second Intifada erupted, and Israel’s peace camp was eviscerated. Annapolis failed. The Obama/Mitchell/Kerry initiative failed. When it came to the Palestinian issue, Trump got nowhere. Biden did not see October 7 coming and after it came did nothing to avert the carnage that followed. The presidents each described a two-state solution as their goal, yet the harder they worked at it, the further they seemed to push it away. The sole breakthrough in the last thirty years for which the United States might justifiably claim credit is the Abraham Accords, but though they signaled a new era in Israeli–Arab relations, President Trump’s achievement offered the Palestinians little more than another nudge deeper into obscurity. It is worth pondering where things would stand if the United States had not bothered with the conflict at all.

America’s presence distorted the playing field. It warped how Israelis and Palestinians interacted in ways that facilitated perpetuation of the status quo. It shut out other third parties, shielded Israel from pressure, propped up a feckless Palestinian Authority, and invoked imaginary, imminent progress to rule out alternative means to deal with the conflict—international pressure and accountability; boycotts; nonviolent Palestinian activism; alternatives to the two-state solution. It gave Israelis the luxury of being spared the price of their actions and Palestinians the illusion that the glaring power imbalance might be evened out. Amid the secret, informal Israeli–Palestinian talks during the Obama administration, Hussein noticed a pattern: As soon as the United States intervened, the parties immediately hardened their stances. They did not wish to expose potential compromises to a third party in whose hands those compromises risked becoming unilateral concessions rather than the fruit of genuine give-and-take; each side believed they could obtain American compensation for even the slightest step forward. Hussein pleaded with Kerry to keep some distance; when you Americans come garbed in your big boots, he said, china gets broken. Inevitably, the Americans kept coming, cumbersome footwear and all.

The issue is not whether the United States could have produced a two-state solution; with so many homegrown obstacles, even a most industrious and shrewd third party might have failed. The mystery is why US efforts have not moved the parties any closer; why the United States has consistently proved unable to persuade Israelis or Palestinians to act according to its wishes, even on matters of relatively marginal significance. The America of the post–Cold War era, without a Soviet Union or other rival to offset it, whose strength dwarfed anything it had ever possessed under Nixon, Carter, Reagan, or even the first President Bush, was reduced to issuing requests and hoping they would be heeded. Kissinger could cajole, maneuver, deceive, and get his way. At his Camp David summit, Carter, whom so many took pleasure in castigating as weak, recognized how to wield a threat. Reagan knew how to say no. Jim Baker was master of storming out. Their successors held greater assets but far less authority. America replaced insistence with supplication.

Despite all the financial, military, and diplomatic cover it provided Israel, America was regularly rebuffed. Time and again after Oslo, Israel rejected US demands to carry out its commitment to withdraw from certain Palestinian territories; freeze settlement construction; remove West Bank outposts deemed unlawful even under Israeli law (all settlements are considered illegal under international law); pause home demolitions in the West Bank and East Jerusalem; transfer supplies to the Palestinian Authority’s security forces; disallow provocative Israeli visits to the Temple Mount/Haram al-Sharif; allow more humanitarian goods into Gaza; show a modicum of restraint. It was easier for US officials to get their way with the Palestinians, but at the zenith of America’s global predominance, it would fail to persuade their leaders—diminutive nonstate actors bereft of an army, resources, a lobbying organization in the United States, or any credible, effective allies to speak of—to refrain from seeking international recognition of statehood; abstain from turning to the International Court of Justice; or even, at times, attend negotiations with Israel. Saeb Erekat, the iconic, incessant Palestinian negotiator, took pride in enumerating the occasions when Abbas had said no to American requests or demands. He listed at least twenty-two of them.

America, with all its might, asked, was rebuffed, and did little more than witness its own embarrassment. If power is the ability to stretch one’s capacity beyond its objective measure and direct the behavior of others, this was the reverse. The tragedy of the peace process is not America’s fault alone. But it is difficult to imagine a greater chasm between capability and accomplishment. In this the United States stands apart. The bully was bullied and did nothing about it.

Since Oslo, America has lacked power because it wanted what it wanted too little and too much. Progress toward a two-state solution never stood as singular, strategic American objective. It appealed to some officials, several of whom—Clinton, Kerry—zealously pursued the goal as though on a mission, which earned them admiration and scorn in equal share. Beyond that, the pursuit served a number of ancillary US purposes: to stabilize a region deemed central to US interests; manage relations with friendly Arab governments and allow them to manage relations with restive publics; build a regional coalition, first against Iraq, then against al-Qaeda-style jihadists, finally against Iran; and counter the appeal of more-militant Palestinian groups as well as that of the Islamic Republic and its partners as defenders of the Palestinian cause. To these ends, for the United States to appear to want progress toward a Palestinian state was easier, politically less costly, and not much less effective than to establish it. The failures were not all that damaging and could be tolerated for the higher sake of keeping the process alive.

The Palestinians concluded that it might not make sense to play along if the purpose of the process was to achieve such goals; Israelis asked why, insofar as those goals could be achieved without a Palestinian state, advances toward one were even needed. Those dueling impressions were strengthened each time a US official insisted that a Palestinian state was essential to protect Israel from adverse demographic trends, to preserve it as a Jewish state. That was hardly the way to persuade Palestinians, who saw no reason to lend their oppressor a hand, or Israelis, who resented the outsider inserting itself as arbiter of their own self-interest.

Insufficient interest mixed with exaggerated eagerness: American officials never tired of saying they could not want peace more than the parties, yet routinely belied that claim with the desperation they exhibited in apparent pursuit of that goal. The deeper Washington’s investment in the process, the greater the US stake in its success, the quicker the US tendency to indulge either side’s whims and destructive behavior to keep the process alive. Israelis and Palestinians ignored US demands, threats, and deadlines, confident that the Americans were too busy running after them to think seriously of walking away. They stopped negotiating with each other and bartered with the United States instead. Israeli and Palestinian negotiators engaged in high-level talks as a favor to the Americans, and only after they extracted a price. They developed the habit of dealing with the United States, which in turn developed the habit of addressing their demands rather than making its own.



The enigma is not that the United States was guilty of misjudgments. To get things wrong, misread foreign dynamics, misjudge local actors, or show excessive keenness is not unusual, nor should it be automatic cause for disqualification. For most policymakers, it is part of the job. What is uncommon, and harder to explain, is how often these failures have been allowed to happen and to recur; how even their proliferation has led to neither personal nor institutional accountability, seldom to a mild reprimand, let alone a genuine rethink; how little the United States appears capable of learning from mistakes. The issue is why it has proved so resistant to changing its ways. Next in the life of an American failure is its replication.

With Israel, America expects a warm embrace paired with mild criticism to produce desired policy shifts. Instead, Israeli officials enjoy the hug and brush off the rebuke; their defiance boosts their domestic standing and silences their critics. Oblivious to the lesson, one US administration after another repeats the pattern, and the pattern replicates the failure. It reflects the sway of a notion that persists through time, impervious to contradiction: that it is lack of trust, not lack of incentive, that inhibits Israel from making necessary concessions; that reassurance, not pressure, can take the inhibition away. The policy coincides with political interest in that it dispenses with the domestic cost of tensions with Israel, which makes it more attractive and enduring.

Equally pernicious is the US capacity for indifference toward Palestinian politics and, when it shows episodic interest, for misconstruing them. Such recurring miscalculations are not accidental. They are the by-product of another rigid concept: that advancing US interests and promoting a peaceful settlement requires America to first uncover, then strengthen “moderate,” reformist, pro-Western—in short, the right kind of—Palestinians. The case falls apart for little can be accomplished without the wrong ones. Everything about the setup was mistaken. Palestinian actors whom their constituents already suspected of excessive docility toward Israel were asked to negotiate a historic compromise; Palestinian militants who built their reputation denouncing them as quislings were left free to shower them with abuse. Still, the case seemed to gain authority with each duplication; the more it failed, the more tightly the United States embraced it.

In earlier years, the belief that America could anoint its favorite Palestinians played out in the wager that led US diplomats at Camp David to try, in vain, to circumvent those they dubbed the “old guard” and support members of the Palestinian team deemed more reasonable, in anticipation that they would come to their senses in a way that Arafat and Abbas could or would not. The outlook lay behind US infatuation with “Fayyadism,” named after the Palestinian Authority’s former finance and prime minister. “Fayyadism” was code for putting good management above politics, transparent governance above resistance to Israel. Salam Fayyad did not recognize himself in the mythmaking, from which he quickly sought distance. Whatever good such plaudits did him abroad, they did him few favors at home. Today, even after October 7, he wants nothing to do with the West’s image of him; he is far likelier to talk about reconciling with Hamas than about presiding over a reformed PA. Calm requires Palestinian unity, he wrote, and unity necessitates the Islamists’ admission into the PLO. During President Trump’s first term, a similar blindness to Palestinian realities led senior US officials to scratch their heads at its leadership’s rejection of a plan that promised them an economic miracle if they surrendered their political ideals.

Everything in the contemporary history of the Palestinian national movement should have disabused the United States of its misconception, yet it appeared determined neither to know nor learn. Any trace of combativeness among the Palestinian leadership came not despite popular opinion, but as its result. As far back as the 1980s, Palestinians summarily dismissed Israel’s efforts to mollify them with quality-of-life promises as cynical attempts to gild their cage. The Palestinian leadership lost legitimacy with its people because they viewed it as overly compliant, not excessively militant. If the West finally concludes that it cannot count on Abbas or his colleagues to do their bidding, that does not mean they should look for a more accommodating partner. It means nobody is left.

Palestinians in Gaza and the West Bank aspire to prosperity and do not want thieves or swindlers as rulers. More than that, what so many crave among their leaders is authenticity and a sense of national dignity, assets that allow much to be forgiven and without which little else can suffice. When those go missing, when national decisions appear to be made under foreign influence or duress, their leadership turns into a perpetual provocation. Corruption of the kind the United States and Europe most vocally criticize, the buying of favors and skimming off the top, is a worry, but secondary. The other corruption—the kind that comes when Western powers finance certain individuals or projects, or condition that financing on certain policies and actions—is the more repellent. Western donors prefer not to be reminded that they too seek to purchase loyalty or subservience with money. They may not engage in such activities in the interest of material profit, but the service they seek is, to Palestinians as no doubt to others, inherently more suspect. The mystery is not why Palestinians feel that way; it is why American officials would believe otherwise and, in the face of recurrent frustration, latch on to that belief.

This misconception shone through brightly in the way successive administrations dealt with Hamas. It has a long pedigree. Meeting with Israelis and Palestinians in Petra, Jordan, soon after Oslo, a former US security official shared his vision of how to tame Hamas and manage Gaza: suffuse the Strip with economic projects, show Gazans how much they stood to lose, and thereby isolate the Islamist group. The others nodded. Hussein disagreed, pointed out that the most well-to-do Palestinians typically were the most radical. The cadres of Hamas, like those of the old Palestinian Left, were engineers, scientists, lawyers—not downtrodden, but middle class. Affluence should not be confused with moderation, any more than poverty with militancy. The rest of the room, as if of one mind, shrugged, confident in their assessment. Under President George W. Bush, the fallacy took the form of the administration’s blindness to the possibility of an Islamist victory in the 2006 elections; its decision to continue to shun the movement after Hamas’s electoral success and Gaza takeover; its demand for Hamas’s wholesale ideological conversion as a prerequisite for engagement; and its resolve to obstruct Palestinian unity, while setting out to find yet another elusive “young guard” of less ideological Fatah activists. Without a path forward it considered acceptable, Hamas refused to convert, consolidated power, and bolstered ties with external patrons.

Obama started out intent on transforming America’s ties with, and reputation in, the Muslim world. He was persuaded that a more pragmatic approach to political Islam was indispensable. He eventually grew out of that belief as a series of Islamist leaders—Turkey’s Recep Tayyip Erdogan prime among them—failed to live up to the image he had formed of them, but Hamas was never even given that chance. Obama and his advisors understood that if Hamas felt thwarted in its attempt to exercise power, it would do what it could to torpedo Israeli–Palestinian negotiations, and that what it could do was a lot. They sensed that they could not undermine the Islamists’ attempt to rule and then expect them to acquiesce in a political process from which they had been kept out. They intuited that to ask Israel to negotiate with the PLO while Hamas was excluded was asking it to negotiate with only part of the political system, which controlled only part of the security forces and commanded only partial loyalty from a divided and suspicious population. They suspected, in short, that this strategy made no sense. It could not succeed. Still, they pursued it.

It is curiously American, this stubborn pursuit and public defense of policies that knowledge, experience, and common sense should condemn to the dustbin. Here, politics, domestic and regional, got the better of wisdom. The Obama administration worried that to deal with Hamas was to weaken Abbas, even though a stronger Abbas could do nothing without an acquiescent Hamas. More importantly, it worried that to deal with Hamas was to invite a political firestorm. One of us had experienced an early taste. In 2008, with the US presidential election approaching, a journalist working for the British Times claimed that Rob—then an informal Obama advisor—had secretly met with Hamas leaders on behalf of the Democratic Party candidate. Obama was black, his middle name Hussein: For Republicans and for his primary challenger, Hillary Clinton, the suspicion that he also cavorted with “Islamic terrorists” was too good to be true, and too good to pass up. It should also have been too preposterous to take seriously.

Almost everything about the story was false. The meetings had not been secret. Rob had publicly mentioned that he had spoken to Hamas leaders and had briefed Bush administration officials on those conversations. They were part of his work for the International Crisis Group, a conflict resolution organization that talks to all sides, where he had landed in 2002 after he left the Clinton administration. They were also part of an effort to negotiate the release of Gilad Shalit, an Israeli soldier captured by Hamas in 2006. Both Israel and Hamas had agreed to the mediation efforts by Bill Richardson, a former governor of New Mexico and UN ambassador; Richardson, lacking Hamas contacts, had asked Rob to serve as go-between. It was in that capacity that he met with Israeli officials as well as with the Hamas leadership in Damascus. At no point was there any message to or from Obama. None of that mattered. Hamas was toxic, beyond the pale. Within hours of getting wind that the story was going to press, one of Obama’s top advisors called Rob, told him his yet-to-be-tendered resignation had been accepted, and wished him the best.

In its initial approach to Hamas, the Biden administration was no different. In 2021, President Abbas called for the first elections to the Palestinian Authority’s legislative council in fifteen years. They faced long odds. Fatah, fearful of losing, was ambivalent about whether they should be held; Israel, sharing the worry and content with a divided, dysfunctional, and weak Palestinian counterpart, openly opposed and sought to obstruct the elections. The United States had reason to view things differently: A policy of isolating Hamas had immiserated Gazans, contributed to a series of costly skirmishes with Israel, and done nothing to advance an Israeli–Palestinian settlement. The United States might have seen merit in rejuvenating Palestinian politics and offering Hamas a realistic alternative path forward. It might have supported Abbas’s initial decision and pressured Israel to facilitate elections. It did none of these things. Publicly, it did not take a position. Privately, senior American officials were adamant that it made no sense to risk a 2006 repeat and a Hamas victory at the polls. They did not pressure Israel to reverse its disruptive measures, and quietly discouraged Abbas from proceeding. The Palestinian president did not need much of a push; he seized on Israel’s refusal to allow the vote in East Jerusalem to indefinitely postpone the elections. Hamas remained trapped in Gaza, unable to govern, with no clear way out. The elections that were not to be raise questions about what might have been. What would it have meant for Hamas’s internal decision-making, the balance of power between its military and political wings and between its West Bank and Gaza branches, had the United States pressed hard for those elections and then lowered the bar for engaging Hamas. What would it have meant for Hamas’s plans on October 7.

Early in its tenure, the second Trump administration finally broke the taboo: It met directly with Hamas to discuss the release of hostages. Such contacts might not amount to much. They could wither or, as with the initial American engagement with the PLO, grow into something more substantial. Regardless: A line has been crossed, which highlights how trapped by convention prior administrations were, eager to talk to local parties who smile and nod and parrot their views, determined to shun the more unseemly ones with the power to get things done.

The riddle of American policy is to know so much and comprehend so little. Information is not understanding; it can be its opposite. Rob came across this more than once, both as victim and as offender. In 2000, senior US intelligence officials—based on what they had seen, heard, and thought they had learned—assured Clinton that Arafat would have to accept his proposals at Camp David, that he would be crazy not to. Years later, after the 2011 uprising in Syria broke out, raw intelligence depicted a battlefield that gave President Assad scant chance of short-term survival, the rebels who sought to oust him a relatively swift pathway to success. During the Biden administration, US officials relied on reports to evaluate the thinking of Iranian leaders and their stance on a proposed nuclear deal. Their assessments, as often as not, turned out to be wrong. They were surprised by the Taliban’s lightning victory after the withdrawal from Afghanistan, by October 7, by the collapse of the Syrian regime the following year, surprised that they had been surprised.

These were not deliberate distortions in which intelligence is molded to suit official whims—not like the CIA in 2003 telling President Bush what he wanted to hear, that Saddam Hussein possessed weapons of mass destruction, that it was a slam dunk. This dynamic is less deceptive, no less treacherous. Intelligence data often comes with appropriate warnings. Officials can be reminded that it was a single conversation between two individuals in one place, at one time, without the benefit of wider analysis, broader context, and unspoken assumptions. They can be told that whatever is extracted is not the whole puzzle and that to possess pieces of the puzzle can be more misleading than to have none. Yet the cautions matter little. To those who have never crossed paths with raw intelligence—the intercept of a conversation, the contents of a secret memorandum—the policy thrill can be hard to describe. You feel as if you were in the protagonists’ room and in their minds, you have an advantage they cannot possess, can only dream of. You know. But you do not. American policymakers read and barely understood, read some more and understood even less.



More confounding than the mistakes or their stubborn repetition is the habit of US officials of giving voice to a falsehood even after they know it to be wrong, even after they know that others know it to be wrong. The final stage of failure is the lie.

Lies lie at the heart of politics as of diplomacy; but there are lies, and there are lies. There is the lie that purports to serve the common good, as when President Kennedy misled the public about the secret US-Russian understanding on removing missiles from Turkey to end the 1962 Cuban Missile Crisis. There is the big lie, blatant and oft-repeated, with the goal of converting its audience to zombie-like belief. The shrewd lie or lie of the cynic, of the sort at which Henry Kissinger excelled and in which the George W. Bush administration indulged in the run-up to the Iraq invasion. It can justify war or prevent it. It can break a logjam. It can kill. The lie of the hopeless striving to rally hope, of Saddam Hussein’s spokesperson during the 2003 Gulf War, extolling triumph amid annihilation. The lie of the underdog, to which Arafat clung like one clings to a buoy for survival. He would tell Egypt that Syria was his foe; Syria, that it was Egypt; Saudi Arabia, that it was both. He would forswear knowledge of a fighter he had just ordered into action, claim familiarity with one on whom he had never once set eyes. All would learn to distrust him—the learning came fast. But lies saved him and put his cause on the map.

There are lies that get things done, even if what gets done can be ugly, foul, violent, or worse. They serve a purpose, not always or necessarily a higher one. A purpose all the same. The United States deployed some of these in talks between Israelis and Palestinians. President Clinton, when he sought to lure a reluctant Arafat to Camp David, promised three things: To maximize chances of success, he would organize additional preparatory work before the summit; deal or no deal, a scheduled Israeli redeployment from parts of the West Bank that Barak had delayed would proceed in the summit’s aftermath; and Arafat would not be blamed in the event of failure. “There will be,” Clinton privately vowed, “no finger pointing.” He was as quick to make the pledges as he was to renege on them: There was no additional preparation, no further Israeli redeployment, and plenty of blame. This deception had consequences. One can only speculate about an alternate universe in which Israelis and Palestinians had done more to lay the groundwork for the summit, Israel had withdrawn from additional West Bank territory even after the failure, neither side was blamed, and, perhaps, another summit followed. At a minimum, the trickery planted a seed of American dishonesty, and with time the seed would bloom until Palestinians doubted whatever an American might say. Clinton offered various justifications, but it did not take much imagination to understand why he had dissembled: He wanted his summit, and if the price of the summit was deceit, he would gladly pay the fee.

In 2013, Secretary Kerry, newly appointed and eager to get Israelis and Palestinians talking again, told each what it wanted to hear in hopes that he could draw them to the table. He shaded and bent the truth, exaggerated the two sides’ commitments, made promises he was in no position to keep. Palestinians were led to believe that they had secured a nonexistent quiet settlement freeze; Israelis, that the Palestinian leadership had pledged not to join international conventions or organizations, or to make up with Hamas. Abbas was led to think that, among the prisoners to be released, Israel would free several Palestinian citizens of Israel; Netanyahu shared no such understanding. Kerry had a grander objective that, to his mind, justified the distortions. If the talks succeeded, who would remember, and who would care? If they collapsed, a few pretenses would be the very least of his or the world’s worries.

Those were falsehoods, guilty and costly perhaps, but purposeful ones. They are not the kind referred to here—the persistent fabrications that came to pervade and corrode America’s Mideast diplomacy. These are everywhere, all-encompassing. They stand apart because they fool nobody and those who utter them must know that nobody is fooled. They are present in the ritualized US assertions that it will achieve a two-state solution; that it is relentless in its pursuit; that America cares equally about Israeli and Palestinian lives. In warnings that, reiterated as mantras, become vacuous, such as the status quo between Israelis and Palestinians is unsustainable, which Obama and Secretary Clinton often repeated, or Secretary Kerry’s 2013 caution that the two-state solution would be “over” in a year and a half. Israeli officials chuckled— a half-century old unsustainable status quo was a status quo with which they could live—and then grumbled: If the window had closed in 2014, why could not the United States finally call it a day?

Are all these lies? The word may appear too strong. Many of the assertions do not start that way. They originate as misapprehension or self-delusion. On the eve of the 2000 Clinton/Assad summit in Geneva, every member of the US team believed that the Syrian president would reject the Israeli offer; indeed, they unequivocally had told Barak so. Still, they convinced themselves there was a chance; why else would they have gone? At Camp David, US participants likewise persuaded themselves a deal was at hand when nothing—not the territorial division, not the status of Jerusalem, not the fate of the refugees—had been agreed. When Secretary Kerry, fresh into his Israeli–Palestinian foray, said that he could see the finish line, that an agreement was within reach, it is doubtful that he was pretending. He, like others before him, was confident that reaching an agreement was a matter of will and perseverance, both of which he possessed in abundance. When Biden administration officials initially claimed that Saudi Arabia was ripe for normalization with Israel, they probably meant it; after all, that is what the kingdom’s crown prince, Mohammed bin Salman, had privately conveyed.

Over time, it becomes difficult to tell where delusion ends and dissembling begins. Eventually, when the words are repeated often enough, the distinction blurs and matters less, if at all. The two mangle together. An illusion endlessly repeated despite its demonstrable untruth ceases to be an illusion and becomes a lie; a lie endlessly retold can become second nature, so ingrained and instinctive as to forget its origins and morph into self-delusion. Americans’ recurrent claim that they are committed to a two-state solution and that another round of US-mediated talks can bring it about was no doubt born as genuine conviction. When, failure after failure, they continue to echo the mantra, it is no longer an illusion and turns into deceit. It is another one of those phenomena one needs to experience to appreciate. American officials had faith when they went to Geneva and Camp David and also knew they would be a bust; believed in Kerry’s initiative and knew it was quixotic; trusted that Saudi–Israeli normalization was at hand and were resigned to the fact that, for the time being, it was a pipe dream. They both knew and did not know and were not sure which was which. “The past was erased, the erasure was forgotten, the lie became truth,” George Orwell wrote. Proof disproves belief, and still the faith endures.



The Gaza war offered a chance for clarity, honesty, and introspection because it was when everything got out of hand. The bloodiest Palestinian attack in history, followed by the Jewish state’s most destructive military offensive ever and, once Iran joined the fray, the first direct military operation against Israel conducted by a state in forty years, came just over a week after Biden’s national security advisor had described the Middle East as quieter than in decades. The events triggered by October 7 tarnished notions that, for years, had been activated on behalf of a peace process mythology. They exposed fallacies that surrounded the Israeli–Palestinian conflict: about the role of history and violence; the nature of Israeli and Palestinian sentiments; the motivation and efficacy of American policy.

This was not the first time they had been exposed, and being exposed in no way guaranteed they would be dismissed once and for all. But surely it should have proved harder after Hamas’s murderous operation and the Israeli government’s cataclysmic response; in light of massive Palestinian support for the former and overwhelming Israeli backing for the latter; in the wake of violent settler activity in the West Bank that conjures up prospects of ethnic cleansing and displacement, and of the nascent resumption of Palestinian suicide attacks after a two-decade lull; against the backdrop of America’s unwillingness or helplessness to do much of anything about any of it, of European spinelessness and uselessness, of the gap between the indignation and the apathy of Arab governments—surely, it should have proved harder after all that, to blithely repeat bromides about the peace process, the two-state solution, or the central role of US diplomacy. Whatever certainties had taken refuge in American minds, now would come time for their retirement.

It was not to be. The world after October 7 was built on lies. Some were expected, as when Israelis described how humanely they treated Palestinians, spoke of their army as the world’s most moral, claimed that military pressure would get the hostages out; or when Hamas denied the horrors that happened on that day. America’s falsehoods were most startling because least necessary. It presented Hamas’s attack as disconnected from history, the expression of “unadulterated evil,” the work of “animals.” Praised Netanyahu for holding back unhinged extremists in his cabinet, resisting their “enormous political pressure.” Claimed that America was determined to stop the killing and was doing all in its might to that end. Made repeated announcements of imminent deals for a ceasefire that left Israel, Hamas, and even its two co-mediators, Egypt and Qatar, baffled by the groundless optimism. Placed the entirety of the blame for the failure of those ceasefire and hostage negotiations on Hamas even as Israeli officials, some in boast, others in lament, ascribed copious responsibility to Netanyahu, and even as several American officials privately blasted US tactics as well. Eventually, in a gutsy historical rewrite, some US officials sought to portray its post–October 7 policies as resounding successes. The failure to achieve a lasting ceasefire, release the hostages, prevent a humanitarian catastrophe, avoid the war’s regional expansion—all of which the administration had identified as core goals—was a necessary precursor to Hamas’s and Hezbollah’s downfalls, Iran’s defanging, and the Syrian regime’s collapse. Warts and all, the outcome was according to plan.

Collectively, these assertions go beyond guile, opportunism, cruelty, despair, or self-preservation. Virtually no one believes them. Those who utter them must know that no one believes them. They make little sense, their objective hard to discern. Yet they inevitably have a cost. The earnestness with which they are spoken is not redemptive. It is confounding, which makes them the more destructive. They breed cynicism. They are the kind of falsehoods that erode any support for any endeavor undertaken in their name. Words still matter but in different and unintended ways. The more the falsehood is told, the more it invalidates the point made. Its only lasting impact is to accentuate disbelief. That happens when the universal accountability for which the United States calls exempts Israel, pretending it can be counted on to judge its own. It happens when the United States arms the Israeli hand that strikes the victim and then pleads with it to stop. “To kill someone and walk in his funeral” is an old Arabic saying that says it all: America delivers weapons that kill women, children, and the elderly, that destroy homes, schools, and hospitals; it provides meager humanitarian aid to sustain Palestinians who survived the latest US-enabled attack only to await the next one. It happens when America assumes the maddening pose of moral conscience of the world and helpless bystander to its horrors. The air of anger, grief, and mourning that accompanied every American pronouncement on Gaza’s fate fooled nobody. Actions matter, not words, words that, in their contrast to actions, only made matters worse. Palestinians compared this to the old Mafia tradition of caring for those you are about to liquidate. Avē Imperātor, moritūrī tē salūtant.

Nor, as the Gaza war dragged on, did the Biden administration stray from America’s past ways, even those that had repeatedly misfired. It delicately pressed Israel to end or amend its operations in hopes that it would halt the killing and prevent a regional spread, expecting early, unwavering support for the Jewish state to pay off. It put faith in its admonishments, the private more than the public. Other than for a brief moment, it refrained from the one step that might have shaken its ally—a threat to cut off military assistance—as if choosing to go to battle after tying its strongest hand behind its back. Predictably, the maneuver did not work out. Netanyahu accepted the support, turned down the requests, and was rewarded with a bump in the polls.

The administration, along with European allies, also quickly mooted day-after plans for the obliterated Strip that once again relied on “moderate” Palestinians and a reformed PA. The objective was to convince Israel that there was an alternative to both Hamas rule and its own continued occupation, that there were safe Palestinian hands in which to place Gaza’s future. It was unseemly enough to have governments that had stood by during Israel’s onslaught, often enabled it, lecture its victims on how best to mend their wounds. But the designation of a reformed Palestinian Authority for the task of governing Gaza on the day governing would become possible was both a miscasting and indifferent to Palestinian politics.

The world’s habitual refrain is reform of the PA and the end of its corruption. Americans, Europeans, even Arabs clamor for this, as if they have struck a novel chord. To most Palestinians, this is a well-trodden terrain; the calls are nothing new. They are as old as their struggle, as ancient as their cause. From its inception, and for much of the national movement’s history, mismanagement and misconduct have been endemic, as have vociferous and futile denunciation by insiders, militants, cadres, and leaders alike. The PLO, Fatah, Arafat and his entourage—all were loudly and consistently accused of ineptitude and financial malpractice, in which they continued to engage regardless. From those early times to the days of the PA, the leadership has used corruption to purchase the allegiance of the undecided; energize the faithful; undermine opposition; create fictitious solidarity organizations and armed groups; finance local and international middlemen, politicians, intellectuals, journalists, schemers, and swindlers to procure weapons and security gadgets, engage in dubious enterprises, and try to buy influence. These are essential elements of a struggle that, in the absence of a state and for lack of other means, Palestinians muddle through clandestinely, opaquely, and unaccountably.

Corruption has become the Palestinian Authority’s soul, blood to its veins and oxygen to its lungs. It is a vast employment agency with no productive capacity, belief system, or ideological infrastructure, unable to protect its people, incapable of addressing their aspirations. Take corruption away and the PA will fade, most likely collapse. To genuinely reform the Palestinian Authority would be to kill it. For Palestinians, it would lose any vestigial purpose. When they demand change, they want the end of an entity that steals, enriches its own, clamps down on militants to ensure that their anger and rage do not boil over; they want to bury a body that spends more time and resources confronting its own militants than the Israeli occupation. Among Palestinians, a joke makes the rounds: A young man in search of employment knocks on the PA security services’ door. He is asked three questions. First, have you ever worked for a foreign institution? No, comes the response. Second, have you ever betrayed a secret? Again, no. Third, have you ever worked against your people’s interests? No, he says. This would be the first time.

Unlike Palestinian critics, today’s foreign preachers fuel the incompetence and corruption they bemoan. The world, mostly Europeans and Americans, repeatedly implores the PA to change, threatens consequences when it does not, promises benefits if it does, and in the same breath provides it with the financial and diplomatic means to endure as is, unmoved, static, ossified. Their overriding motivation is to sustain it by giving it a semblance of life; their principal fear is of a costly breakdown, and of what the alternative may bring. Their call for reform is a lie. A truly cleaned-up Palestinian Authority would be a PA that is no more. For outsiders, to end corruption and bring about a more competent Palestinian leadership may be important, but not important enough to end the flow of funds that keeps the corrupt PA afloat and oils the persistence of incompetence. They claim to want something new, but cherish the status quo. The change they purport to want is disingenuous: a superficially reformed PA that institutionalizes corruption, professionalizes it, carries out cash transactions through computer screens rather than brown manila envelopes, even as it continues to ignore Palestinian wishes not to act as Israel’s security subcontractor. Everyone pretends: The Palestinian leadership goes through the motions, shifting personnel, inventing new lofty titles, changing nothing; the West applauds the reshuffling, asserts it will be closely watching, and moves on to the next best, useless step.

Finally, the Biden administration, jolted, remembered the two-state solution—the one in which past administrations had invested so much time and effort, whose realization consistently aborted under far more promising conditions. It became a loud champion, branded it the only way to address root causes. The epiphany was all the more remarkable from an administration that, until then, had paid little attention to the conflict. Less than President Bush senior, who organized the historic Arab-Israeli conference in Madrid in 1991. Less than President Clinton, whose failure at Camp David at least indicated how deeply he cared. Less than Bush junior, whose uniquely ambitious, often brutal, and always intense effort to remake the Middle East made room for efforts, however harmful, to forge Israeli–Palestinian peace and who was the first American president to call for a Palestinian state. Less than President Obama, who, before giving up, invested early and heavily, if poorly, in the same objective. Less, even, than President Trump, who spent part of his first term redrawing the map in Israel’s favor, dispatched his son-in-law to unveil grandiose peace plans, sidestepped the Palestinians for the sake of Arab-Israeli normalization, and then blamed everyone else for whatever went wrong.

Together, all their efforts did not amount to a serious endeavor. But they tried. From the start of his tenure, President Biden set a different tone: Count me out. He, who had seen a lot, was convinced he had seen it all before. He had witnessed an endless parade of American officials who believed in peace and cared about the Palestinians more than did the Arabs frittering time away in pursuit of an elusive objective. As far back as 2014, during the Obama administration, then–Vice President Biden had turned to Rob and, with sympathy hard to distinguish from disdain, remarked on his obsolete concern for a cause with which nobody who mattered could be troubled. What was the point of fighting for the Palestinians if the Arabs couldn’t be bothered or the Israelis moved? Skepticism and cynicism: President Biden was in his element. A man driven by faith in his ability to move Middle East history by dint of personal persuasion he was not. There were good reasons for him not to plunge head-on into yet another American-driven grand design to forge peace. It is not that his administration should have believed in the two-state solution earlier; it is just hard to take seriously that, rhetorical assertions aside, it ever believed in it at all.

The Biden administration’s sudden interest in a two-state solution began almost immediately after October 7. Had it been sensible, it would have discarded it right away. A president who, just over a year earlier and flanked by Abbas, had described the ground as “not ripe” for negotiations toward a two-state solution, now argued that the time had come even as the ground had deteriorated. Palestinians had not counted on the United States previously and regarded this administration as complicit in an Israeli genocide; they were not about to place their faith in America as midwife of their future. Israelis had suffered the bloodiest attack in their history, would not trust a Palestinian with a sling—they were now expected to give them an entire state?

The Biden team came to the idea in a roundabout way, not because they believed a two-state solution was at hand but because they found the concept handy. The Gaza war took them, like everyone else, by surprise. Earlier, their chosen design for the Middle East had lain in pursuing a deal through which the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia would normalize relations with Israel, completing the work launched by President Trump. As the Gaza conflict raged, the administration might have paused those efforts. Instead, it redoubled them. The Saudis’ price had been low, US officials said; it rose with each new Israeli atrocity, and what was needed now was an Israeli nod toward a Palestinian state. The administration’s sheer daring was admirable: to pull out of the drawer a concept in which it hitherto had evinced little interest, and to do so in conspicuous despair, scrambling for a way out. It was the United States at its least subtle and most gauche. The administration was hemorrhaging credibility across the globe due to its early embrace and enduring enabling of Israel’s wartime actions, and the inevitable charges of double standards born of its contemporaneous, furious denunciations of Russia’s actions in Ukraine. It needed Arab involvement to stabilize and rebuild Gaza. In the months before a humbling debate led the president to the exit, the administration worried that disenchantment among many progressive Americans with Biden’s approach to the war could come at an electoral cost. Pushing for Israeli–Saudi normalization and Palestinian statehood was one way to stem the bleeding, secure Arab support, and mitigate public bitterness. An American diplomatic achievement could also begin to erase the post–October 7 diplomatic nightmare, shifting the narrative from the United States as accomplice to Israel’s war to the United States as architect of peace. What could go wrong?

Everything. The American effort could not have been more disconnected from reality. Israel would not extend a nod toward a Palestinian state, especially after October 7; Saudi Arabia would not do without it, particularly in the aftermath of October 7; the regional mood—livid toward Israel—was entirely unsuited. No matter, and no matter the prior experience of unfulfilled expectations. The Biden administration hinted that it was prepared to make the fight with Netanyahu public, and that he would find it hard to turn down the prospect of normal relations with a country of Saudi Arabia’s importance, even if it meant accepting Palestinian statehood. It ignored the fact that opposition to such a state was not the province of Netanyahu and his radical allies alone; it permeated Israeli society. A fight over Palestinian statehood was a fight the prime minister relished. Bring it on, he intimated, convinced that even his domestic critics would be loath to take the other side, even when that other side enjoyed US backing. The administration pointed to Mohammed bin Salman’s private expressions of readiness to normalize relations with Israel at low cost, heedless of multiple public statements by Saudi officials clarifying the Israeli concessions required in exchange. Not for the first time, US officials appeared to place trust in what Arab leaders said behind closed doors and brush aside what they proclaimed in public—a projection, perhaps, of the American propensity to speak greater truth in private and dissemble more freely when addressing the outside world. As for the “practical, timebound, irreversible path to a Palestinian state” that senior US officials promised only months after October 7, it was a farce. There was no prospect of anything remotely resembling it coming into being, not then, not anytime soon, perhaps never. Still, American officials carried on, one empty-handed expedition to Riyadh and Jerusalem after another.

The Biden administration must have known this. Tussling with Netanyahu and haggling with bin Salman over a two-state solution was shadowboxing over an imaginary objective for reasons that had little to do with its achievement. For a US administration to exploit a make-believe search for a two-state solution for extrinsic goals—to advance Saudi–Israeli normalization; display distance from an overly hawkish Israeli prime minister; restore the administration’s credibility—was nothing new. Palestinian statehood, at once among the most universally celebrated and most thoroughly abused of ideas, cavalierly manhandled by many who profess to back it and by those who promise to block it, had yet again been set up for target practice. Everything about the US effort was untethered to reality, part self-delusion, part pretense. “They muddy the water to make it seem deep,” wrote Nietzsche.

How the Arab world reacted to Trump’s reelection in 2024 spoke volumes. By almost any standard, Trump should have had everything going against him in Arab eyes. In his first term, he had decisively tilted the field in Israel’s favor, eager to break with convention and jettison peace process truisms he cast off as fairy tales. During his campaign, he had called on Netanyahu to finish the job in Gaza; whatever moral outrage Biden officials dared voice at Israel’s conduct of its wars would find no echo among their successors. Yet in the early days, in many corners of the Middle East relief came more readily than despair at the thought of bidding Biden—or, as they saw it, Biden/Obama—farewell. The most familiar explanation, that it takes an autocrat to enjoy an autocrat, that in Trump Arab dictators recognized one of their ilk, only goes so far. After all, Biden had hardly proved a crusader on behalf of democracy or human rights. What Arab leaders, and no insignificant portion of their publics, resented was America’s moral vanity, feckless expressions of empathy, and convictions devoid of courage. If you are not going to lift a finger for the Palestinians, have the decency not to pretend to care. At least with Trump, they felt, they knew what they were getting, even if his actions could be unpredictable and mostly not to their liking. They saw in him a leader without moral compass, at ease with the unashamed exercise of power. After years of faux outrage, genuine cynicism was a welcome breath of fresh air.



There came a time when, in its dealings with the Middle East, the United States began to make a religion out of optimism, embrace an ideology of wishful thinking, routinely speak empty words, and make claims readily disproved by events. If it is hard to identify a precise date, it is easier to identify a probable cause: The acquired habit cannot be separated from the erosion of US power and influence.

No party can match US military or economic dominance, but an increasing number of its partners and enemies in the Middle East—not just Israelis and Palestinians—learned to disregard it. In Afghanistan as in Iraq, America showed it did not know how to wage war, much less win it. Thousands of Americans and hundreds of thousands of Iraqis and Afghans lost their lives; one war ended with a government and militias backed by Iran in charge; the other with the Taliban restored to power in the wake of an ignominious US retreat. America showed it could not manage peace either. Across the region, it embraced autocrats, rebuked them, embraced them once more. The United States sought to promote a democratic transition in Egypt in 2011, a chapter that closed with the consolidation of a government more repressive than the one it helped overthrow. In Libya, civil war, instability, a proliferation of armed militias, and the outflow of weapons to Africa and of refugees to Europe punctuated the military intervention that Obama ordered in 2011 to topple Qaddafi. The US president hoped it would succeed, later described it as a “shit show.” He was right on one of those counts. The Obama administration’s efforts to oust the Syrian regime through heavy investment in the armed opposition followed a similar pattern: US involvement helped prolong the war, further stimulated Iran’s and Russia’s interventions, and failed to bring the rebels to power. Many of the weapons the United States helped ship to Syria landed in the hands of jihadist groups that the United States then scrambled to beat back.

In these and other cases, the Arab uprisings that began in 2011 took their own dark and ugly path. At the time, Obama famously spoke of America as being on the right side of history. History paid no heed. In each instance, wishful thinking stumbled on hard facts, and the United States appeared curiously oblivious to the lessons of its own Middle East history—lessons about its overconfidence; the limits of its power; the resilience of established governments; the unreliability of local partners keen for American succor, indifferent to its advice, fickle with their own loyalty; the blowback suffered when propping up armed groups about which it knows little and over which it has even less control; its repeated pull, like moth to flame, to a region from which it repeatedly vowed to pivot. Lessons, in short, about the marriage of America’s irresistible urge to meddle in a region and its unfamiliarity with that region’s ways.

Even when the outcomes for which it had labored came to pass, they did not come at America’s behest. Years of US efforts to weaken regional militant movements—Hezbollah, Iraqi militias, Palestinian armed groups, Yemen’s Houthis—did little to erode their influence. The United States had sought to cripple them in different ways, and they suffered from the blows, but they bounced back, thriving on the adversity. They invested in the long game of a war of attrition. The significant strike, the serious one, came at Israel’s hands when it decapitated Hezbollah and devastated its ranks in September 2024. Shortly before Bashar Assad fled Damascus and his regime disintegrated, the United States had concluded they were there to stay and pondered the price Syria would have to pay for improved relations. Stunned, American officials could do little more than watch a group that was still featured on America’s terrorism list swiftly complete the task the United States had tried so hard and so unsuccessfully to accomplish, and sit down with someone who, in the swift transition from opposition to power, had been transformed in their eyes from jihadist to statesman.

With each failure came the falsehood that became the marrow of America’s Mideast diplomacy. In Afghanistan, the United States repeated that success was around the corner and chased its tail until it caught up with defeat. The United States said it was engaged in a fight for democracy and human rights. It was flanked by partners—Egypt, Gulf Arab monarchies and sheikhdoms, Israel—that ignored the former and flouted the latter. The United States claimed its pressure could constrain Iran’s nuclear program. When the pressure did not work, more was supposed to do the trick. Yet each new US sanction slapped on in response to every new Iranian act of defiance was proof of its own futility and refuted the logic that underpinned it. One cannot seriously argue that pressure will curb Iran’s behavior if the behavior keeps worsening as more pressure is piled on.

At times, strangest of all, the pretense and the confession that it is a pretense come in tandem. When President Obama armed Syrian rebels, he publicly asserted “this dictator will fall,” even as he openly dubbed the idea that such an opposition could succeed—that a ragtag group of “former doctors, farmers, pharmacists” could vanquish an army—a fantasy. The Biden administration decried President Trump’s withdrawal from the Iran nuclear deal negotiated under Obama and the ensuing reimposition of sanctions. In the same breath, it boasted that it had not lifted a single one of those sanctions, had added many more, and declared that the pressure it acknowledged had not worked would grow. President Biden also, when American forces began to strike Yemen’s Houthis in response to their attacks against shipping lanes and US military spokesmen repeatedly claimed success, gave this curious response to a reporter: “When you say [are the strikes] working, are they stopping the Houthis? No. Are they going to continue? Yes.” The US presidents were as good as their words, and their words as clear as mush. Baby Lies Truthfully, David Robilliard titled his book of poems, a phrase that fits and hurts.



The less the United States governs the course of events, the more it feels the need to talk about them, which is one way to project a sense of control. What it loses in influence, it makes up in noise. It masks impotence with loquaciousness, futility with eloquence. True power is quiet. This disconnect between words and reality is near impossible to comprehend save perhaps as a hint of the end of an era. It suggests the wistfulness of a once almighty superpower that longs for the days when it could get its way; the weight of an incentive structure that penalizes pessimism for the judgment it passes on America’s purpose, rewards optimism for the verdict it casts on America’s prowess; or the hope that compulsive, cheerful repetition will make the deceptions real.

The United States gradually built an alternate universe. A universe in which happy talk comes true and actions produce promised consequences. In which America’s mission in Afghanistan gives rise to a modern democracy and the US-backed government forces can stand up to the Taliban. In which economic sanctions yield desired political change, domesticate the Houthis, reverse Iran’s nuclear advances. In which the United States is engaged in a decisive struggle of democratic forces against autocratic regimes. A universe in which moderate Palestinians represent their people, will reform the Palestinian Authority and curb its political demands; a reasonable Israeli center will take charge thanks to gentle American prodding, agree to meaningful territorial withdrawals and to a Palestinian state worthy of the name. A universe in which a ceasefire in Gaza is always imminent; international justice is blind; and America’s crude double standards do not incessantly defile the international order that it purports to defend.

Then there is the actual universe, all flesh and bones and lies.

Still in office but with the end of his administration near, Obama gathered a small group of his foreign policy advisors. Though he was not yet an ex-president, nostalgia had begun to set in. He was in a mood to look back and impart lessons picked up along the way. The United States was not honest enough when it came to the Israeli–Palestinian conflict, he said, words that might have made his former political self nervous. He warmed to his subject: There is a discrepancy between what we know and what we say. When that discrepancy becomes too wide, we make mistakes. When we make mistakes, he warned, sooner or later, we all pay.
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A story should have a beginning, a middle and an end, but not necessarily in that order.

—JEAN-LUC GODARD




To return to the past is unsettling. It suggests that what came since was an artificial detour, a diversion born of an original misconception. It implies, here, that the Oslo process and its trappings were counterfeit. It calls into question its articles of faith: that the conflict’s resolution will arise from bilateral Israeli–Palestinian negotiations sponsored and mediated by the United States; that the way station to a Palestinian state is a reformed entity whose function is to ensure cooperation with Israel and to protect it; that under American tutelage, diplomacy should cast aside emotions and history, it must focus on drawing lines on a map and reaching understandings on a text. The sole realistic outcome, the only one to which both sides aspire, is two states. The peace process theology held to this canon amid tempest and setbacks.

Advocates of the Oslo process found a way to fit the setbacks into their narrative in a manner that validated it. After Camp David and the Olmert/Abbas Annapolis engagement, one story held that Israelis and Palestinians were this close to a deal, the other that the Palestinian leadership was too beholden to its historical narrative to make peace. Both versions were advanced, regardless of the inconsistency between describing the finish line as within reach and claiming that one side was never interested in the race in the first place. The contradictory statements were made to look complementary and consistent with the tale that was told. That the goal was near at hand bore out the wisdom of the process and of the two-state objective. That the Palestinian leadership was the obstacle vindicated the need for a different, more modern, more forward-looking one, less encumbered by history and emotion.

The fictions did their work. The Oslo process elevated these principles into unassailable dogma, and the dogma dictated the rest. It prescribed the format of talks, who could participate, what the parties could discuss, what modes of engagement were permissible, and who would referee it all. It dictated the converse as well—who would not make the list of invitees, what topics were off-limits, what kinds of actions were deemed illegitimate, and whose opinions did not matter. This played out in the exclusion of Hamas, Palestinian refugees, Palestinian citizens of Israel, Israeli religious, settler and right-wing constituencies, and in the decision to bring in Arab states when needed, keep them at arm’s length when not. Israeli settlement construction and home demolitions were frowned upon but not deemed irreconcilable with diplomacy, because they were considered reversible. Palestinian violent or nonviolent resistance, together with political or legal appeals to international institutions, by contrast, were intolerable because decreed incompatible with a bilateral, negotiated framework. Nineteen sixty-seven was the relevant starting point, 1948 taboo. The United States would serve as judge and jury, mediator and arbiter.

Over time, the Oslo interlude was shoved offstage and became a faded recollection. Its exit was unceremonious. This was in part because so much of what it relied upon changed beyond recognition. At inception, it was premised on the existence of two reasonably cohesive entities, Israeli and Palestinian, capable of reaching and executing decisions. They are no more. The Palestinian national movement has fractured. In Israel, the generation of state founders has been succeeded by factional chiefs, not national leaders. The peace process was predicated on faith and interest in a two-state solution. They have evaporated. It depended on significant US influence and credibility, which has hemorrhaged. It banked on a relatively stable regional landscape, now experiencing seismic shifts.

The peace process’s easy slip into distant memory reflects a more basic fact: that, even when it was not yet just a memory, it lacked solid substance. It was built on illusions and sustained more as a nod to outsiders than through the patient investment of its direct protagonists. From the 1990s onward, the process sought to impose a reality that held more deeply and locally rooted actors, forces, emotions, and impulses in abeyance. It sought to freeze the past and put it aside. It failed. The thaw set in, and the past rebelled until the pretense could exist no more. Oslo borrowed against history, but history did not simply fade away. It lay in wait. October 7 was its most spectacular mutiny: history’s revenge.

In ways large and small, flagrant and more subtle, the clock turned back. It does not point to any single phase in the interaction between Israelis and Palestinians, but to a multitude: to the period prior to Oslo, to the period before 1967, even, by some measures, to 1948 and to years prior. The picture is disorienting. It lacks the clarity and simplicity of a familiar moment in history. It is rife with contradictions. The past comes to the present from all directions, from different epochs, in full swing.



The Oslo accords were supposed to conclude in five years, saw their timetable ignored and provisions violated, and then settled into a deep freeze, all without either party’s formal withdrawal. The agreed-upon text papered over radically differing, contradictory objectives, each side hoping that, with time, its preferred version would prevail. The Palestinians were on the road to statehood, to autonomy, maybe self-rule, perhaps a collection of Bantustans. When the parties eventually and briefly agreed on a two-state solution as the goal, the shared notion served to conceal their divide on issues as elemental as the rights of refugees, the attributes of a Palestinian state, and the legitimacy of the State of Israel. Surface consensus signaled continuation of the Israeli–Palestinian struggle by other means. Both sides could say yes because saying yes no longer said much, and saying no was too costly.

The closer one looks at the peace process, the less weighty it seems. “From 30 feet away she looked like a lot of class. From 10 feet away she looked like something made up to be seen from 30 feet away,” Raymond Chandler has Philip Marlowe observe in The High Window. So it was with the peace process, alluring from afar, ill-suited and misshapen up close. A process suggests linear progression, yet the reality was a string of meetings, their timing dictated less by the stimulus of local events than by outsiders’ answers to what’s-the-next-thing-we-can-do. Talks on final status, few and far between, were often a charade. They cultivated the pretense that Israelis and Palestinians stand as equal parties. They bore scant relation to lived experiences and did virtually nothing to change them. They took place in a separate, sterile arena, where challenges of everyday life—settlements or the indignities of occupation—were dismissed as distractions a final deal would make go away. They were disconnected from profound emotions and, over hours of discussion, devoted little meaningful time to grappling with what it means to make peace, what each side would have to give up, what neither was prepared to surrender. Israelis and Palestinians spent far more time during the Oslo years confronting one another with home demolitions, land grabs, military operations, terrorist acts, assassinations, stabbings, mutual recrimination. Peace talks briefly interrupted the confrontation, not the other way around.

Whereas the more public, official, dramatic forms of engagement tended to be unserious, theatrical gatherings that did not produce much, the more serious tended to be unofficial and secret. They came in different shades, but all were under the radar: discussions among Israeli and Palestinian academics; back-channel talks; or confidential endeavors. Many, because of their informality, did not commit either side. They could venture an idea and take it back, volunteer a compromise without fearing a display of weakness. This was where the more interesting conversations occurred. In the 1960s and ’70s, daring Israelis and Palestinians met and tried to break taboos, found room to ponder modes of coexistence considered profane by both sides. The PLO representative in London, Said Hammami, among the first Palestinian officials to publicly advocate a two-state solution, met quietly with Uri Avnery, an Israeli peace activist and Knesset member; other similar Israeli–Palestinian unofficial encounters took place in Paris around the same time, brokered by a Jewish Egyptian communist, Henri Curiel.

Oslo itself started out in like fashion, a secret initiative led by a mix of Israeli academics and relatively obscure or mid-level PLO officials that only later came out in the open. The beginnings were crucial: At a time when Prime Minister Rabin could not openly acknowledge direct dealings with the PLO and Arafat could not afford a process that excluded representatives of his organization, this unofficial channel was the only way to deliver genuine talks. Later, in 1994 and 1995, Israelis and Palestinians partook in a series of nonofficial, authorized meetings to work on principles for a final agreement. Asked if he sanctioned the effort, Arafat offered his blessing and kept his distance. Referring to Hussein and Ahmad Khalidi, he joked, “If these spies want to continue, it’s fine with me, you can continue.” Negotiated outside the public glare, the Beilin–Abu Mazen understandings, as they came to be known, represented a more substantive Israeli–Palestinian endeavor than anything produced by official talks. It was there that the parties first entertained the idea of territorial swaps, a possible means to reconcile Israel’s insistence that some West Bank settlements remain under its sovereignty with the Palestinians’ demand for territorial restitution. The understandings were never finalized; only days before they were to be presented to Israel’s foreign minister, Shimon Peres, Rabin was assassinated. Peres, who succeeded him, put the effort on hold pending elections that he lost. Still, when American officials cast about for ideas to bridge gaps at Camp David, it was to Beilin–Abu Mazen that they invariably turned. Sandy Berger had a copy on his desk. Years later, when Kerry drafted his peace proposal, principal inspiration and drafts came from another unofficial effort, the London track. The closest approximations to a potential understanding between Israelis and Palestinians were achieved not in official negotiations under America’s watchful eye, but behind closed doors, informally, with the United States out of sight.

This was no coincidence. The contemporary Palestinian national movement, born in the shadows, accustomed to secrecy, never put much stock in the drama of public meetings. Those were spectacles for the media, useful for all kinds of reasons save their avowed one. Almost everything that mattered occurred in secrecy, where creative and controversial ideas could be more freely expressed and more easily disavowed. It never failed: If the Palestinians’ chief official negotiator was in the room, the room was for show; if they were not interested in reaching an outcome, in walked their official delegation. Outsiders were slow to get the message and wasted far too much energy in the process. Arafat had set the precedent; the lower his desire to openly confront and clearly decide an issue, the more visibly he would establish a committee devoted to its study.

Among official discussions, the more significant tended to take place not between Israeli and Palestinian diplomats but among their security chiefs. They spoke not of long-term solutions but of everyday routine matters: counterterrorism and intelligence sharing; where Palestinians could work and where they could move; the quotidian hassles of living under occupation. If anything was left of Oslo, this was it. Americans tend to care for the pomp and solemnity of summitry, but it was in the dark and among nonofficials, not at high-level meetings, that the real business got done. It was done, too, deeper in the shadows, between individuals—businessmen, criminals, and grifters—who managed at times to find space to cooperate on tangible deals. These engagements were not supposed to be the core of the formal peace process; final status was the real prize that became an elusive one. The farewell to Oslo was a muted, subdued affair because there really was not much to leave behind.

There are those who wish to hold on. For all their imperfections, they say, peace talks serve a purpose. Take away the prospect of a negotiated settlement and end official discussions of a two-state solution, and bedlam will follow; all will collapse. The fear helps explain the addiction to process, however vain and ineffectual it may be. Yet a point comes when a futile effort exhausts its utility and backfires. Talks that do not produce anything cost something; they erode hope, invite fatalism, pave the way to desperate means.



The peace process felt like an outsider’s image of what Israeli–Palestinian negotiations should look like. America was driven to sustain it indefinitely in service of an array of strategic interests that had little to do with a genuine resolution of the conflict. To keep it afloat similarly suited the interests of European and Arab governments for an additional reason: It allowed them to cheer the goals of the peace process while criticizing its execution, which in turn enabled them to support the United States while slamming it, a balancing act that advanced diplomatic and domestic objectives. America’s evident ineptitude in pursuing a two-state solution was a windfall. It spared Arabs and Europeans the need to take responsibility, cast off their passivity, or consider alternative courses of action. If the United States did things poorly, it left open the possibility that, with proper encouragement, it might be persuaded to do things well.

The peace process mirrored outsiders’ conceptions and preferences in other ways. Those to which it catered—the Israeli and Palestinian peace camps—were most familiar to, and most in tune with, the United States and the West. They knew the part they were expected to play in carefully curated, bilateral talks under America’s aegis. To bring into the room less familiar Israelis and Palestinians could be to invite the unwelcome—history, culture, religion. Arab states were called in when useful, to pressure the Palestinians, reassure Israelis, host a meeting. To include them more deeply in final-status talks was deemed risky: It would have enlarged the conflict and suggested that Palestinians are agents of a cause greater than themselves. Negotiations were imagined as a textual exercise; a game of words to bridge the divide as America saw it; a clinical allotment of land, sovereignty, and security, purposely decoupled from the emotional baggage of history. The desired outcome, partition into two states, also had an alien pedigree; it was a foreign concept that represented neither Zionism’s original preference nor the Palestinian national movement’s main objective. The two parties at times expressed support because it was the authorized vernacular of the day. One or the other, occasionally, was even prepared to take the plunge. It was never authentic or homegrown enough to build deep roots and yield actual peace.

The negotiators’ identity, the negotiations’ approach, and the preferred end result intertwine. The aim helps determine the methodology; the methodology, the chosen actors. Israeli liberal Zionists and members of the secular “moderate” Palestinian elite are most inclined to concentrate on issues derived from the 1967 war, willing to put aside earlier history and the questions it raises—about justice, redress, and genuine, mutual acceptance—and focus on more technical issues such as border adjustments, security arrangements, or water rights, to achieve a two-state solution. Members of this so-called peace camp acquire privileged status in the West, and their inflated international reputation only partially makes up for their lack of standing at home. Much could be said about the circularity and incestuousness of a process that depends on local protagonists who buy into its premise and in turn depend on the premise remaining as is. The dynamic encompasses the “peace industry,” the activities of often well-meaning foreign funders whose munificence extends almost exclusively to Israeli and Palestinian activists or nongovernmental organizations that reflect their preconceived views. Special interests and corruption come in different shades.

Failure becomes its own exercise in self-justification. If even sensible, pragmatic Israelis and Palestinians find it so difficult to reach common ground, imagine inviting more-radical forces to join them. If dealing with technical, drier, less emotionally charged issues proves so grueling, who in their right mind would deliberately introduce more-contentious, messy matters from the past?



The past has a say. The struggle between it and those who seek its suppression is that of authenticity against pretense. The past came rushing back with October 7 and the wars that followed, but they were merely the trigger. The past returned as an old glossary: Nakba, genocide, Holocaust, pogroms, settler colonialism, Palestinians-as-Nazis, the kibbutzim attacked on that day as the Warsaw ghetto, hostility to Israel as modern-day antisemitism, Zionism-as-racism. Mental attitudes are throwbacks. In Israel, talk of controlling all the territory, of clearing it of Palestinians, of ethnic cleansing and Jordan-is-Palestine edges its way into the mainstream. Among some Palestinians, a desire to end Israel’s existence, a fleeting belief that it may be possible, and a gloomy resignation to the status quo, or worse. As in earlier days, each side dreams of ridding itself of the other. That only one has the means to bring this idea closer to reality affects reality, not the dream.

A core feature of a return to the past is for Israelis and Palestinians to see no possible shared future. The land is viewed as too slender for the two peoples. Geographic entities and lines born of Oslo have been all but wiped out. The Palestinian Authority is effectively an empty carcass, defunct; territorial divisions within the West Bank are erased. Israel aims to treat Gaza as it does the West Bank, as land it can enter and exit at will; it seeks to treat the West Bank as it does Gaza, as an object of population transfer, destructive incursions and strikes as necessary. The signs had been visible for some time, history itching to make a comeback. Illusions can prevail, but the odds are stacked against them.

Tomorrow is yesterday: Violence, naked and unbridled, has not been exhausted, old wrongs are still unattended, new ones await the hour of revenge. Large numbers of Israelis see all Palestinians as dangerous foes, actual or dormant; Israel will stand firm, feel at once indomitable and perpetually on war footing, behind an Iron Wall but with an arm that can reach out and strike anyone, anywhere. Many Palestinians revert to resistance, torn between fear of annihilation and thirst for vengeance, geographically confined, but as in years past capable of violence that can transcend borders and be aimed at whomever and whatever they can hit. As before, Israelis, despite their proven unrivaled military might, feel threatened, encircled by foes; Palestinians, the presumed encirclement notwithstanding, feel alone.

Rising levels of localized communal strife suggest a historical relapse. West Bank settlers, often with official sanction, take matters into their hands, confront Palestinians, terrorize and kill them, damage and burn down their property. The motivations vary, but the central objective is clear: the age-old ambition to drive Palestinians off the land. Disorganized, dispersed Palestinian armed groups are no match but try to wage a fight. They resent the passivity of their elders, just as Fatah’s founders chafed at the early Palestinian movement’s ineptness. Then, Fatah and others carried out isolated armed operations. Today, their successors mount periodic attacks against Israeli soldiers and settlers. It may not be long before more Palestinians—desperate, friends or family members wiped out, craving revenge, with darkness as their sole horizon—resort to unconventional forms of warfare, at times well planned, at others impromptu, today’s version of yesterday’s hijacked planes and buses, hostage taking, or suicide attacks. In the early days, it took time before the Palestinian national movement could subsume isolated, uncoordinated attacks on Israel within a broader political agenda. It first tried to use the acts of violence as catalysts for a broader Arab-Israeli war to liberate Palestine; when the gambit failed, the movement redefined the goal: Violence would serve to bring Israel to the negotiating table. Now, as well, it could take time and perhaps several iterations for Palestinian leaders to reckon with how solitary acts can be channeled to serve collective ends, to make them more than individual acts of vengeance.

For Palestinians, the question now as always revolves around which is greater, the suffering or the fear: the suffering against which they must rebel or the fear that their rebellion will make the suffering worse. The one that prevails determines the next step, yet even if fright prevails for a long time, it will not prevail forever. As long as Palestinians do not surrender, submit to the status quo, and give up the fight, Israel’s victory and Palestinian defeat cannot be complete. There will not be another October 7, nor another First or Second Intifada. Something new, different, perhaps more devastating, and at the same time a reversion to the past—acts of violence, dramatic attacks—will serve to remind Israel and the world that Palestinians are here, have not capitulated, are not going anywhere. Signs exist already.

Tomorrow is yesterday: A calamity has befallen the Palestinians, and they join their forebears in treading this path. They have been here before. It is a second Nakba, a relapse captured in images of throngs of Gazans who flee their destroyed homes, once, twice, three times, and of Israelis who plant flags upon the abandoned debris. They stand alone as they did in 1948, once more abandoned and betrayed by Arab brethren, once again forsaken by their own leadership—those in the PLO and Fatah who have nothing to offer other than indignation and vacuous pablum; those in Hamas who had a plan to provoke Israel, no plan to deal with the foreseeable aftermath of the provocation, no way to protect their own people.

Back in those earlier days, after the catastrophe of 1948, Palestinian politics had to rebuild from scratch, in fits and starts. Arab governments tried to impose their will and their proxies, but the maneuver did not stick. It took approximately fifteen years and required militants who rose from the trenches, from the ground up, not officials parachuted in from on high, for Palestinians to take matters into their own hands. Activists challenged their anointed leaders and the foreign patrons who anointed them; they created Fatah, which revitalized the PLO after taking control of it. A long political march stands before Palestinians once more. At its conclusion, Fatah and Hamas may still be around. Neither will remain as it is.

Fatah may survive, but only in a profoundly revamped condition. What remains of the generation of historic leaders will soon pass from the scene, and with them the original beliefs, attitudes, stratagems. It is hard to imagine a Palestinian figure who can embody the people in their entirety, in the occupied territories, Israel, refugee camps, and the diaspora. The national movement as sole legitimate representative of the Palestinian people, Arafat’s signal achievement, is no more. Successors will have to reassess, make amends for a diplomatic praxis that led nowhere, reliance on the United States that grew more risible with time, coordination with Israel that smacked of betrayal, Palestinian divisions nothing was done to overcome, and the suppression of popular movements that many equated with treachery. There will be sparse room for forgiveness.

Hamas may endure, but if so, its renovation will have to be no less thorough. It does not bear the stigma of the sellout, but it has lost a generation of militant cadres. Israel liquidated them and decimated their weaponry. In Gaza, it may have forfeited much of its credibility and support. Even if many Palestinians may look back on October 7 with some pride, the Hamas that was is no more. An Islamist current will remain in some guise, it always does. But it will find it hard to rebuild Gaza, restore a military arsenal, establish new international alliances, stick to a program that has not brought them any closer to the desired destination, atone for the destruction unleashed. Flush with a sense of power, Hamas built a quasi-state in Gaza; it emulated Hezbollah, which in neighboring Lebanon had established a quasi-regular army. Both movements saw these achievements as indices of strength, overlooked the vulnerability they caused. There is a reason why they initially embraced the mobile, elusive tactics of guerrilla groups. Asymmetry was their power, and when they digressed into attempts to match their enemy, they engaged in both a fool’s errand and a kiss of death. In the days ahead, they will feel compelled to revert to tactics of yore.

When, after the Nakba, a group of Palestinian militants set out to rebuild the national movement, their center of gravity was in the diaspora. Egypt controlled Gaza and Jordan the West Bank, and neither had much forbearance for independent militancy, so it was from the outside that Arafat and his companions, most of whom lived in the Persian Gulf, organized their work and founded Fatah in 1959. The organization’s ascendency came after the 1967 war, when it joined the PLO, once more spearheaded by militants who did not reside in Palestinian territories. Today, because of Israel’s physical destruction of Gaza and suppression of activism in the West Bank, local Palestinian politics again operate in hostile territory. The inchoate armed groups that spring up in West Bank towns and refugee camps attempt to challenge the Palestinian leadership, but once more the impetus may come from farther afield: Among the most vocal Palestinians are those who, across the globe, march on the streets and take to social media. Sidelined by Oslo, they reclaim their place.

The past echoes in the breadth and eclecticism of international backing for Palestinians. In the 1970s, support came in the unlikely shape of an assortment of violent, non-Palestinian groups drawn to the urgency of a seemingly heroic, Third-Worldist, anti-imperialist fight. The Japanese Red Army, Germany’s Baader–Meinhof Group, and the Irish Republican Army flocked to the aid of PLO factions. International solidarity with the Palestinian cause is again on the rise, spurred by revulsion at Israel’s actions, identification with the oppressed and the underdog, and distaste for Western hypocrisy. It has assumed a less menacing character: protests on university campuses, boycotts, legal action by friendly states at the International Court of Justice and the International Criminal Court. For the time being, at least.

Tomorrow is yesterday: Israel has a brush with devastation, but emerges victorious. The peril validates its existential fears and the image it has of Palestinians; the military conquest justifies the faith it places in the power of its arms; the world’s reaction confirms that, although it must seek the support of others, it can truly count only on itself. The rest of the globe, as so often when it comes to the Jewish people, sees it differently, upside down: Israelis sense they are targeted in their flesh and homes, their existence called into question, yet it is of them the world demands restraint, in them that they locate the original sin. After October 7, Israel was warned to exercise caution in Gaza even as Hamas boasted of an intended repeat; not to strike Hezbollah, despite rockets from the north; to tread carefully with Iran, notwithstanding its hand in the assault against the Jewish state and the barrage of missiles it launched. Israelis were lectured, as they believe they have been so many times before, that it is their actions that risk tragic escalation, not their enemies’. After October 7, the world rushed to a diagnosis and to the cure: The root cause was the absence of a Palestinian state, the remedy was its creation. “Two states for two peoples,” trumpeted Biden. “It is more important now than ever.” For Israelis, the message, unmistakable, was that the response to the Palestinian assault, the deadliest against the Jewish people since the Holocaust, was to reward the aggressor. The answer to Palestinian violence? A Palestinian state. The answer to terror? A Palestinian state. The answer to Palestinian rejection, time and again, of a Palestinian state? A Palestinian state. This, many Israelis felt, was age-old antisemitism in a new bottle, to obsess with Jews and their supposed power; exhort them to display a caution of which their foes show none; blame Jews for the misery they suffer and reward their foes for the harm they inflict.

Tomorrow is yesterday: In Zionism’s pioneering years prior to the creation of the state, divisions roiled the movement. The main split opposed the more pragmatic to the less so: the mainstream led by David Ben-Gurion that would morph into Labor against Ze’ev Jabotinsky’s Revisionists, forebears of the Herut, then of Likud. Their disagreements included competing visions on how to interact with British Mandatory authorities, on the use of violence, and on the position toward partition. The rivalry was vicious, often bloody. Ben-Gurion compared his foe to Hitler, and the feeling was mutual. Revisionists established their own independent paramilitary groups. Among these forces’ principal leaders were Menachem Begin and Yitzhak Shamir; for the role they played in waging attacks against its representatives in the 1940s, the British government at one point labeled both terrorists, Shamir as “among the most fanatical terrorist leaders.”

Over time, fringe joined mainstream. Likud took power, and both Begin and Shamir eventually became prime minister. This was not wholly unexpected. The differences between Ben-Gurion and Jabotinsky when it came to Arabs and Palestinians were often exaggerated. On more than one occasion, Ben-Gurion criticized his rival’s actions before quietly replicating them. Prior to independence, relations between the Zionists’ principal military body, the Haganah, and the militias tied to the Revisionists, Irgun and Lehi, were tense and could be violent, but they were also ambiguous; at times the groups cooperated in pursuit of a common goal. Ben-Gurion and Jabotinsky harbored vast territorial ambitions for Israel. Ben-Gurion periodically bemoaned an Israel drunk with victory, but he was not immune to the intoxication; he described the goal as Jewish independence on both sides of the Jordan River. He, no less than Jabotinsky, thought a negotiated peace impossible, saw Palestinians as “savage masses,” bent on “annihilat[ing] the entire Jewish community.” The two were persuaded that Israel’s survival depended on its strength, the only idiom Arabs understood.

Israel’s intense polarization, the rise of armed Israeli settler militias that challenge the state, right-wing Israeli politicians who mock an elite that looks down at them from on high with disdain: This too smacks of historical reenactment. As does the coexistence of this internal fragmentation with a gradual blurring of lines when it comes to the Palestinian question, between politicians once considered middle of the road and others who had been deemed off-limits. During the Oslo interlude, disagreements on the matter were stark. Rabin was killed for his views, Netanyahu castigated by his right flank for concessions on the West Bank, Sharon anathematized by his former political family when he endorsed a unilateral withdrawal from Gaza. When prospects for peace vanish and the perceived threat from Palestinians ascends, ranks close. There are tensions between army and armed settlers who resort to violence against Palestinians in defiance of the state—what the IDF itself has called pogroms. But the IDF hands settlers uniforms and weapons, the settlers form paramilitary squads, and a growing number of senior IDF commanders espouse their ideological views. Profound, acute divisions remain within Israeli society. They have to do with the role of religion, the independence of the judiciary, the meaning of democracy, how to handle ties with the United States. About the Palestinians, not so much. Hundreds of thousands take to the streets to protest a proposed judicial reform. Not even a small crowd demonstrates for peace or against the atrocities in Gaza. Rifts about how to confront the Palestinians and the shape of a peaceful settlement, so pronounced after Oslo, are attenuated. As it did yesterday, Israel’s mainstream has made room for its fringe.

Tomorrow is yesterday: Israel, as it has so many times in years past, searches for alternative ways to manage Palestinian territory. It experimented with direct military rule after the 1967 war; toyed with handpicking West Bank Palestinians to do its bidding under the Village Leagues initiative in the late 1970s; gambled with the Palestinian Authority after Oslo. Tolerating Hamas’s rule in Gaza was another attempt; forcibly displacing Palestinians from their land was a recurrent desire. In most instances, Israel looked in vain for a way to control territory without governing its people, for Palestinians who were sufficiently strong and representative to maintain calm, but also domesticated, subdued, or quiescent enough not to become a threat. When Israelis, Arabs, or the West talk about how to manage the coming day-afters—the day after the Gaza war; the day after Abbas’s passing—when they debate what combination of Palestinians to elevate, what mix of local or regional forces to enlist, they speak of a future that relives the past.

Some Israelis dream of reoccupying and resettling Gaza. They see in their army’s return and the settlers’ reconquest a way to erase the sin of disengagement, that mindless step that interrupted destiny’s course. Some Palestinian militants fancy that scenario too, feeling more comfortable in the past that their foes wish to revive. They want the enemy once more close by, visible and at their mercy, intruders in a hostile sea, back to a time when Israel placed itself in its most vulnerable position and Palestinian militant groups in their most potent.

Older trends are coming up for air: global hostility toward Israel; the specter of rising antisemitism; and a rift in Jewish world opinion between unconditional backing of the state, particularly after October 7, and mounting questioning of its legitimacy, especially after its response to October 7. For many Jews and Israelis, this is all déjà vu. Among the diaspora, in the early twentieth century, Zionism received some of its most critical support, and some of its most sustained challenge, in America, where most Jews felt safe and had less understanding of the need for a state of their own. The division lay dormant for decades. It now resurfaces. Israel today finds greatest support and greatest contestation among America’s Jews. Older American Jews turn to one set of historical references and younger ones to another, stacking up the Holocaust and a vulnerable, democratic Israel against genocide, apartheid, and ethnic supremacy.



Tomorrow is yesterday: Arab governments, friends to Palestinians or not, will have to play a larger role on their behalf. In the past, even when relations between them and the Palestinian national movement were at a nadir, when they were fraught and hostile, they never ceased to be crucial. It is complicated. Arab governments backed, provided safe harbor for, bankrolled, and kept afloat the Palestinian national movement; they also backstabbed, conspired against, and betrayed it. Arab and Palestinian leaders suspected and at times loathed each other; they also depended on one another. Treachery and solidarity went hand in hand.

The relationship between Palestinians and the Arab world is hard to understand because there is no equivalent. No other cause can produce such loyalty and is so closely tied to its geographical and political settings. Palestinian and Arab causes fused, the line between them hard to draw. The conflict was Arab–Israeli well before it became Israeli–Palestinian. Virtually all Arab governments and political movements proclaimed Palestine’s liberation as a central goal. Izz ad-Din al-Qassam, hero to Palestinians, who fought the British and Jews in the 1930s, and after whom Hamas named its armed wing, was not a Palestinian. He was a Syrian who came to Mandatory Palestine and made it his home. Nayef Hawatmeh, historic figure of the Palestinian left, leader of the Democratic Front for the Liberation of Palestine, hailed from Jordan. In their earlier days, those who became Hezbollah’s leaders—Hassan Nasrallah, Imad Mughniyeh, and others—all gravitated around and within Fatah. The Lebanese prime minister, Nawaf Salam, and his deputy, Tarek Metri, both regarded as sympathetic to the West, also once revolved in Fatah’s orbit. Palestine was bigger than Palestine, Fatah wider than Fatah, and to be an Arab revolutionary was to be a Palestinian militant. Even when they feared or loathed Palestinian leaders, Arab governments swore allegiance and fealty to their cause and filled their coffers. In June 1967, Jordan’s King Hussein bore no special sympathy for the Palestinian movement, knew that to join the war against Israel would spell disaster, and yet felt he had no choice.

Just as no Arab leader could ignore the plight of the Palestinians, whether out of personal conviction, political necessity, or both, no Palestinian leader could turn their back on Arab governments. The Palestinian cause without Arab popular and official support would be a diminished battle waged in relative obscurity. As he built his movement, Arafat proudly announced that his cardinal principle was to protect what he called the independence of Palestinian decision-making. He was at pains not to fall under the sway of any single Arab government; for that, many of his colleagues paid with their lives, felled by assassins acting at the behest of Syrian, Iraqi, Libyan, or other Arab potentates incensed that the PLO leader had failed to heed their every command. Arafat spoke of surviving thirteen attempts on his life at the hands of Hafez Assad’s regime. Yet he was enough of a realist to know that Palestinians could not survive without Arab emotional, financial, logistical, diplomatic, strategic, and political backing, and that such backing did not come for free. Arab governments made sure Palestinians never could forget it for too long.

Prior to the establishment of the Palestinian Authority, when the Palestinian leadership searched for an abode, they were taken in by countries in the region—first Jordan, then Lebanon, then Tunisia. To this day, Jordan, Syria, and Lebanon host hundreds of thousands of Palestinian refugees. When Palestinians breached the implicit code of conduct or overstayed their welcome, Arab governments were quick to remind them who needed whom more. In 1970, PLO factions that had taken refuge in Jordan defied the kingdom’s sovereignty, so it turned its guns on Palestinian militants, who suffered considerable losses and were forced to relocate to Lebanon; their subsequent involvement—and often leading role—in that country’s fifteen-year civil war is something the Lebanese have yet to forgive. In 1991, after the PLO sided with Saddam Hussein during Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait, Arab Gulf countries kicked out Palestinian migrant workers and halted financial contributions. The PLO could proudly proclaim its independence. Reality beckoned.

The Palestinian leadership lived in a contradiction, and the inconsistency often came back to haunt them. They asserted that they were owed Arab solidarity, that theirs was a sacred Arab cause, but also that they alone were entitled to make decisions that affected it. When Arab governments claimed the same autonomy Palestinians invoked for themselves, Palestinians complained of treachery, but they were soon brought back to earth. If they truly wished to be sole masters of their destiny, they were on weak grounds to protest Arabs who claimed mastery of their own. On occasion, the Palestinians turned this interdependence to their advantage: On the eve of Oslo, Arafat fretted about Syria’s reaction. He foresaw that the regime would accuse him of betrayal, of breaking the Arab consensus and going it alone. At the time, he knew of an ongoing secret, unofficial channel among Israelis, Syrians, and Americans, also taking place in Oslo. He decided to leak the draft of the document on which they were working. It was his way of inoculating the PLO from criticism, since at that point the Syrian regime could no longer fault the Palestinians for seeking a separate deal, only for having reached one before it could. That this initial public exposure was followed by a more extensive Israeli leak that aborted the Israeli–Syrian exercise was, to Arafat, an additional boon. His mission was accomplished.

This Palestinian/Arab codependency did not end once Arafat and his colleagues moved to the West Bank and Gaza, and it did not affect the PLO alone. Hamas too had to navigate byzantine Arab relationships. It condemned Arab passivity and pleaded for Arab support. It relied heavily on Iranian backing but could not afford to stray too far from its Arab identity and hinterland. The closeness of its ties to Tehran always remained a topic of controversy within the movement, which also depended on Qatar and never abandoned hopes for a special relationship with Saudi Arabia. Like its Palestinian rivals, Hamas paid a price for triggering Arab displeasure. Its leadership was expelled from Jordan in 1999 when the kingdom suspected it of hostile activities; relocated to Syria, from where it was kicked out after siding with Islamist rebels against the Baathist regime; decamped to Doha, where its presence remained at the mercy of American pressure on Qatari authorities. Palestinians cannot detach themselves from the Arab world any more than Arabs can detach themselves from the Palestinian question. Autonomy of one is as much a myth as autonomy of the other.

The Oslo process tried to ignore all this. It treated the conflict as essentially a bilateral affair, an invitation-only event to which Arab states occasionally made the guest list. That suited American and Israeli purposes: They needed the help of Arab governments on certain matters but did not wish to burden peace talks with participants who, especially in the presence of Palestinians, might feel compelled to weigh in in their favor. At times, Palestinians took to the setup because it played to their sense of self-importance; Arabs obliged because they feared being accused of negotiating on the Palestinians’ behalf. It made little sense. From Arab ambivalence, Americans deduced Arab indifference, which was wide of the mark. Talks on Israel’s borders, its security, Palestinian refugees, and the status of Jerusalem inevitably affect Jordan, the vital interests of which are directly impacted by all four issues, and which bears ultimate historical responsibility for the West Bank’s falling into Israel’s hands. Talks about Gaza are intimately linked to Egypt, which took control of the Strip after 1948 and then lost it, and to which it is bound by history and geography. Saudi Arabia, Custodian of the Two Holy Mosques, cannot but care about the fate of Jerusalem. It is impossible to negotiate the future of Palestinian refugees without involving Lebanon. Talks about any Palestinian issue belong to Arab politics because the Arab public cares so much.

At Camp David, Arafat pleaded with the Americans to involve Arab governments; Palestinian shoulders, he told them, were too narrow to carry history and Jerusalem’s religious weight on their own. The United States, determined to maintain its monopoly, deeming his plea a pretext for delay rather than a genuine call for help, and urged by Barak not to fall for the ploy, turned him down. Only as time ran out and gloom settled in did Clinton hurriedly reach out to his Arab counterparts, and then only to ask for pressure on the Palestinian leader to accept a deal about which they had been left in the dark. When, two years later, the Arab League endorsed its Peace Initiative offering normal relations with Israel in return for a full Israeli withdrawal from occupied territories and a just settlement for the refugees, the United States praised the effort but took it no further.

For years, Arab governments stood on the sidelines. They left the diplomatic scene to the United States and military assistance to Palestinian groups to Iran and Hezbollah. They had closer ties to the Israeli–Palestinian conflict, a far greater stake in its outcome, and more intimate connections to Palestinians than Iran, certainly than the United States. Their absence was an anomaly. It was unnatural. The events sparked by October 7 put the nail in the myth’s coffin. What follows is likely to more accurately reflect Arab-Palestinian dynamics and interdependence. Whatever thin veneer of a coherent, organized Palestinian national movement there was prior, whatever belief in bilateral Israeli–Palestinian talks remained, can exist no more. The Palestinian cause resonates as strongly as ever, but the national movement is weak as never before. There is no entity to speak or act, let alone negotiate, on the Palestinian people’s behalf. As they did after 1948, Arab states will have no choice but to take center stage and try to make up for the Palestinians’ glaring deficit.

Again, it will be complicated, the complications already apparent. Arab governments loudly condemned Israel’s merciless military campaigns, but many privately cheered at Hamas’s decimation. They spoke of genocide but did not lift a finger as Gaza was pummeled. Saudi Arabia froze any talk of normalizing relations with Israel, but none of the Arab states that previously recognized Israel reversed the decision, and Riyadh never stopped mulling it over. With Israel so potent, Iran and its allies so weak, others think about normalization, too. No Arab country penalized the Western governments that backed Israel; there was no repeat of Saudi Arabia’s King Faisal ordering a devastating oil embargo in 1973. Arab publics were more enraged than ever, witnesses to pictures of death they never thought they would see. But it was in Western, not Arab, capitals that protesters jammed streets. The Arab world was incensed and angry, helpless and exhausted. The Arab street was a real thing and a dead end.

Tomorrow is yesterday: The future, like the past, will be confusing. Each Arab government will weigh narrow national interest against broader Israeli–Palestinian concerns. They will conspire against Palestinians and cooperate with them, let them down and prop them up, harbor and deceive them. Palestinians will appeal for Arab help and grumble when it is given. Many Palestinians will suspect betrayal when Arab states stay quiet and when they claim to speak for them. Weaker than at any point since 1948, the Palestinian movement will find it hard to ignore Arab requests or defy Arab expectations. Abbas, when pressed to bend, had Hamas, Hezbollah, and the Assad regime as shields. He did not trust any of the three, he loathed them, they were usually his foes, but all served a purpose. He would point to them, and all Arab governments and international parties understood: He could not compromise on a final settlement lest he incur their wrath and they inherit the cause. With Hamas debilitated, Hezbollah enfeebled, and Assad no more, the Palestinian leadership is stripped of the bellicose militancy that protected them. Naked, it could face Egyptian, Jordanian, Emirati, or Saudi pressure alone.

As regional trends clarify, outside forces search for a role, and some Palestinians might again seek external support. Turkey, reinvigorated, inspired by its past, could expand its reach. Its historic credentials, old and deep, stretch from the days when the region of Palestine was a mere province of the Ottoman Empire to more recent ones, as when a Turkish ship, the Mavi Marmara, did what no Arab counterpart had done: led a flotilla of boats to break Israel’s naval blockade of Gaza in 2010 and lost nine Turkish activists to Israeli fire. Turkey’s good relations with the PA and Fatah; closer kinship with fellow Islamists of Hamas; membership in NATO; and real if oscillating relationship with Israel could prove of use as Palestinians recover and consider additions to the Arab embrace or alternatives to Iran’s diminished posture, and as Turkey contemplates a more dominant regional role. “Events in Syria,” President Erdogan asserted after the fall of the Assad regime, “remind us that Turkey is bigger than Turkey itself.” He spoke of a historic destiny Turkey could not flee; his son, more direct, zeroed in on his country’s role in Jerusalem, telling a large crowd: “Yesterday Hagia Sophia [once a church in Istanbul, now a mosque], today the Umayyad Mosque [in Damascus], tomorrow Al-Aqsa.” Iran, chastened, humbled, its venture in the Palestinian arena in ruins, licks its wounds, contemplates whether to seek revenge or turn inward; asks itself whether, in the contest between national interest and activism in the Israeli–Palestinian sphere, it strayed too far and paid too high a price. But it will not give up quietly. It will return.

Tomorrow is yesterday means that for many—Israelis, Arabs, Palestinians, Hamas, Turkey, Hezbollah, Iran—time horizons will stretch out, impervious to foreign calendars or US presidential terms, eyes fixed where they long gazed: on the ancient past and faraway future. Jews did not forget their attachment to the Holy Land after two thousand years; Palestinians will not do so after one hundred. Shiites who still recall the seventh-century Battle of Karbala and the martyrdom of Hussein, the Prophet’s grandson, will not soon fail to remember the killings of Qassem Soleimani or Hassan Nasrallah. For Turkey, the Ottoman Empire is not past but present. When Israelis and Palestinians resume their quest for peaceful coexistence, they are unlikely to overlook their respective histories or grievances, or see 1967 as the year everything began. There may be appetite for the kinds of informal channels from before Oslo, when forbidden ideas were currency of private, secret, audacious exchange. The days that lie ahead will be more instinctive and raw than cerebral or logical. They will be inhospitable to ready-made grand solutions. This is not a world built by or for Americans. They will be at sea.
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The future is the worst thing about the present.

—GUSTAVE FLAUBERT




This feels like the age of desolation. The Israeli–Palestinian peace process was built on illusory hope; when the process collapsed, it took the hope away. But a breakdown of this magnitude, so epic, a physical, human, and political wreckage this complete, can be redeeming. It purges falsehoods and unveils uncomfortable truths. To rewind the clock—to a time before the focus shifted to 1967 at the expense of 1948; before talk of hard separation between two states solidified into received wisdom; before the peace process welcomed one category of Israelis and Palestinians and sidelined all others; before the United States laid claim to the role of chief, or even sole, mediator; before Arabs were left on the sidelines—might offer the prospect of a more bearable future for both peoples. October 7 capsized the world and brought it back in time. Not back to the future, but forward to the past. The grief that attends the destruction of the peace process in an unspeakable war gives license to renounce rigid notions and revisit past taboos.

This means rethinking the participants in any process: There is not one unitary Israel, but several, plural and overlapping. A secular and a religious Israel; the Israel of the Orthodox and ultra-Orthodox, of those who recognize the laws of the state and others who recognize the Law of Moses; the Israel of religious Zionists and of settlers, of Mizrahi and Ashkenaz. An Israel in which a quarter of parliamentarians refuse to salute the flag or sing the national anthem. There is an Israel of the Jewish diaspora, with feelings toward the state that run the gamut from attachment and affiliation to indifference or rejection, but whose political evolution will have a profound impact on Israel’s fortunes. There are many Palestines too: the Palestines of nationalists modeled after Arafat; of conservative believers who do not believe in a religious political authority; of old-fashioned leftists; of Islamists of different stripes. There are an Israel and a Palestine that overlap, populated by those with a foot in both worlds: Palestinian citizens of Israel, some 20 percent of the country’s population, ambivalent in their identity and loyalties; Palestinian Jerusalemites who enjoy special status; Palestinians in the West Bank, governed by the PA, controlled by Israel; Palestinians in Gaza, now orphans of Hamas’s rule, governed by none, savaged by Israel; the 1948 Palestinian refugees and members of the diaspora across the globe who dream of home and whose consciousness is molded by Israel. Israel rules over a constellation of individuals who cannot agree on what Israel is. Palestine represents a universe of people who can only agree on their hostility to the Jewish state.

Diplomacy over the past thirty years has been the preserve of only a sliver of these communities. It belonged to a peace camp long sold on a two-state solution that was designed to appeal to their values and worldview but unable to spread beyond their narrow ranks. The peace process defined the conflict and sought its resolution within the confines of 1967; it made no room for those who did not fit neatly on either side of the Green Line, whose interests it cannot accommodate, who appear as unwelcome intruders: Palestinian refugees who aspire to a return that is denied them, Palestinian citizens of Israel who chafe under Jewish privilege and whose treatment would not be improved by any of the negotiated texts, Jewish settlers living beyond the Green Line—not those whom Israeli negotiators insisted would remain in situ in any peace deal, but those who would have to leave their homes voluntarily, face eviction, or live in a hostile, menacing climate. Settlers who resent being singled out, who wonder: If Palestinians consider Israel a colonial state, believe all the land is rightfully theirs, see the 1948 Nakba as no better, likely far worse, than the 1967 occupation, why should they alone bear the burden of releasing Israelis of their guilt? Those on both sides who, for religious or ideological reasons, share a deep, immutable attachment to all the land between the river and the sea, and who would experience giving up an inch of it as a wrenching ripping apart. The diplomatic process has been least effective in dealing with those most able to derail it: powerful groups who felt that what was discussed was at odds with their core beliefs, that the way it was discussed borrowed from an alien lexicon. The ability to see the other person’s point of view, so critical to Israeli or Palestinian negotiators when dealing with each other, deserted them when it came to dealing with their own.

A more inclusive political process could acknowledge their views and concerns, consider their interests, invite them to the talks. This would be messy and acrimonious, but could unlock unexpected concurrences of vision. When they met in back-channel talks, hard-line Israelis and Palestinians were surprised to discover what they shared—a joint devotion to the land in its entirety and a similar discomfort toward so-called moderates on either side who looked down on them with scorn, consecrated the 1967 lines, and treated negotiations as real estate transactions. Far-flung members of the Palestinian or Jewish diasporas, or Palestinian citizens of Israel, might imagine solutions untethered to traditional, rigid notions of territorial sovereignty. Views of Israel’s national religious community overlap in some ways with those of Palestinian Islamists. Neither group can assent to the notion of an end of conflict or end of claims, which figures prominently in all peace proposals, or even comprehend the jargon, because neither is prepared to relinquish otherworldly dreams for the sake of an earthly understanding. Both feel the need to maintain open horizons; they cannot accept definitive closure, only provisionally putting fundamental aspirations aside. Hamas leaders have long touted the idea of a hudna, or long-term truce, as consistent with their religious beliefs. On a visit to Northern Ireland, after talking to Christians and Protestants who had reached the Good Friday Agreement, an Israeli rabbi had an epiphany: “Look, they are not killing each other, they are not rearming. And at the same time, they aren’t giving up on their major aspirations. What does it mean politically for us when we go home?” To ask the question was to hint at an answer.



The entire approach to negotiations warrants reassessment. The inclination to concentrate on the here and now, what presently ails Israelis and Palestinians, and the technical obstacles to a two-state solution, is not difficult to understand. The attempt to resolve the conflict was thorny enough without being saddled with emotions, past wrongs, or ancient complaints. The world valued and respected the quest for the concrete because it was deemed the shortest, most direct path to peace. History, justice, emotions, and feelings are matters to which one paid lip service. To worry about them would be painful. It would not help.

Time was a factor. Talks, crammed into the short, four-year term of a US president, often far less than that, did not have the luxury to dwell on historical grievances. In a frantic, compressed search for a solution, it made little sense to invite history to the table. Clinton and his advisors frequently warned Israelis and Palestinians that the clock on his presidency was ticking and, at Camp David, that they had at most two weeks to settle a decades-old conflict or the parties would be on their own. Obama officials impatiently warned participants in the confidential London talks that they needed to rush to conclusion, lest the United States push that channel aside. Traveling overseas, Kerry once asked his staff to make an unscheduled stop in London, where he met with Hussein at Luton Airport. The Secretary, his usual, impassioned self, had one central message: Make haste. “Time,” he emphasized, “is not our friend.”

Mindset played a part. American negotiators prized logic and rationality. When, inevitably, the “narrative issues,” as they would call them, came up, US officials gave them the kind of respectful nod that suggested they should be swatted away. This was how Clinton evoked them when, in December 2000, he convened Israelis and Palestinians to the White House to present his parameters for a final settlement. Turning to those issues—the parties’ mutual attachment to Jerusalem’s holy sites and the Palestinians’ insistence on the right of return—he sounded like a man who could not wait to get over with abstractions and historical niceties to zero in on the concrete. He said, “I have a sense that the remaining gaps have more to do with formulations than practical realities.” Formulations: In this game of words, the key to peace did not lie in a painful historical reckoning, in the Old Testament or the Quran. It would be found in a thesaurus.

When the president described disagreements on the Haram al-Sharif/Temple Mount, he asserted that they related to “symbolic issues of sovereignty.” Americans proposed to draw a line: Palestinians would enjoy the trappings of sovereignty above ground, Israelis beneath it. Differences on refugees were “more relating to formulations and less to what will happen on a practical level.” The answer essentially was to allow refugees to exercise their “right to return” but only to a future State of Palestine; get Israel to admit some of them subject to its sovereign decision; and collectively agree to define this no-nonsense outcome as implementation of the right of return. Convenient and quintessentially American: take a commonplace arrangement (any state can, of course, allow in whomever it wants), describe it as the solution to the most contentious of issues, and call it a day. It was neat and tidy.

For American mediators, the challenge was to identify the right wording and then quickly move on to practical arrangements. Even more revealing is what Clinton added as he continued on the refugees’ rights. “I know the history of the issue and how hard it will be for the Palestinian leadership to appear to be abandoning this principle,” he let slip out. No concealment here: Appearances, in the American way, were what this was about, never mind that by accepting the US parameters the Palestinian leadership would have done more than appear to forsake the principle—they would have effectively interred it. The same logic led the president to “propose that the agreement clearly mark the end of the conflict,” as if to decree the end made it so and expunged any enduring feelings of hostility, unquenched revenge, or unfulfilled longing. Or when American negotiators thought they had hit the jackpot: Sovereignty over Jerusalem’s holy sites would reside neither in Israeli nor in Palestinian hands, but in God’s. Amateurs venturing into the realm of the sacred and trying to sell it to world-class experts. When, after Camp David, Rob suggested this idea to Arafat one late night in Ramallah, the Palestinian leader threw him an uncomprehending glance. “God is sovereign of all that is earthly already,” he said. “What good is your offer to me?”

For the longest time, the two of us tended to look at the conflict through the prism of the present. We exhibited little patience for those who insisted on the importance of conflicting historical narratives. Israelis had their story, Palestinians theirs; time should not be wasted arguing, disputing, let alone attempting to reconcile them. Instead, the task should be to focus on an arrangement that, once agreed, would make deeply held narratives irrelevant. Overcoming past wounds would be the outcome of, not the precursor to, a deal. To us as to many in the peace process, for someone to dredge up the past was not just to obstruct a possible resolution; it was a sign that they were not truly interested in resolution at all. Eagerness for a deal outstripped appreciation for the past. History became a slur.

The dueling narratives would take care of themselves, we thought—only they could not and did not. They battled with each other, as Israelis and Palestinians were invariably pulled back to their roots, to identity, legitimacy, injustice, and psychology. However frigid Israel’s peace agreements with Egypt and Jordan, they have held; the Palestinian case differs because of Palestinians’ unique relationship to Israel, which makes it impossible to resolve the conflict in the present without pronouncing some judgment on its past. Palestinians insist on acknowledgment of, and redress for, the Nakba; Israelis look for genuine acceptance of their material and spiritual connection to the land; each desires accountability for what the other has inflicted on them; both have 1948 in mind even as they speak of 1967. Anyone involved in talks between Israelis and Palestinians will have stumbled countless times across these demands embedded in competing narratives. They can be swept under the carpet, but sooner or later what is underneath trips you, gets in the way, and proves more relevant than what lies above.

Everything about 1967 is arbitrary, which makes its elevation to quasi-mythological status the more incomprehensible. The temporal dimension is random, since the implication is that a conflict that began decades earlier started only then. The spatial element too: The pre-1967 lines—or Green Line, so called because drawn with a green pencil—were not meant to become a border, based as they were on the warring parties’ location at armistice time in 1949. Palestinians, who were not in control of their fate—Gaza was in Egyptian hands, the West Bank in Jordan’s—had no say, even though they had the greatest stake in the matter. They longed for a remedy to an experience of dispossession, dispersal, suppression, and oppression of longer standing. Arafat, speaking in August 1970, captured the thought: “We are not concerned with what took place in June 1967,” he said, “or in eliminating the consequences of the June War.” Were it otherwise, Palestinians and Jews would not have fought in the 1920s and ’30s, when no state of Israel existed; Arab nations would not have fought Israel in 1948, when the partition plan proposed a Palestinian state; and Palestinians should have made their peace between 1948 and 1967, when the West Bank and Gaza were not controlled by Israel. If all that mattered was to find a place in which to live, not to recover a lost history and repair an injustice, Palestinians might just as well be resettled elsewhere. They could move and establish a state on Arab territory of similar dimension, which is why not a few Israelis offered that as a solution. But the 1967 lines reflected neither the full scope of the Palestinians’ sense of territorial, demographic, and emotional loss, nor the entirety of Jewish territorial or ancestral longing. They had neither historical, nor cultural, nor emotional basis.

If the objective is to end the conflict and settle all claims, such matters will need to be dealt with. They reach back to the two peoples’ most visceral and deep-seated emotions, their desires and angers, their sense of right and wrong. Netanyahu, in his celebrated Bar-Ilan speech in 2009, made the point: “This is the root of the conflict,” he said, “this is what keeps it alive and the root of the conflict was and remains that which has been repeated for over 90 years—the profound objection by the hard core of Palestinians to the right of the Jewish people to its own country in the Land of Israel.” Arafat had touched on this too when, addressing the United Nations General Assembly in November 1974, he rejected attempts to define the conflict as a “border dispute,” and called for “an antidote to an approach to international issues that obscures historical origins behind ignorance, denial, and a slavish obeisance to the present.” For years, the focus has been on fine-tuning percentages of territorial withdrawals, ratios of territorial swaps, a precise number of refugee returns, a line to trace Jerusalem’s borders. Peace as a laboratory experiment. Peace as an algebraic formula. This is Gödel’s theorem of incompleteness transposed to the Israeli–Palestinian conflict. A mathematical system, he established, cannot be complete on its own terms; it needs something beyond its own internal rules to prove itself. It cannot be complete and consistent at the same time. So too a settlement to the Israeli–Palestinian conflict: It can be rational and follow a set of logical, consistent rules—but then it will not be complete. It can seek to incorporate less-rational, emotive impulses—but then it will not be internally consistent. No rational resolution can be complete; no complete resolution can be rational. The Israeli–Palestinian conflict inhabits two worlds at once: worlds of the rational and irrational, of reason and emotion.

What this insight might mean in practice is another matter. Other conflicts have generated truth and reconciliation mechanisms, government or citizen-led initiatives to squarely confront issues from the past and achieve a more honest reckoning. A similar process between Israelis and Palestinians would be painful and the outcome uncertain, but after decades of failure, there is not much to lose. At a minimum, the effort would be fresh, participants unencumbered by what has been said, done, or turned down in earlier talks. New proposals would not be measured against old ones, a comparison that has hampered peace talks for decades: Palestinians cannot accept less than what they rejected earlier; Israelis are loath to propose more. Such an endeavor might attract interest from Israelis and Palestinians who feel alienated from past talks because they have been insufficiently inclusive and treated their aspirations as afterthoughts, not focal concerns. Concepts that one would have been unlikely to encounter in past negotiations or that made only a fleeting, embarrassed appearance, might figure prominently: justice, responsibility, accountability, rights—of refugees, Palestinian citizens of Israel, Israeli settlers, the Haredim, and others.



We latch on to an assumption: that progress can come only from direct Israeli–Palestinian negotiations. Their absence is the cause of paralysis; their resumption key to breaking the deadlock. At times, such negotiations and the solution they are intended to achieve take on equal importance, the one considered to be synonymous with the other. Their preeminent status is reconfirmed by recurring pleas for their renewal. A top European diplomat avows that “resuming negotiations is the only feasible way to end the suffering on all sides”; Abbas asserts that “the true test of the credibility and seriousness” of an Israeli government is for it to “return to the negotiation table immediately.” Israeli–Palestinian negotiations have produced results: In 1993, the Oslo Accords; in 1996, Israel’s agreement to withdraw from parts of Hebron after an outbreak of violence; in 1998, the Wye River Memorandum. Negotiations have also been make-believe. Israelis and Palestinians are in the same room and this is regarded as forward movement, yet the negotiation table reproduces the parties’ asymmetrical relationship—Israeli superiority and Palestinian powerlessness; it does not extinguish the emotional baggage, but magnifies feelings of dominance, resentment, bitterness. Negotiations have failed far more often than they have succeeded.

Negotiations can also be used for purposes unrelated to those they purport to achieve. They can serve as cover for busywork: Negotiators act as if they are engaged in a serious venture, may even believe it, but their leaders’ goal often is to show that something is being done, not to do those things. Negotiations can have the effect of a sedative, an opiate that promises progress and may keep people away from violent confrontation, but also helps prolong the status quo and proscribes alternative forms of action. They can cause pain, their fallout having little to do with their substance. Leaders may try to soothe constituencies on either side who fear what the talks might produce, who take them more seriously than do those who engage in them. The soothing can be destructive: In the run-up to the Camp David talks, Ehud Barak made concessions to angry settlers; when Netanyahu agreed to a deal to pause the Gaza war in January 2025, he sought to placate more hardline members of his coalition by granting them a freer hand in the West Bank. The negotiations’ collateral damage comes in other forms. Hamas was known to intensify its violent operations during Israeli–Palestinian talks regardless of their meager chances of success.

Negotiations are not the only conceivable tool to produce change. There are alternatives: unilateral steps to which both parties have resorted when, despairing or uninterested in negotiating but eager for movement, they took matters into their own hands. Israel withdrew from Lebanon and Gaza, annexed territory, built settlements. Salam Fayyad sought to establish the institutions of a proto-Palestinian state. At times, third parties try to reshape the landscape through initiatives directed at both sides. The United Nations partition plan; UN Security Council Resolutions 242 and 338, which called for the withdrawal of Israeli forces and recognition of all states in the region; President George W. Bush’s support for the creation of a Palestinian state in 2001; the 2003 Roadmap for Peace; the Arab Peace Initiative; President Donald Trump’s 2020 “From Peace to Prosperity” proposal; or, more recently, rulings of the International Court of Justice, fit the mold. At other times, an external party can make a difference through actions addressing only one of the belligerents. President Dwight D. Eisenhower forced an Israeli withdrawal from the Sinai Peninsula and Gaza to end the 1956 war; it was US pressure and promises that got the Palestine Liberation Organization to recognize Israel and renounce terrorism in the 1980s and, years later, made Arafat feel he had to elevate Mahmoud Abbas and reduce his own role. In a 2004 exchange of letters with Prime Minister Ariel Sharon, President Bush formalized US acceptance of modifications to the pre-1967 lines to take account of “existing major Israeli population centers” in any Israeli–Palestinian peace deal and thus of the permanence of Israeli West Bank settlement blocs. Jordan’s and then Lebanon’s decisions to expel the PLO shaped the itinerary of the Palestinian national movement and forced it to moderate its posture toward Israel. None of these instances involved Israelis and Palestinians hashing things out or engaging in mutual compromise; many resulted in outcomes of far greater and more lasting significance than have emerged from direct talks.



The more difficult question relates to possible outcomes. For many, it is settled. The two-state solution enjoys persistent, virtually unanimous international backing that nothing—not the years of trying and failing; not mounting Israeli rejection nor growing Palestinian indifference; not developments on the ground that stubbornly move in opposite directions and leave the idea of partition ever further behind—has been able to challenge, call into question, or even dent. Proponents grasp for reasons to still believe in its possible realization. Today, they look to dramatically altered local and regional circumstances—Israel victorious and self-confident; Arab states forced to reassess their stance; an unpredictable and atypical American president who can turn on US allies and warm up to foes; a battered, isolated Palestinian leadership. They cling to the hope that, combined, these circumstances may lend life to the idea of partition into two states on terms Palestinians previously would not have countenanced and Israelis currently see no reason to endorse. They know this is implausible and cannot describe a practical plan to achieve it. Deep down, believers in two states, confronted with all reasons to surrender their faith, fall back on a single argument: There is no alternative. Partition is considered inevitable even as it becomes harder to imagine because they are not capable of imagining anything else. Then–Secretary of State Blinken was asked in July 2024 if the two-state solution was dead. He said: “Not only is it not dead—it cannot be dead.” It is the only possible solution because there is no other.

No other? The most likely outcome is perpetuation of the status quo, whose resilience bears out its viability. It has lasted for over half a century despite repeated objections and obituaries, far outstripping the nineteen years during which Israel did not control the West Bank or Gaza. Those who claim this cannot persist say it would be a regime of apartheid, and that the world will not countenance a state in which one class has every privilege and another lacks citizenship and an equal right to vote. The world has tolerated it so far, rationalizing its forbearance by describing a fifty-year-old reality as temporary and a two-state solution as inevitable; it is hard to imagine why this attitude would change and why the passage of time, far from hardening opposition, would not take the edge off it instead. Palestinians may rise up, but Israel has experience dealing with the threat of Palestinian violence; its vast military preponderance and memories of the aftermath of both the Second Intifada and October 7 may not prevent deadly acts of violence, but they may well discourage any serious, widescale Palestinian revolt. The status quo will work for those who can subdue or kill those for whom it does not work.

As before, Israel could tinker with the existing reality to normalize it, annex parts of the occupied territories and withdraw from others, and grant Palestinians greater measures of autonomy and self-governance and better economic opportunities, all without blunting the Jewish state’s overall control. With greater decentralization, Palestinians would be provided greater ability to run their daily lives; they could still vote in municipal elections and have a say in matters that directly affect them. Proponents question why this would be less democratic, more apartheid-like than the ersatz Palestinian state that peace plans have proposed, bereft of an army, genuine control of its borders or airspace, or a truly autonomous foreign policy, and subject to Israeli military incursions—which is the most any Israeli official, Left or Right, contemplates. They ask what the difference is between sovereignty-minus and autonomy-plus, between Palestinians voting in a diminished national state and Palestinians voting in fully empowered municipalities; whether that difference is one of kind or merely of degree; and why one outcome would deserve international acclaim, the other global opprobrium.

Another potential outcome is a Jordanian–Palestinian confederation comprising the Hashemite Kingdom and the West Bank. Israelis, almost viscerally unwilling to entrust their future to the Palestinians, hold a more sympathetic view of Jordan for reasons historical, political, and psychological. They trust it more and see in the Kingdom’s deep relations with the Palestinians one asset, in those relations’ uneasiness, acrimony, at times antagonism, a greater one. What Israelis would not hand over to a Palestinian state, they might grant a joint entity headed by Jordan. They might view a Jordanian security presence in the West Bank as reliable, more so, certainly, than a Palestinian one, more so, possibly, than a Western one: Facing Palestinian militants, soldiers of the Hashemite Kingdom would be fighting for survival; Western forces, for a paycheck.

The idea faces considerable hurdles. Jordan would be apprehensive at the prospect. The addition of millions more Palestinians could tip its demographic and political balance in unpredictable ways. Jordan would have to contend with Arab neighbors worried about an outcome that would magnify the Kingdom’s influence and provide it with direct patronage over the Palestinian cause. Palestinians too would need to overcome an initial jolt. Their national movement, alarmed by Israeli suggestions that Jordan is Palestine, has spent the past several decades emphasizing separation from the Kingdom. Many have developed a distinct identity and material interests and hold firm to the notion of national self-determination.

Still, for Jordan, a confederation would mean expanding its size and political weight. For the Palestinian elite, Amman already serves as a substitute political and social hub. For Hamas, which thinks in broader Islamist categories and for which Palestinian statehood never was the crux of the conflict, association with a larger Muslim entity with a powerful Islamist constituency has appeal. Palestinians would gain economic and strategic strength, reduce their vulnerability and dependence on Israel, obtain valuable political space, and form part of a more consequential state. The notion of a nonmilitarized West Bank could become more palatable: Rather than Palestine being deprived of a military, Jordan/Palestine would consent to a limited demilitarized zone, akin to what Egypt already accepted and what Syria, in the event of a peace deal, almost certainly would have had to live with.

The idea of linking Jordan to Palestine has historical antecedents. In 1950, Jordan annexed the area west of the Jordan River that remained in Arab hands; only decades later, after the First Intifada, did its king sever legal and administrative ties to the West Bank and recognize the PLO as the sole legitimate representative of the Palestinian people. After the PLO’s acceptance of the two-state solution in the late 1980s, Abu Iyad, then one of its senior-most officials, spoke of Palestinians enjoying five minutes of independence before engaging in talks with Jordan on a form of confederation.

Among other conceivable alternatives: A single, binational state with equal rights for all; Israel/Palestine as a decentralized federation or confederation; the forcible transfer of Palestinians from Gaza or the West Bank. All have historical roots; they are, in one form or another, throwbacks to the past. Binationalism was advocated by Jews and Arabs before partition became the international lingua franca. Under the Ottoman Empire, the area that was to become Mandatory Palestine was governed by a patchwork of regulations that afforded a sliding scale of rights to Muslim, Jewish, and Christian communities. Nor is the idea of population transfer novel, having been advocated as early as 1937 by the Peel Commission to buttress the formation of Arab and Jewish states; carried out by Israel to various degrees during the 1948 war and since in efforts to achieve the goal of maximum territory with minimum Arabs; imagined more than once by Israeli leaders as a solution to the insoluble problem that is Gaza. Many consider the prospect abhorrent, unthinkable, even. This conflict has a way of sanitizing the once unfathomable, converting practices that were deemed obnoxious into behavior viewed as acceptable. Ethnic cleansing dressed up as voluntary departure. The killing of civilians imagined as armed resistance. The taking of innocent lives presented as self-defense. Time is the normalizer of all things. Ethics pose no obstacle to creative vocabulary.

Each of these potential outcomes raises significant moral, political, or practical problems. None meets all Israeli or Palestinian core demands. Some of the morally least desirable, like continuation of the status quo, are more likely; some ethically more agreeable, such as a single binational state, less realistic. But they are alternatives, on whose supposed absence two-state proponents rest their case. What distinguishes two states is not closeness to realization or a workable pathway to success but a long record of failure. If the best argument for the two-state solution is that no other outcome will work, then it is not an option with much of a leg to stand on.

Conditions are ripening for unconventional ideas and alternative concepts. If the two-state solution and the Oslo process were foreign, externally promoted notions that eventually and only temporarily became an Israeli–Palestinian faute de mieux, historical detours leading to a political dead end, this raises the question of why that path was taken. The idea of hard partition between two ethno-religious states was not preordained. It derived from the ways outside actors chose to apprehend the conflict and from the underlying assumptions—virtually all originally European and alien to the Ottoman reality of the time—reflected in that choice. This was clear in the early years of British rule when one influential outside actor, the European-led and European-based Zionist movement (as distinct from Jews who lived in Palestine at the time alongside Muslims and Christians) helped persuade another outside actor, the mandatory power, that the Jewish people were the only group with historic connections to the land and that they alone deserved a national home and self-governing institutions there.

The external inspiration and Western-centric nature of proposed solutions persisted even when the world came around to the more balanced concept of partition and the two-state solution. That concept assumed that there was an inherent conflict between Jews and Arabs defined as two cohesive national groups; that both collectives needed a state of their own; that such states must represent distinct ethnic or ethno-religious groups and possess clear territorial demarcations; and that they should enjoy full sovereignty over their respective territories. None of these assumptions is inherently wrong; none is undisputable or unimpeachable either.

The assumptions had consequences. Innate communal hostility, ethno-sectarian partition, rigid state sovereignties: With such presuppositions, the imagined outcome could pay only lip service to accommodating different communities within a shared space. The definition of the problem ruled certain solutions in, others out. If the conflict opposes two defined ethnic or religious groups, then each needs its own territorially bounded state; and if those states must exercise exclusive, undivided sovereignty over the land they are allocated, then the logical answer must be hard partition between ethnically homogeneous nation-states. It was inevitably going to be difficult in that construct to make room for an honest reckoning with the Nakba or for the return of Palestinian refugees to Israel, since these represented demographic challenges to Israel’s identity as a Jewish state. It would be just as difficult to reckon with equal rights and status for Israel’s Palestinian citizens, which would present a similar danger; and with the organized presence of Jewish settlers in Palestine, which would be seen as an intrusion and encroachment on that state’s prerogatives. It was likewise going to be problematic to accommodate within that construct Jewish and Arab attachment to the whole territory, or ideas regarding limited, joint, or overlapping sovereignties, whether over Jerusalem, airspace, parts of the land, or its entirety. Under such a confined, constricted worldview, to share sovereignty is to lose it.

The imagined solution depended on a distinct perception of the conflict, emerged from that perception, and, paradoxically, helped reproduce and perpetuate it. Even as the two-state solution spoke of building mutual trust, it presumed inherent hostility. Once transplanted to the Orient, rigid concepts of the nation-state often contributed to sectarian intolerance for which the West likes to blame the Middle East, but in whose spread the West played no minor part. Not in Palestine alone has this idea that nations and states must rigorously coincide been the source of ethnic cleansing, coerced population transfers, and national exclusivism. Among Israelis and Palestinians, the way the conflict was apprehended shrunk the universe of possible outcomes to a smallness that inhibited the search for alternative modes of cohabitation. It shut people’s eyes to a reality that does not sit well with orthodoxy: There are tensions, discrimination, and inequality between Israeli Jews and Palestinian citizens of Israel who live side by side, but far less violence and bloodshed than between Israelis and Gazans who are separated by a fence.

Today, all this may sound like irrelevant musings: Events took a certain turn; the rest is history. But if the era of the two-state solution and the peace process was a hiatus, if Israelis and Palestinians are retreating to their pasts, it is reason to dwell on all parts of that past—the violence and thirst for revenge and raw enmity, but also the roads once considered and not taken. To rewind the clock to the years prior to Israel’s founding is to hear some Arabs who, rejecting the idea of ethno-national partition, advocated a single nonsectarian Arab state in which Muslims, Christians, and Jews live alongside one another as equals. Albert Hourani, a Lebanese British historian who in 1946 testified in Jerusalem before the Anglo-American Committee of Enquiry against a Jewish state on behalf of the Arab side, spoke of a future in which Jews would enjoy “full civil and political rights, control of their own communal affairs, municipal autonomy in districts in which they are mainly concentrated, the use of Hebrew as an additional official language in those districts, and an adequate share in the administration.” Most Zionists, in the 1920s and early 1930s, did not believe a Jewish state to be necessary or even desirable. They were attached to “Jewish self-determination”; their goal was to promote a Jewish collective that could live as it wished and manage its own affairs, revive the Hebrew language, and renew Jewish culture, not Jewish sovereignty. Some of them—Martin Buber, Gershom Scholem, Judah Magnes, and others—advanced the concept of binationalism, a Jewish home but not a Jewish state, in which Arabs and Jews each would enjoy the freedom to regulate and take care of their domestic affairs.

All these suggestions remained historical footnotes. What is of interest are the conceptions of the nation-state and of sovereignty that they convey. Many who continue to defend the traditional two-state solution stress the unrealism of its one-state, democratic, secular counterpart. They have a point. As morally attractive as it may be, to simply do away with ethnically or religiously based political entities and replace them with flat, individual citizenship based on equal rights is unlikely to fulfill a basic need of Israeli Jews and Palestinians: to feel safe and secure and to live as they wish in their chosen communities. Some point to decolonization efforts in Algeria and elsewhere as relevant precedents for a single state succeeding a settler colonial reality. But while Palestinians experienced the influx of European Jews and the creation of the State of Israel as a typical colonial enterprise, the answer will not be found in a typical anti-colonial struggle. Palestine is an Algeria-type problem without an Algeria-type solution because, unlike the French colons, Jews have a deep-seated, historical attachment to the land and no mother country to which they can return. A pure one-state solution is unappealing to many Palestinians for other reasons: It offends their sense of nationalism and right to self-determination, and they fear such a state would entrench their unequal status. Palestinians invoke it more as a threat to motivate Israelis to accept a two-state solution than as a genuine aspiration.

Yet this binary choice between a single state and two separate ones is false, unnecessarily constricted. There is a range of in-between outcomes, a spectrum that reflects gradations of sovereignty and degrees of religious or ethnic autonomy. A state is a state is a state, only it is not. Some states voluntarily cede parts of their authority to an external authority, share it, distribute it among domestic constituencies. The scope of possible political arrangements is vast: federations, in which central governments devolve power to more localized entities; confederations, in which entities vest power in a supranational body; and others. Some Israeli and Palestinian activists have proposed a single federated state in which each community is self-governing on matters such as culture, education, and language. Others envisage two independent states with open borders and joint institutions; citizens of each country could live wherever they wish throughout both. Palestinian refugees could obtain Palestinian citizenship and live anywhere between the Mediterranean Sea and the Jordan River under the laws of their state of residence; the same would hold for Jewish settlers and members of the Jewish diaspora granted Israeli citizenship.

More than a decade ago, we both attended informal meetings with Israelis and Palestinians in which the novel idea under discussion was of two superimposed states each covering the entire area between the Mediterranean Sea and the Jordan River. Participants challenged traditional notions of the nation-state as anachronistic. They bemoaned that Israelis and Palestinians had inherited a rigid Western concept, then clung to it long after some in the West had moved on and embraced a more fragmented, fluid approach to sovereignty. The alternative under discussion was a type of Israeli–Palestinian condominium in which the relevant connection would cease to be between state and territory; it would be between state and individual, wherever they live.

In other meetings, Israelis and Palestinians, cool to the notion of coexistence between the two peoples that they found unworkable given their history of rage and bloodshed and death, gravitated toward the idea of a Jordanian–Palestinian confederation. Several of the Israelis lit up: They would be more willing to cede territory and security responsibility to the Kingdom than to any putative Palestinian state, far more comfortable at the thought of sitting across from a Hashemite monarch than face-to-face with a PLO chief. At times, Jordanian participants would join and, overcoming their reluctance, gingerly discuss various models for a Jordanian–Palestinian entity, two provinces under Hashemite rule, together with a range of possible relations between that entity and Israel.

The details and prescriptive nature of the proposals matter little at this stage. It would make no sense to suggest a general outline of an Israeli–Palestinian agreement because the prospect is wholly academic, detached from reality. Conditions do not presently exist for them to take hold, let alone be taken seriously by policymakers. Inevitably, they make for easy targets. What is worthwhile and deserving of examination is the outlook from which they derive and the themes they contain. They are fodder for future possibilities, a departure from convention that involves neither flight of fancy into a one-state universe, nor continued faith in a failed two-state paradigm, nor resigned submission to the status quo. They hint at approaches that can address problems born of 1948; incorporate new participants; accommodate their narratives and aspirations; even suggest temporary arrangements in which people are allowed to live as they wish without trespassing on the preferences of others—and without reaching a final verdict on a conflict that may not be suited for one. They reflect the core intuition that this conflict is not essentially about territory. It is not about roads and dunes and hills. It is about people, their lives, emotions, anger, grief, attachments, and history. Going down this path may not resolve everything, forever, but it may at least bring about some relief, for now.







POSTSCRIPT


Everything is in flux. every event appears all defining, decisive, tectonic. All point in clashing directions. All is up for grabs. Success is ephemeral. Force invites counterforce. Victory is not a safe place. Military obliteration of Gaza does not result in total triumph. Palestinian militancy is not redeeming. Arab governments doubt Israel’s capacity, then doubt no more. Turkey’s posture looks uncertain, then conquering. Iran is diminished but lurks. America, enabler of events over which it claims to have no sway, hints at a new pose. The enormity of what happened in so short a span of time beggars belief. Such epochs are the enemy of hasty conclusions.

When change occurs at a frenzied pace and takes divergent roads, it is a sign of the fragility, desuetude, and inauthenticity of what preceded it. The Oslo peace process is dead. The two-state solution, dead. Participants in those efforts, discredited. The United States, exhausted. Israelis and Palestinians are left without a script or compass other than relics of earlier days. They settle in for the long haul, reverting to more familiar, established ways. What they lived in recent decades was a detour that brought them back to where they began. Tomorrow is yesterday.

The future will be one of surprises. Israelis perhaps will awaken to the senselessness of their military victories. Palestinians might find unity and a new politics, willing to fit Israeli Jews in their vision. Israelis and Palestinians might uncover ways to talk, and imagine new modes of living together. Arab states may use the prospect of normalization to achieve reconciliation with Israel and succor for Palestinians. The United States might start to see itself as others do—self-righteous, hypocritical, futile—tire of its own bromides and lies, and consider a change. A new generation of American leadership could face its own moral reckoning. The capacity to shock will never fail.

Optimists are pessimists if they can promise only more of the same. Pessimists are optimists if they break free of orthodoxy. It is time to unlearn much of what has been inculcated, escape the temptation of neat, quick-fix remedies. To recapture the rudiments of the conflict and seriously consider what truly resonates with Israelis and Palestinians, not what others wish had resonated with them. To forget what was believed and toss aside false hope. To take a hard look at emotions that dawned in the past and come to terms with them.

Only then might tomorrow be sweeter than yesterday.






A NOTE ON SOURCES


This book includes several direct quotations from published sources. The quote from I. F. Stone appeared in “Holy War,” published in The New York Review of Books, August 3, 1967. Those from Ehud Barak are excerpted from the article he and Benny Morris wrote in reaction to our piece on Camp David in The New York Review of Books: “Camp David and After: An Exchange” (June 13 and June 27, 2002). Shimon Peres’s description of Barak and Barak’s remarks about his goals at the summit are extracted from an interview with Akiva Eldar, published in Haaretz (September 25, 2009). The reference to Dennis Ross’s take on Camp David is from his book The Missing Peace (Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2004; page 726). The quote from Shlomo Ben-Ami is from his Prophets Without Honor: The Untold Story of the 2000 Camp David Summit and the Making of Today’s Middle East (digital edition, Oxford University Press, 2022; page 187). The statements by David Ben-Gurion can be found in Tom Segev, A State at Any Cost: The Life of David Ben-Gurion (digital edition, Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2019; pages 211, 216, 218, 453). Mordechai Gur is quoted on page 128 of Ilan Pappe’s The Biggest Prison on Earth (Oneworld Publications, 2019). We drew from the long interview Yahya Sinwar gave to Francesca Borri of La Repubblica; it was published in Yedioth Ahronoth on October 5, 2018. Data on Gaza was drawn from Jean-Pierre Filiu, Gaza: A History (Oxford University Press, 2014); the quote from Levi Eshkol is from Filiu’s book, page 135. The story about the Israeli rabbi who visits Northern Ireland comes from Ofer Zalzberg’s “In Ireland, Israel’s Religious Right Engages with Ideas for Peace” (International Crisis Group, September 21, 2017). Mathias Mossberg, a Swedish diplomat, described a possible parallel Israel/Palestine state structure in Tablet magazine, August 6, 2014; a more comprehensive description can be found in Yehouda Shenhav’s Beyond the Two-State Solution (Polity Press, 2012).

A special thanks to Diarmuid Cassidy for his help on sourcing and fact-checking, and, of course, to Alex Star, Mia Mikki, and the entire team at Farrar, Straus and Giroux for all they did to support our work and see it through.
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