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Introduction

Josiah Bartlet, the fictional President in the US television drama,
The West Wing, recounts a story to his Chief of Staff of a
dialogue between a distinguished professor and his student about
the intractability of the Middle East conflict. The professor
argues that there is endless conflict in the region due to centuries-
old disputes over religion and land. No, says the student, it’s
because it’s hot, and there isn’t enough water.1 For those keen to
go beyond the narrow parameters of the professor’s explanation
and to discover just how complex – and often hijacked by other
issues and events – the Arab–Israeli conflict and Israeli history
have become, then read on. Yes, to some degree, the dispute is
about two conflicting ancient claims on a single piece of land. To
non-Jews or non-Muslims, however, such claims of legitimacy to
ownership of the land dating back to ancient times do not
constitute sufficient grounds for favouring one claim over the
other. In reality, the conflict is dominated by questions of power
(both political and economic), military might, the international
order of the day, and yes – even water.

It is often said that when an effective Israeli leader speaks he
does so using all three tenses at once: past, present and future. In
doing this he is relating Jewish events in the past to the present –
often seeking legitimacy for his government’s actions and policies
– while keeping an eye on the future problems and challenges that
lie ahead for the state.2 Any history of Israel must do likewise in
terms of using the past to understand the present and exploring
the ways in which the past and present are likely to shape the
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future. Accordingly, the last chapter is devoted to highlighting
past mistakes and summarising the lessons that need to be learnt
if Israel and the Arabs are to move towards some state of peaceful
co-existence in the foreseeable future.

The Arab–Israeli conflict is also often referred to as the battle
of the maps; from maps purporting to show when the first Jewish
community in a particular area was established (and did it pre-
date any Arab village there?) to the more sophisticated attempts
of the international powers to divide the lands in various ways
and using various criteria. The latter was particularly significant
during the period of British rule over what was then termed
Palestine, when first Britain and France effectively carved up the
Middle East between them with the Sykes–Picot Agreement, and
during the subsequent British attempts to divide or sub-divide
Palestine between its Zionist and Arab populations (see maps
1–4). Israel, it should be remembered, has never enjoyed secure
borders, and consequently the map of Israel has evolved as the
direct result of wars. Today, with Israel’s borders unchanged
since the return of the Sinai Desert to Egypt over twenty years
ago, two highly related maps dominate the political agenda: the
map of Israeli settlement in the Disputed Territories (or the ‘map
with the red dots’) and the Oslo Redeployment map (known as
the ‘scrambled egg map’ – see map 11).3

Alongside the map, the visual image – either television or
photograph – has come to play a central role in legitimising
Israel’s existence, its borders and its conflict with the Arabs. In
recent years, two images have come to characterise Israel and the
Disputed Territories. The first is of a badly mangled bus with
only its basic structure intact – the latest target of the now
terrifyingly routine strategy of suicide bombing. Such attacks
have turned Israeli cities into war zones, reducing everyday life in
Tel Aviv and Jerusalem to a perverse game of Russian roulette (or
the ‘odds game’ as some Israelis prefer to term it).4 The second
image is of an Israeli soldier firing on a Palestinian, and the
wounded Palestinian being carried to a waiting ambulance. Both
images are brutal, and help stoke the embers of hatred in the
region. No matter how tragic, however, they merely reflect news
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editors’ obsession with the humanistic story over the developing
of a deeper understanding of the complex arguments. Somewhere
along the line, the deep-lying arguments over Israel and its fight
for its existence have been lost in the rush to play the blame game
or the ‘who’s right, who’s wrong’ set of arguments.

Sadly, nowadays it would appear that most images are used in
conjunction with largely ill-informed reporting. The reports are
shown by television companies dominated by a left-of-centre
political culture, to reinforce stereotypical perceptions such as the
notion of the Palestinians as victims and the Israelis as oppressors.
Coverage of the alleged massacre of Palestinians by the Israeli
army in the refugee camp at Jenin in 2002 illustrates this in-built
political correctness. Many television companies were quick to
act as judge and jury and convict Israel of perpetrating a terrible
crime against the Palestinians, relying on accounts by local
Palestinians and second-hand accounts by aid workers in the
area. As we now know, no such massacre took place and when
the area was opened up to the international press, revised
versions of events had to be put out by the news networks, who
had in effect broken codes of practice in reporting such events.
Once more, the humanistic story with pieces to camera by clearly
anti-Israeli reporters had replaced hard facts. A specific difficulty
with the BBC’s coverage has been their refusal to label Palestinian
suicide bombers as terrorists. To be fair, this policy has left many
senior BBC journalists feeling uncomfortable, but the directive
came from senior management in London, and reflects deep
contradictions in the BBC’s use of the term.5

Looking further afield, any quick glance at the Arab media
reveals a more radical lexis of vocabulary than its Western
counterparts. ‘Occupation’, ‘Zionist entity’, ‘forces of repression’,
‘military might’, ‘curfew’ and, yes, even ‘Nazi’ are commonplace.
There is a strong tendency in editorials to talk of the injustice of
the current situation, and an over-concentration on the past at
the expense of analysing attempts to solve the conflict. Until the
Oslo Accords of 1993, the majority of the Arabic media made no
distinction between the two major political parties in Israel – the
Labour Party and the Likud – or between a hard-liner and a
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moderate. There was little awareness of the internal dynamics
that govern Israeli politics, and little in the way of cultural
awareness. Clearly, the media need to focus on looking behind
the headlines and at the key arguments and developments within
Israel, which today remains a democratic odyssey in a region
where civil society and political culture remain very much locked
in the past.

There is an old joke that many a Middle Eastern expert has
used to break the ice with audiences. So familiar are the various
sides in the Arab–Israel dispute with the central arguments – the
joke goes – that in negotiations they should merely shout out
numbers at each other, followed by another number for the
counter-argument. Such a methodology would save much time
and wasted breath. In truth, when we look at Israel we cannot
ignore such questions as the right to the land and the counter-
arguments that the Arabs put forward. By simply agreeing,
however, that both sides have merits to their arguments, we can
help avoid the tortuous debate of the blame game that has
characterised the conflict since its conception. It should be noted,
though, that many Arabs argue that by taking this stand of
starting from a level playing field we are, in effect, providing
legitimacy for the current position of Israeli political, economic
and military dominance in the region.

A survey conducted in the United States in the year 2000, and
published widely in the American media, found that Israel topped
the poll in two categories among the sample group of Americans
questioned: the most popular country and the most disliked
country. This seeming contradiction says much about the
continuing polarisation of opinion about Israel as it enters the
21st century, and its 56th year of existence. Throughout its brief
history there has been such a disproportionate interest in Israel
from the media, academics, diplomats and politicians that it is
important to remind oneself that Israel’s population is only 6.5
million – a size comparable to the population of Scotland. In
terms of impact, however, there can be few other recently created
states that can match Israel. It is almost impossible to turn on the
television news without hearing about the latest development in
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the peace process or the latest twists and turns in Israel’s often
turbulent but rarely dull domestic politics. Indeed, with the
exception of the United States, Israel takes up more news hours
than any other country in the world. Israeli leaders are recognised
the world over, and in recent years have appeared to spend as
much time abroad as at home during their period in office.

Since its creation in 1948, Israel has been in a state of conflict
with the Arab world and has fought five major wars against Arab
states (1948, 1956, 1967, 1973 and 1982). Throughout this time,
Israel has remained engaged in a complex conflict with the
Palestinians. Even during times of so-called tranquillity in the
Arab–Israeli conflict there have been incidents, attacks and
retaliations that have created the impression of a permanent state
of war. As a region of great strategic importance, the Middle East
as a whole has to a degree been shaped by its contacts with the
external powers: the Turks, the British and French, and, follow-
ing the Second World War, the USA and the Soviet Union. Israel’s
conflict with the Arabs has, at various times, and to varying
degrees, been complicated by the intervention of one or more of
these external powers. As Bernard Lewis points out, the intrusion
of these powers has meant that there has been no clear resolution
of the Arab–Israeli conflict, as no one side has been allowed to
secure a total victory over the other.6 The conflict has therefore
taken the form of a series of relatively short wars that have been
ended by the intervention of the key powers of the day before a
tactical victory could be turned into a major strategic victory. As
a result, the unintended consequence of international inter-
vention has been to prolong rather than resolve the conflict.

Israel has had to endure economic boycott imposed by the
Arab states both on Israeli goods and on companies that
conducted business with it. At times, Israeli shipping has been
excluded from using key waterways. As a result, Israel has
remained to all intents and purposes isolated in the Middle East
region, and has developed ties with European countries and the
USA rather than its neighbours. In recent years, there have been
signs of progress towards the ending of the Arab–Israeli conflict.
Israel signed peace deals with Egypt in 1977 and Jordan in 1994,
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and deals have also been signed between Israel and the
Palestinians, starting with the Oslo Accords in 1993. But at the
start of the 21st century it is difficult to foresee an end to the
conflict. Indeed, there has been a marked return to violence
following the breakdown of the Oslo Accords and the start of the
self-titled Palestinian Al-Aqsa Intifada in October 2000.

In writing Why Blame Israel? The Facts Behind the Headlines,
the aim has been to present a clear and concise outline of the
arguments that surround the birth and development of Israel
rather than to present a comprehensive chronological account of
the events and personalities. Given the heated debate that still
surrounds Israel, this has been no easy task. Historians – Jewish/
Israeli and Arab – strongly disagree on key events in Israeli
history. As researcher and author of this work I do not claim to be
totally objective. I am, however, neither Jewish nor Arab, and nor
do I have any particular axe to grind.

Though the Arab–Israeli conflict dominates the history of
Israel, there are other areas that are no less emotive or divisive to
Israelis. These include the absorption of immigrants, divisions
between Ashkenazi and Oriental Jews, the secular–religious
debate, and disputes over the distribution of the national
economic cake. This book, as a result, also highlights the major
arguments surrounding these areas that have been at the centre of
the development of the state of Israel.
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CHAPTER ONE

The Setting: Three Men Searching
for a Political Lifeboat

In the summer of 2000, three men and their respective advisers
sat in a log cabin at the US Presidential retreat of Camp David
and attempted to resolve one of the most intractable conflicts of
the 20th century. In truth, their meeting was born more out of
personal desperation than any political rationality. An American
President, Bill Clinton, led the cast list, in the twilight of his term
of office and desperately seeking a place in the history books for
his peace-making activities rather than his sexual deeds. To
President Clinton’s right during the pre-summit photo op was
Ehud Barak, Israel’s most decorated solider and now its Prime
Minister, leader of a crumbling coalition government that had
failed to address the most pressing issues of the day for the Jewish
state: peace and the economy. To the President’s left stood the
Palestinian leader Yasser Arafat, who had been leader of the
Palestine Liberation Organisation (PLO) when President Johnson
was in office in the 1960s, and had seen six US Presidents come
and go since that time. Arafat now headed the politically
troubled and economically cash-strapped Palestinian Authority,
a quasi-governing body which had been set up as a result of the
Oslo Peace Accords he had signed with Yitzhak Rabin in
September 1993.

After two weeks of tense and often acrimonious negotiations,
the talks broke up without any agreement being reached.
President Clinton could barely contain his frustration as he faced
the world’s media for the debriefing session. Unlike previous
occasions, in which a failure to bridge the gap had been met with
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statements of cautious US optimism for the longer term chances
of success, this time there was little attempt by the President to
mask his disappointment. When Arafat telephoned Clinton
following the failure at Camp David to praise his peace-making
efforts, the President responded: ‘I am a colossal failure because
of you.’1 Though Clinton may have said it partly in irony, the
message was clear. Hillary Clinton was equally damning of
Arafat: ‘Unfortunately, while Barak came to Camp David to
make peace, Arafat did not … Arafat was never ready to make
the hard choices necessary to reach an agreement.’2

Camp David was the swansong for the process that had
become generally known as the Oslo peace process. The term
itself is somewhat misleading, as it refers to a series of agreements
signed by the Israeli government and the PLO. The first of these
had been negotiated in secret in Oslo during late 1992 and early
1993. It was this agreement that produced the famous handshake
between Yitzhak Rabin and Yasser Arafat on the White House
lawn. This was followed by several other increasingly detailed
agreements signed in Cairo and Washington, collectively known
as the Oslo Agreements.

Putting aside all the detail and political history of the accords,
the central philosophical feature of the process was an attempt to
solve the core of the Arab–Israeli conflict, the Israeli–Palestinian
dispute, by means of creating two states with a degree of open
borders between them. This was considered to be important, as to
a large extent the economic viability of the Palestinian state
depended on large parts of its labour force being able to enter the
Israeli jobs market and earn wages that they would subsequently
spend back in the Palestinian state. This was no one-way
dependency. For many years, Israel had been chronically short of
cheap labour, and the Palestinians, many of whom worked
without proper papers or employee national insurance contri-
butions, filled an important gap, especially in the construction
industry and domestic sectors.

The failure at Camp David put an end to all this. From here
onwards there is a new set of terminology: separation, physical
barriers and fences replace the vocabulary of co-operation,
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mutual dependency and integration. This marks a return to the
peace-making strategies of the era of the late 1940s, when the
United Nations General Assembly voted in 1947 to divide what
was then Palestine into two states: one for the Jews and the other
for the Arabs (see map 5). Under the UN proposals, the states
were to be fully independent, with Jerusalem made an inter-
national city. The events of the next 50 years stem from two
brutal facts: the Zionist leadership accepted the partition plan,
while the Arab leadership of the local Palestinian population
rejected the concept of partition in any form and moved to defeat
the Zionists on the battlefield. Elie Kedourie makes the additional
charge that not only did the leadership of the Palestinian Arabs
oppose Zionism, they called in the Arab and Muslim worlds in
order to help their cause. By doing this they took a local limited
conflict and widened and raised its importance.3 The wider Arab
world took a similarly hostile view towards the Zionists, whom
they regarded as little more than colonial settlers or ‘outsiders’
who would be only temporary residents of the region.

Before looking at who these Zionist immigrants were and
where they came from, it is important to sketch the history of
Palestine and the basic origins of Zionism. A word of caution
here: both the history of Palestine and the development of
Zionism lend themselves to separate comprehensive studies in
their own right. Central to all this is the question: why Palestine?

Here, a brief look at key points in the history of Jerusalem
and Palestine helps to illustrate the linkage between the Jews and
the land.

Jerusalem’s origins are said to date back some 4,000 years. In
the beginning, around 1000 BC, King David captured the city
and declared it the capital of the Israelites. Subsequently, David’s
son, King Solomon, built the First Temple there. Following
Solomon’s death in around 928 BC, his kingdom split into two:
Jerusalem remained the capital of Judah (the southern part of the
empire). Later, around 587 BC, the Babylonians conquered
Judah and destroyed the First Temple, taking many Jews to
Babylonia as prisoners. In 538 BC, however, after he conquered
the Babylonians, Cyrus the Great, King of Persia, decided to



WHY BLAME ISRAEL?

10

allow the Jews to return to Jerusalem, and it was these returning
Jews who built what became known as the Second Temple.

The period of Roman rule was marked by a major Jewish revolt
that started in AD 66 and resulted in the seizing of the city by the
Jews, until the Romans eventually retook it in AD 70. Subse-
quently, the Romans destroyed the Second Temple and much of
the rest of the city’s fortifications. Many Jews died during the
Roman siege of the city and the ensuing battles, and those
surviving Jews who weren’t either executed or enslaved were sent
into exile. Today, the Western Wall represents the only surviving
part of the Second Temple.

Following the destruction of the Second Temple, Jews who
have gone into exile have always desired to return to Zion (one of
the biblical names for Jerusalem). Every year the traditional
Passover meal, which commemorates the exodus from ancient
Egypt, concludes with the phrase ‘next year in Jerusalem’. For
centuries, however, this desire was only a fantasy, and Jews living
in the Diaspora adapted to their new countries. Zion, which had
been under Muslim rule since the 7th century, remained possible
for only a small number of Jews able to make the tortuous
journey and to have a means of existence once there.4

At the start of the 19th century, the population of Palestine was
less than 300,000, of which around only 5,000 were Jewish.
Palestine itself was a small part of the Ottoman Empire that
encompassed much of the Middle East and had been ruled by
various Turkish dynasties since 1517. By the mid-19th century,
the Jewish population had doubled, but still stood at around only
10,000. Jerusalem itself, however, was becoming a centre of
international activity, due to the arrival of an increasing number
of missionaries of various faiths.5 These groups, to some degree,
were encouraged to settle in Palestine by national governments
that were seeking a pretext to gain a foothold in the city and the
surrounding area. The British, for example, sought to protect the
Protestants, the Russians the Greek and Russian Orthodox, and
the French the Roman Catholics.6 The Jews, however, had no
national patron – either in Jerusalem or for the small pockets of
Jewish communities outside the city. As a result, individuals came
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to play a more prominent role in the development and protection
of the Jewish community in Palestine. One of the first to intervene
in support of the Jews was Sir Moses Montefiore. During 1838,
Montefiore tried – and failed – to negotiate a charter for land
in Palestine where Jews would be able to live without inter-
ference. Unfortunately for Montefiore, his negotiating partner
Muhammed Ali, the Viceroy of Egypt (and Palestine and Syria),
was overthrown in 1841, and this helped put an end to the
possibility of securing such a charter.

During the second half of the 19th century, the movement for
national revival and independence of the Jewish people in Eretz
Yisrael – Zionism – was born. The Jewish writer Nathan Birn-
baum first used the actual term ‘Zionism’ in 1892.7 A religious
desire to return to the land of Eretz Yisrael had existed ever since
the unsuccessful revolt against the Romans. This yearning was
closely linked to the notions of messianic beliefs. The new Zionist
movement, however, differed from the previous desire to return
to Zion in its mainly secular content. Zionism did not develop in
a laboratory.8 The fierce anti-Semitism that swept through
Europe at the time helped to shape Zionism’s intellectual and
political development. European nationalist and socialist doctrines
influenced Jewish thinkers. In other words, the original Zionist
thinkers were very much a product of their age.

The first major Zionist thinkers were actually predated by
several of what can be termed pre-Zionist thinkers. Three figures
warrant attention: Moses Hess, Rabbi Kalischer and Rabbi
Alkalai. Moses Hess (1812–75), a German Jewish socialist, in his
book Rome and Jerusalem – published in 1862 – argued that the
establishment of a state by the Jews, based on socialist principles,
would lead to a social and economic normalisation of the Jewish
people. Central to the thinking of Rabbi Kalischer (1795–1874)
was that the Messiah would come only after a large number of
Jews had settled in Eretz Yisrael. Rabbi Alkalai (1798–1878)
published a work in 1839 entitled Pleasant Paths, in which he
also argued the need for Jewish colonies to be set up in the Holy
Land as a condition for the return of the Messiah. There is also
evidence of some basic Jewish nationalist thinking in the works of
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Alkalai. Before his death in 1878, Alkalai had organised several
groups of followers and had moved to Palestine himself to help
with the development of Jewish settlement.

The first major Zionist thinkers were Yehuda Leib Pinsker
(1821–91) and Theodor Herzl (1860–1904). In 1882, Pinsker
published his book Auto-Emancipation, which argued in short
that the emancipation granted by others would not solve the
problems of the Jewish people. Only territorial concentration and
sovereignty would lead to normalisation for the Jews. The most
significant figure in the growth of Zionism during the 19th
century, however, was Theodor Herzl. Born in Budapest, he was
brought up in a liberal (reform) Jewish family. It was, however,
not until he attended the University of Vienna, where he studied
law, that his interest in Jewish affairs – and in particular the
growing number of anti-Semitic incidents in Europe – took root.
In 1896, he published his book The Jewish State: an Attempt at a
Modern Solution to the Jewish Question. The basic central
argument of the book was the contention that Europe’s hatred
of the Jews was unavoidable. The Jews, as a result, would be
victimised and persecuted as long as they remained a vulnerable
and unassimilated minority. The only solution, Herzl concluded,
was the creation of a Jewish homeland.

In the following year the development of Zionism took a
significant step forward from theory to reality when the World
Zionist Organisation was created. In August 1897, it held its first
congress in Basle, Switzerland. Following the Basle Congress it
was clear that Zionism as a national movement had two inter-
related aims. The first was the return of the Jews to the land by
means of developing agricultural activities, and the revival of a
national ‘Jewish’ life including social, cultural, economic and
political elements. The second was to secure a national homeland
for the Jews. More specifically, the Basle Programme stated that
the aim of the Zionist movement was to create a homeland in
Palestine for the Jewish people that was secured by public law. At
Basle, Herzl stated that they were there to lay the foundation
stone of the house that was to shelter the Jewish nation. In
addition to holding its congress, the organisation started to lobby
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the relevant powers – the Ottoman Empire and Germany – for
support for a Jewish homeland.

The second Zionist Congress meeting in 1898 passed a reso-
lution that sanctioned efforts to gain a legal charter for Jewish
settlement in Palestine. Herzl and the Zionist leaders initially
approached Kaiser Wilhelm II, as Germany held some influence
with the Ottoman Empire which controlled Palestine at the time.
However, the Ottoman Sultan was against the idea, and the
Kaiser was said not to wish to support the Zionists over his ally.

In 1903, Herzl’s attention shifted to what became known as
the Ugandan option. Central to this was the question of whether
only Palestine (Eretz Yisrael) should be considered as the home-
land for the Jews, or whether other areas should be discussed. The
then British Colonial Secretary, Neville Chamberlain, suggested
that there was a chance that the Zionists might be granted a
homeland for the Jews in British East Africa. Herzl, although
preferring Palestine, argued that some territory was better
than none.

At the sixth Zionist Congress meeting in 1903, a map of East
Africa – not Palestine – hung for all to see. After a stormy debate,
Herzl won the day when a proposal to consider Uganda as a
possible Jewish homeland was passed by 295 votes to 177, with
100 abstentions. Herzl, however, died in 1904, at the relatively
young age of 44, robbing Zionism of one of its most important
early leaders. One year after his death, the seventh Zionist
Congress finally rejected the so-called ‘Uganda Plan’. This vote
caused a split in the movement, with some Zionists leaving the
World Zionist Organisation. Some of these dissenters argued that
the Jewish people needed an uninhabited territory, and that sadly
Palestine did not meet this requirement. Others argued that the
need for a homeland was so pressing that any land offered should
be accepted. For the vast majority of Zionism, the vote in 1905
marked the end of the consideration of any land but Palestine for
the Jewish homeland.

At the time of Herzl’s death it was clear that two distinct
groupings had emerged within the Zionist movement. The first of
these, the cultural Zionists, were more interested in the development
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of Hebrew and Jewish culture such as language, arts identity and
religion, than with the potential establishment of a state. They, in
effect, saw Zionism as a solution to the problems of Judaism and
they were associated with the thinking of the writer Asher
Ginsberg (1856–1927). The second grouping, the political
Zionists, argued that the need for territory was the most
important requirement of the Zionist movement. Indeed, Herzl’s
pragmatic reaction to the proposals for the Ugandan option was
a clear illustration of the aim of the political Zionists. As the
Zionist movement as a whole grew, so more and more people
started to emigrate to Palestine. These new immigrants expanded
existing Jewish colonies and founded new ones. In 1909, the first
Kibbutz was started by the Sea of Galilee, called ‘Kibbutz
Degania’, and in the same year Tel Aviv was founded along the
shoreline from Jaffa.

These settlement activities in Palestine represented the
practical approach to Zionism, and this combined with political
Zionism to form what was termed ‘synthetic Zionism’, which
became closely associated with Chaim Weizman (1874–1952).
Born in Russia, Weizman played a central role in the develop-
ment of the Zionist movement and was to become Israel’s first
president. In 1904, Weizman emigrated from Russia to Britain,
where he lobbied for the Zionist cause and played an influential
role in winning some degree of British recognition for a Jewish
homeland in Palestine. Along with David Ben-Gurion, Weizman
became one of the central figures of the pre-state Zionist move-
ment, serving as President of the World Zionist Organisation
during 1921–31 and 1935–46.

In historical terms, the period of population change in
Palestine was quite short, starting only in the 1880s. Perhaps the
greatest myth surrounding the arrival of the various waves of
Jewish immigration to Palestine during this time (Aliyah) was
the question of their motives for coming in the first place. The
majority of the immigrants who came to Palestine did not do so
for Zionist reasons. Rather, they came for a variety of reasons
that involved both persecution in their country of origin and a
lack of third country option. The latter became an increasingly
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important factor when the United States closed its doors to
Jewish immigration. Many who came to Palestine found life there
to be too harsh and left. Emigration has been a constant problem
for the Zionist movement, both in Palestine and subsequently in
Israel. In both the Yishuv* and the subsequent state of Israel,
there is clear linkage between immigration and security. In short,
as much of the land as possible had to be settled in order to
control it, and the only means of achieving this was by having
a larger population to distribute around it.9 This concept in
modern terms is known as ‘putting facts on the ground’.

In the early days of the first and second Aliyahs, the immi-
grants, most of whom came from Eastern European urban
backgrounds, struggled with having to make the land fertile. It is
here that one of the great dilemmas of the Zionist movement
became apparent. Who should farm the land? The first immi-
grants took the view that local Arab labour was both better
equipped to undertake this arduous task and also very cheap. The
second wave of immigrants took the view that the state for the
Jews would be built using Hebrew labour, and they clashed with
the veteran immigrants over this question. Eventually, the second
group carried the day, but the debate about using Arab or foreign
labour never really went away. The fallout of the failed Camp
David Summit of 2000 did not mean an end to the debate, only
the replacement of the cheap Palestinian labour in Israel with
foreign workers from Eastern Europe and Asia.

So how were the various waves of immigrants, with
their different backgrounds and motivations for being
in Palestine, shaped into a nation in waiting with a
distinct political culture?

Here money talks. The majority, but by no means all, of the
immigrants arrived in Palestine between 1880 and the mid-1960s
with little in the way of capital and worldly possessions. Many
had been forced to flee their country of origin at short notice,

* See Glossary on p. 232.



WHY BLAME ISRAEL?

16

others – such as the Jews who escaped Germany under the Nazi
regime – had seen their assets frozen or stolen. Upon entering
Palestine they found a well-oiled and financed Zionist immi-
gration absorption machine run by the Labour Zionist move-
ment. The immigrants became highly dependent on this machine,
run by the veteran immigrants and financed by world Jewry, for
their everyday needs ranging from health care to education.
Social and economic advancement was to be found through
contacts with the Zionist organisations.

The leaders of the Zionist movement in Palestine were of
course acutely aware of the dependency ties and used them
effectively to ensure their leadership positions and support for
their various political agendas. These strong dependency ties
have played a pivotal role in Israeli society, with nearly all the
newly arriving immigrants up to and including those who came
from the ex-Soviet Union during the 1990s being heavily reliant
on the immigrant absorption machine for their welfare. What is
perhaps slightly different with the more recent immigrants is that
their expectations of the absorption and integration process into
Israel appear to be much greater than those of earlier immigrants.
This has led to rapid disenchantment with Israeli governments
from both sides of the political spectrum. The immigrants charge
that governments prefer to protect the economic position of the
veteran immigrants at the expense of the new ones.

The dependency ties meant that the vast majority of new
immigrants accepted the rule of the leadership of the veteran
immigrants. This leadership, which included such figures as
David Ben-Gurion (Israel’s first Prime Minister), was thus largely
able to shape the newly arriving immigrants into its existing
ideological and organisational structures. Dissent was not
tolerated. Immigrants were expected to accept the existing social
and economic structures. The increasing threat of Arab violence
tended to reinforce these structures, with dissent being portrayed
as close to treason. Consequently, even before the state of Israel
was created, a strong, highly centralised élite had been formed
that was transferred to the state of Israel in 1948 and came to
characterise the first decades of Israel’s existence.
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To a large extent, external factors dictated the pace of develop-
ment of Zionism in Palestine. Central to this was the attitude of
the British authorities who ruled Palestine following the demise
of the Ottoman Empire and the end of the First World War.10

What factors contributed to the developing British
attitude towards Palestine, and how did it try to resolve
the growing conflict between the Zionists and Arab
populations?

The guiding light for British policy in Palestine was always
national self-interest, defined here as shoring up British economic
and political interests and checking those of perceived enemies –
or as Gabriel Sheffer succinctly put it: ‘the maintenance of British
rule over Palestine at minimal cost and for an indefinite period.’11

British policy in Palestine was not unique – as some claim – but
rather consistent with the overall goal of British policy in the era
of Empire. This was characterised by an identification of key
areas of strategic importance to Britain and a divide-and-rule
policy with the ‘locals’. From this it is clear that there were
instances where the British authorities clearly aimed to play Arab
off against Zionist in order to avoid the British nightmare of both
sides fighting together to remove Britain from Palestine.

More importantly, British policy was dominated by the
question of which group was most useful to British interests at
any given time. The Balfour Declaration, which gave support to
the establishment of a Jewish homeland in Palestine, needs to be
seen in this light, as do the various British proposals for resolving
the conflict that as time went on came to reflect the British need
to keep the Arabs on board. Charges of anti-Semitism in the
British Colonial Office – and tales of the ‘Lawrence of Arabia
complex’ (the alleged homosexual love affair between ex-public
schoolboys and the Arabs) – may well hold some truth. Neither,
however, was the main driving force in the formation of British
policy towards Palestine.

At the start of the First World War in 1914 there were around
15,000 Jews living in Palestine. The war itself made the Suez
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Canal and the area around it strategically important to the
British, who had acquired it in 1875. This importance was
increased by the fact that Turkey was part of the German–
Austro-Hungarian Alliance – and the British did not want an ally
of Germany to get too close to the canal. From this period on, the
Arabs’ strategic importance to the British was clear. The British
encouraged an Arab revolt against the Turks in 1916 with
promises of recognition and support for Arab independence in all
the regions, and while the Arabs and British fought the Turks, the
representatives of the British and French governments met, in
effect, to divide up the Middle East at the conclusion of the First
World War. The resulting Sykes–Picot agreement of 1916 was
reached with only minimal consultation with local leaders, and
was eventually modified as, during the final years of the war, the
British position was strengthened and the French position
weakened. The British Prime Minister, David Lloyd George,
notified the French that they would have to accept a British
protectorate over Palestine, as it was a strategic buffer to Egypt.
The original agreement had called for much of Palestine to be
ruled by a joint Allied condominium for political and religious
reasons.

The First World War saw the British and Allied armies liberate
Palestine from the Ottoman Empire and the period of the British
Mandate (direct British rule) over Palestine commence. The
initial signs for the Zionists were encouraging. In 1917, the
British hoped that the support of world Jewry would help the war
effort. There was also a fear that if the British did not attract the
Jews, then the Germans would. Indeed, there is evidence that
Kaiser Wilhelm II was preparing such a gesture to the Zionists
with this very intention. It was against this background that on 2
November 1917 the British Foreign Secretary, James Balfour,
wrote a letter to the President of the British Zionist Federation,
Lord Rothschild. The letter contained so-called British support
for the creation of a national home in Palestine for the Jews. In
retrospect, the document reflected the penchant of the British
civil service for framing proposals with a high degree of creative
ambiguity that allowed for varying interpretations by each party.
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The modern-day fictional head of the service, Sir Humphrey
Appleby, would no doubt have been extremely satisfied with its
wording.

The ambiguity of the Balfour Declaration, and subsequent
failures of the Zionist movement to get the British to agree upon
an interpretation of it or a redraft, led some Zionists to attempt to
deal with the Arab leaders in Palestine directly. The concept of
direct negotiations as providing the best opportunity to reach
accommodation has been a consistent one in the conflict, and
even the Oslo Accords for all their failings at least reflected a
modern attempt at direct negotiations. Traditionally the problem
has lain in finding a partner for negotiations. Ignoring the
modern-day sound-bite culture of phrases like ‘partner for peace’,
this nevertheless has always proved to be extremely difficult for
the Zionists. Either their partner has been assassinated by
opponents of a deal, or has deliberately reneged on the deal, or
has been unable for a variety of reasons to keep their side of the
bargain. Whatever the cause, the result is the same. Back in
January 1919 we see an early example of this when Chaim
Weizman, later to be the first President of Israel, signed a formal
pact with Emir Feisal, who had been the leader of the 1916 Arab
revolt against the Turks. The most important part of the agree-
ment, signed on 3 January, concerned the guaranteeing to the
Jews of the right of free immigration to Palestine and legal
settlement of the land.12 Conversely, it contained assurances
that Arab tenant farmers would retain their own plots of land
and be assisted in economic development. Opposition, however,
from Arab nationalists and backtracking on what was agreed by
Feisal doomed the chances of successfully implementing the
agreement.13 Another precedent was set here: the difficulty of
implementing agreements (often in the face of hostile opponents
of the pact) is often greater than that of reaching the agreement in
the first place. One wonders if, when left alone to think, President
Clinton could have come to the same conclusion a little more
quickly during the mid 1990s.

As British control over Palestine deepened, so resentment of the
British presence grew. Between 1920 and 1922, tensions between
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the Jews and Arabs increased. On the Jewish side, these frustra-
tions were exacerbated by the publication of the White Paper
in 1922 by Winston Churchill, the Colonial Secretary, which
offered a more restrictive version of the Balfour Declaration. The
central feature of the White Paper was that the whole of Palestine
would not become the Jewish homeland. Worse was to follow for
the Zionists. In 1922, the League of Nations awarded the British
mandatory powers, which they had had, in effect, since the end of
the First World War. The Mandate itself contained the text of the
Balfour Declaration. This point was important, as it amounted to
formal recognition by the British of the Zionist claims and the
Zionist movement. Showing its true colours, however, as soon as
Britain was formally awarded the mandatory powers, it parti-
tioned Palestine into two territories: Palestine and TransJordan.
The River Jordan divided these two new states. Jews were not
allowed to settle to the east of the river. So from 1922 we start to
talk about a partition of an already divided land.

Throughout the 1920s and 30s, Palestine was run along the
lines of a British colony. The British High Commissioner, Sir
Herbert Samuel, had to deal with increasing anger from Arab
residents over the continuing Jewish immigration. Hostility
between the local Arab population and the Jews grew stronger
with the resulting outbreaks of violence and general civil unrest.
The British position reflected these difficulties, and as a result the
British established a framework policy for limiting Jewish
immigration to Palestine. Initially, the formula that was adopted
in 1922 was based on an economic criterion. This allowed
economically self-sufficient Jews, dependants of residents, and
those with religious occupations to enter Palestine. On top of
this, only what were termed as ‘subsidised immigrants’ were
allowed to enter. The World Zionist Organisation had to guaran-
tee the maintenance of these immigrants for at least one year, and
this was later redefined as those who had a real prospect of
finding employment. Even then, these immigrants were allowed
to enter only up to a quota set by the authorities. The key to
immigration lay in the award of labour certificates that were
drawn up first by the Jewish Agency and agreed with the British
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High Commissioner in Palestine. They were distributed along
party lines, with each of the political parties receiving certificates
in proportion to their political strength in the country. This fact
further increased the dependency ties between the newly arriving
immigrants and the Labour movement led by immigrants of the
Second and Third Aliyah.

This pattern continued. As Arab hostility to the increasing pace
of Jewish immigration grew even deeper, so the British reacted by
severely limiting the numbers of Jews allowed to enter Palestine.
For example, the Jewish Agency asked for 60,000 labour certifi-
cates in 1933 and 1934, but the British granted fewer than 18,000.
In 1936, 10,695 were requested, but the British approved only
1,800. The British attempted to cap Jewish immigration,
imposing an upper level set at 12,000 Jews per year. It was against
the backdrop of spiralling violence that a Royal Commission of
Inquiry led by the Earl of Peel was dispatched to Palestine on a
fact-finding mission in November 1936. In July 1937, the Peel
Commission published its report, which concluded that the
competing claims of the Arabs and Jews over Palestine were
irreconcilable. The situation, it argued in beautifully moralistic
tones, was a fundamental conflict of right with right, and the only
solution was to partition the land of Palestine into two states.
This concept of right versus right here is important as it implies,
correctly, that legitimate claims on the lands can be made by both
sides. The solution to partition the land appears therefore logical.
The proposal argued that the best solution was a Jewish state in
one part of Palestine and an Arab state comprising the other part
of Palestine and TransJordan, with the British continuing to
control the city of Jerusalem and the areas surrounding it (see
map 3). In truth, the Peel Report divided Zionists. Some argued
that at least it represented a concrete proposal for a real state,
while others opposed such a small geographic state. The Arabs
rejected the plan and every subsequent proposal that would have
led to the establishment of a Jewish state.

In 1938, the pattern of appeasing Arab violence continued
when another Royal Commission – this time led by Sir John
Woodhead – was dispatched to Palestine to examine partition
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plans. The Woodhead Report was published on 9 November
1938. Its findings dealt a severe blow to the aspirations of the
Zionists. The report argued that the recommendations of the Peel
Report were unrealistic and its proposed lines of partition
unreasonable. In its place, the Woodhead Report recommended a
new partition plan that would create a much larger Arab state –
and conversely a smaller Jewish state (see map 4). The new plan
allowed the Jews a state that would comprise only around 5 per
cent of West Palestine and less than 1 per cent of the original
Mandate territory. The Zionist movement reacted angrily to such
a plan, while the Arabs once more rejected any plan that would
have created a Jewish state.

As the Second World War approached, the British were forced
to openly concede that the Middle East was an area of great
strategic importance to it, and in February 1939 the British
Colonial Secretary Malcolm MacDonald met with both Arab and
Zionist leaders. His conclusion said much about British thinking
at the time. He argued that it was the priority of the British
government to ensure that the Arab governments were not
tempted to accept possible support from hostile powers
(Germany). In effect, if the British had to make a choice between
the Arabs and the Jews, the British needed Arab help more than
Jewish support. In short, the Arabs were more strategically
important to the British than the Jews. This position became
clearer still with the publication of another White Paper in May
1939, which declared that the authors of the Mandate could not
have intended Palestine to be converted into a Jewish state
against the will of the Arab population. As a result, within a
period of ten years the British would set up an independent
Palestinian state (in addition to TransJordan).

This was not the only sweetener to the Arabs. The White Paper
called for a limit to Jewish immigration to Palestine of 75,000 for
the following five-year period, which would make the Jews a
third of the total population of Palestine. Following this five-year
period, Jewish immigration was to be stopped. Just as thousands
of Jews were attempting to escape the growing horror of Europe,
so the British were closing their major avenue of escape. Illegal
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immigration, which existed throughout the period of the British
Mandate, increased as the crisis in Europe worsened; the British
imposed tighter controls, and as the Second World War
approached these efforts were stepped up. The resulting bill from
the White Paper was passed in the House of Commons by 268 to
179 votes, with 110 abstentions. Among those who condemned
the actions of the British government was Winston Churchill,
who argued that the bill broke a pledge to the Jews outside
Palestine who sought a homeland. Opposition to the bill was not
confined to Britain. The League of Nations Mandates Com-
mission argued that the bill meant that Britain had reneged on its
commitment to the League and the Zionist movement to support
the principles of the Balfour Declaration. Events, however,
overtook the League’s criticisms as war loomed and the question
of the future status of Palestine was no longer at the top of the
agenda.

It is worth pointing out that though the proportion of Jews
among the total population of Palestine increased steadily during
the period of the British Mandate, the Arabs, by far, remained in
the majority. For example, in 1930, Arabs accounted for 80 per
cent of the total population of Palestine, and even in 1940 the
figure was still as high as 70 per cent.14 During the period of
the Mandate the Arab population, contrary to some propaganda,
did grow, but did so at a slower rate than within the Jewish
communities in Palestine. From this it is important to dispel any
notion that there were dramatic shifts in the demographic
balance of Palestine. The changes were in reality much slower,
and reflected the efforts of the British to restrict the entry of
Jewish immigrants into the country.

The Second World War and the Holocaust are two events that
go beyond the scope of this book. The effects on the Zionist
movement and the subsequent state of Israel were of both a
practical and a more profound nature. On a practical level,
as details of the Holocaust started to emerge there was an
intensification of the efforts of the Zionist movement to convince
the British to re-open Palestine to Jewish immigration. The
Holocaust led to a weakening, and in some cases an ending, of
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opposition to Zionism in most non-Arab countries. On the more
profound level, the Holocaust had two effects on the Zionist
leadership and on the subsequent state of Israel. First, the realisa-
tion that nothing was too horrible to happen, the shattering of
the myth that these things just don’t happen in a modern civilised
world. As we shall see later, this fact affected Israeli foreign
policy-making and Israeli national identity. Second, the develop-
ment of the notion that the Jews must always be prepared to
protect themselves – they could not rely upon others to do this for
them. The European Jewry had been dependent upon someone
else for their protection – the United States, Great Britain and
others – and had perished as a result of the failure of that other
party to defend them. The notion of self-sufficiency in defence
was a cornerstone of Israeli defence doctrine, and played a role in
the decision at the start of the 1970s to develop a military
industrial complex (MIC) in Israel that would arm the Israeli
military.

While the world was horrified by the Holocaust, most Western
governments did little to increase Jewish settlement to their
respective countries. This lack of an alternative host country
made Jewish immigration to Palestine all the more important.
The first post-war government in Britain led by Clement Attlee
steadfastly refused to alter the policy on immigration to Palestine
that had been laid out in the 1939 White Paper. Once more,
despite the moral outrage in the international community over
the Holocaust, the formation of British policy towards Palestine
and the Middle East continued to be determined by British
strategic interests. Indeed, as the war ended the British stepped up
their efforts to stop illegal immigration to Palestine. They per-
suaded other governments not to sell boats or offer other forms of
assistance to Jewish refugees. However, despite the best efforts of
the British, some illegal immigrants did arrive in Palestine and
were successfully absorbed by the Zionist movement.

During the Second World War, violence in Palestine had
increased as the Jewish military forces became more active. In
1946 the violence escalated following the British decision to set
up relocation camps in Cyprus for the Jewish refugees who had
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survived the Holocaust. To make matters worse, all Jewish illegal
immigration ships that were intercepted on the high seas or even
when within sight of Palestine were taken to Cyprus and the
immigrants detained in camps surrounded by barbed wire and
guards. The British took this a stage further with the interception
of the ship Exodus, which was carrying nearly 4,000 immigrants
to Palestine. The ship arrived and was able to dock in the port of
Haifa in northern Palestine, but the British would not let the
passengers disembark, and insisted upon the ship returning to its
French port of origin. When the Jews refused to disembark in
France, the British government sent the ship back to Germany – the
country that so many of the immigrants were attempting to flee.

The then Leader of the Opposition, Winston Churchill, speak-
ing in the House of Commons on 1 August 1946, supported the
case that the Holocaust survivors should not be resettled in
Palestine. ‘No one can imagine that there is room in Palestine for
the great masses of Jews who wish to leave Europe, or that they
could be absorbed in any period which it is now useful to
contemplate. The idea that the Jewish problem could be solved or
even helped by a vast dumping of the Jews of Europe into
Palestine is really too silly to consume our time in the House this
afternoon.’15 Such speeches, and the actions of the new Labour
government, brought much credit to the British, and inter-
national pressure continued to increase on the Attlee government
to do something for the Jews. On top of this, the British garrison
stationed in Palestine was coming under increasing pressure
following a series of attacks from Jewish forces that ranged from
hit-and-run guerrilla operations to bombings, and this low-
intensity war showed little sign of being resolved.

It was against this backdrop that in 1946 an Anglo-American
Commission of Inquiry was established to investigate the refugee
crisis. In May 1946 it published its recommendations, at the
centre of which was the call for 100,000 Jewish immigrants to be
allowed to enter Palestine immediately. The British government
subsequently proposed the Morrison Plan, which would have led
to the British Mandate in Palestine becoming a trusteeship, the
country being divided into Arab and Jewish provinces with
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separate zones created for Jerusalem and the Negev Desert. Law
and order, defence, foreign relations and the ports and airports
were to remain under British control. The Morrison Plan
accepted the one-off arrival of 100,000 Jewish immigrants, but
from that point on, the old formula of immigrants having to
prove their economic worth to the county was to be reinstated.

An illustration of the new political and economic realities in
the post-Second World War period was that the United States
was to finance the implementation of the immigration plan.
Rather unsurprisingly, both the Zionist movement and the Arabs
rejected the plan. Arab rejection was consistent with their
previous hostility to any plan that allowed Jewish immigration,
and Zionist opposition was predictable as the plan fell a long way
short of realising their aspirations. The Morrison Plan marked
the last major attempt of the British government to settle the
Palestine question. Following the plan’s rejection, the British
handed over the problem to the newly created United Nations,
which convened a special session on 2 April 1947 to discuss
Palestine’s future.16

Britain washed its hands of Palestine because the cost of
maintaining a presence in the country, both financially and in
terms of lives lost, was no longer outweighed by the strategic
benefits of remaining. The withdrawal from Palestine should also
be viewed as part of the process of de-colonisation that many
British colonies underwent (for that was what Palestine had
really become). As Britain departed, its forces left a country in
chaos, on the verge of all-out war and with little chance of living
in peaceful co-existence. Over 30 years of British rule had done
little for Palestine except leave the traditional trappings of
empire, such as an organised bureaucracy and legal system, much
of which was adopted by Israel. This was not Britain’s finest
hour. From a Zionist perspective, Naomi Shepherd offers a more
charitable summary of the period of the British Mandate. She
argues that the Mandate offered protection to the Zionist beach-
head in Palestine during its most insecure and vulnerable period
during the 1920s and 30s. This, she goes on to suggest, was the
fundamental political legacy of the Mandate, and was achieved in
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spite of the hostility of so many British officials to Zionism and
despite the armed confrontations with Jewish groups in the
twilight period of the Mandate.17 There is some merit in
Shepherd’s conclusions, but to suggest that the Zionists survived
as the result of British policy is overstating the argument. The
Zionists survived, and indeed flourished, despite the actions and
intentions of the British by, in effect, learning both how to co-
operate with the authorities and how to circumvent them.
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CHAPTER TWO

The Birth of the State

How was Israel created, and are there any parallels
with the creation of a Palestinian state?

Israel was created in 1948 by a combination of military might
and economic and diplomatic efforts. The three are closely
related. The Zionists’ diplomatic hand would have been con-
siderably weakened had they not had the required military force
to defend the infant state against the attempts of the Arabs to
destroy it. A state that was unsustainable in economic terms
would have had the same negative impact on the efforts of the
Zionist leadership to win international recognition for the
declaration of statehood. The absence of any of these pre-
conditions would render the creation of a state a meaningless and
self-indulgent act. There are of course obvious parallels with the
recent debate surrounding the creation of a Palestinian state in
the West Bank and Gaza Strip. Any similarities, however, are
confined to the area of nationalist aspirations.

The leadership of the Zionist movement in Palestine effectively
developed a state within a state during the period of the British
Mandate. This is sometimes referred to as a state in waiting. All
the trappings of statehood were present: armies, economic,
political and bureaucratic structures. The leadership of the
Labour Zionist movement, however, did not enjoy a total control
over the instruments of violence – an important pre-requisite for
statehood. Armed groups such as the Irgun and the Stern Gang
were closely related to the Revisionist Zionist movement that



THE BIRTH OF THE STATE

29

contained such figures as Ze’ev Jabotinksy and Menachem Begin.
It was only during the first ceasefire of Israel’s War of Indepen-
dence that the armed wing of the Labour Zionist movement
struck a decisive blow against the Revisionist forces, when a ship
carrying arms for Revisionist fighters was scuppered off the coast
of Tel Aviv on 22 June 1948 by the Israeli Defence Forces (IDF)
which were loyal to the provisional government of Israel led by
David Ben-Gurion. The Altalena Affair as it became known (after
the name of the ship) was a defining moment for the infant state,
and the bitterness from the events in which several men lost their
lives helped define the early bitterness between Ben-Gurion and
Begin. Today, the Palestinian leadership faces similar problems,
but here the forces that will be expected to enforce the law in a
Palestinian state enjoy far less of a monopoly over the means of
violence than the Labour Zionist movement did some 50 years
earlier.

Back in 1948 (even after the UN had voted in favour of the
partition of Palestine into a Jewish and an Arab state in 1947),
there was still a feeling that a Jewish state might not be a realistic
prospect, surrounded as it was by hostile Arab states and
with lines of partition not particularly favourable to the Jews.
The narrow coastal strip and the Jerusalem corridor looked
vulnerable. The Jewish institutions in the British Mandate, while
impressive, did not amount to the economy needed to drive a
state. Yes, there was a degree of territorial continuity, but the size
of the state fell far short of what even the moderate Zionists had
hoped to obtain. Still, the pressing need for a homeland –
confirmed so starkly by the Holocaust in Europe – meant that the
Zionists had little alternative to taking a calculated risk and
declaring statehood.

So on 14 May 1948, the state of Israel was created and the
Declaration of Independence signed by the leading Zionist figures.
As with any new state, the winning of international recognition
was vital to its long-term survival. The prolonged debate in
the United States over this question was an illustration of the
complex set of issues and agendas that went into making the
decision to ratify. In truth, the debate in Washington reflected
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the power struggle between the White House and the State
Department over the formation of Middle East policy.

President Truman’s commitment to a Jewish state was not only
a product of his strongly held Christian views which manifested
themselves in the form of guilt about the Holocaust, but also
extensive lobbying by Zionist leaders, most notably Chaim
Weizman, and political expediency – fear of alienating the US
Jewish voters.1 Secretary of State George Marshall led a depart-
ment that was staffed by American Arabists who were in general
much less keen on a Jewish state than the White House. Marshall,
in furious arguments with President Truman, argued that to
support the creation of a Jewish state (code for recognition)
would lead to a marked increase in the already frequent Arab–
Israeli violence and directly draw the United States into the
conflict. Only after much debate, and after attempts to win
support for a trusteeship for Palestine failed, was the decision of
the US clear. It would support the creation of a Jewish state.

As Bill Clinton sat in his log cabin with Arafat and Barak some
50 years later, his mind must have strayed to the arguments put
forward by Secretary of State Marshall in 1948. In 2000, the
United States was drawn into the Arab–Israeli conflict to a much
greater extent than it really wished. Not only was the President
the major mediator between the parties, he was also judge, jury
and executioner in terms of blaming one side or the other for the
failure of the talks. On top of all this, there was a growing feeling
in Washington that the US would eventually have to impose a
deal on the parties as the only viable way of ending the conflict.
There was also a belief that US forces would have to be stationed
on the Golan Heights as part of an Israeli–Syrian peace deal.
Clearly, Marshall was right on intellectual and strategic grounds
that the creation of Israel would greatly destabilise the region and
draw the United States deeply into solving the conflict.

The central factor in assessing our perspective on Israel is much
related to the Marshall criteria. Is Israel the root cause of the
violence in the Middle East or is it the front line against terror-
ism? President Truman and all his successors have been kind to
Israel (even President Bush Sr) for various reasons ranging from
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strategic needs during the Cold War to more cultural explan-
ations. All have taken the view that Israel was very much the
front line, first in the fight against communism and the Soviet
infiltration of the Arab states, secondly in the fight against
international terrorism, and post-September 11 the war against
militant Islam. This US support has been vital in securing Israel’s
existence at key junctures in its history.

It would not be until the Kennedy era of the early 1960s,
however, that the United States translated this support for Israel
into arms sales. Back in 1948, despite the support from President
Truman, Israel was very much alone in terms of much needed
help in the battlefield. Today, of course, the picture is very
different, with Israel receiving around $1.5 billion of military aid
from the US each year. In reality, this aid is self-serving for the
United States, as the Israeli government invests heavily in the
US military industrial complex, much of which is based in
California. In recent years, there have been countless examples of
Israel and the US co-operating on joint research and development
projects, many of which are funded with the aid that America
provides to Israel. At the start of the 21st century there is no
closer ally of the United States in terms of military co-operation
than Israel.

In retrospect it appears almost criminal that there was no real,
serious discussion by both the Palestinians and the wider Arab
world to strike a deal with the Jews. The partition plan presented
by the United Nations Special Committee on Palestine (UNSCOP)
in 1947 was more than fair to the Palestinians. The division of the
land would have left the Palestinians with East Jerusalem as their
capital and a viable state in terms of continuity of land. Indeed, it
was the Jewish state that would have been more vulnerable, being
little more than twelve miles wide in places and with a very
narrow corridor linking West Jerusalem with the rest of the state.

Rational politics would seem to dictate that it would be the
Jews who would object to such a state, one that fell far short of
their minimum demands. And it is true to say that not all the
Zionist leadership accepted the plan in good faith. Others
rejected the partition as not giving enough land for a viable
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Jewish state. The mainstream Zionist leadership, however,
accepted the plan and the rest, as they say, is history. In recent
years, some revisionist historians such as Avi Shlaim have
claimed that there was in effect a plot – or collusion as he terms it
– between the Zionist leadership and King Abdullah, the leader of
TransJordan, to carve up the area earmarked to be the Palestinian
state between their two countries. This would appear to be a little
far-fetched, but it is true that since 1948 it has been in the
interests of both Israel and TransJordan’s successor, Jordan, to
work to prevent the creation of a Palestinian state, which both
countries believe to be a dangerous destabilising force on their
respective borders.

The Palestinian rejection of the partition plan is the single
biggest disaster in the history of the Palestinian people.

So why did it happen, and what was the rationale
behind it?

The lack of a well-organised and politically astute leadership is
central to the failure. Palestine was hierarchical: a few select
families set and controlled the political agenda. This group
believed that by not co-operating on any negotiations with the
Zionists they could prevent the birth of a Jewish state. When this
strategy failed spectacularly at the United Nations in 1947 they
resorted almost exclusively to the military strategy of force,
believing that they, along with their Arab brothers, could drive
the Zionists out of Palestine – thereby allowing the creation of
a Palestinian state in all the lands of the British Mandate of
Palestine.

On paper, such a rejectionist strategy was both foolhardy and
reckless. Despite a massive numerical superiority in both man-
power and weapons, the Arab armies were untested in battle.
Among the Egyptian army there was little war experience, even
among the officer class. Indeed, Egypt had decided to send troops
to Palestine to fight the newly created state of Israel only at the
last minute, and did so when it became clear that if it had
remained indifferent to the call to arms its dominant position
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within the Arab League would have been threatened.2 The
rationale behind this decision revealed a characteristic that has
been central to the Arab–Israeli conflict since 1948, namely the
importance of inter-Arab politics in dictating the responses of the
various Arabs towards Israel at any given time. It was also
unclear at the time how motivated the armies would prove in
fighting for a land that – with the exception of the local
Palestinian fighters – was not their own. Jewish forces even prior
to 1948 had proved tenacious – if somewhat badly led – and
knew that they were fighting for their very existence in Palestine,
and after 14 May 1948 for the survival of the infant state of
Israel.

The reality of the 1948 Israeli War of Independence confirmed
the Arab military over-confidence. It was at leadership level,
however, that the Arab armies were most handicapped. Little trust
existed between the various Arab war leaders. King Abdullah of
TransJordan was placed in charge of the joint Arab high
command, mainly so his actions were transparent to sceptical
Arab leaders who suspected that he was not totally committed to
the Palestinian cause. In essence, and ignoring the Israeli myths
that have grown up surrounding the 1948 war, the Arabs lost it
mainly through their own failings rather than Israel winning it.

Within eight hours of its Declaration of Independence, Israel
was attacked by seven Arab armies. By the end of the war, Israel
had not only survived, but had conquered more land that was
outside its control in the original UN Partition Plan. It paid a high
price, however, for its survival, with over 6,000 dead – around
1 per cent of the total Jewish population in Palestine. This figure
transferred into US proportions would have meant 2,500,000
lost in battle, and in UK terms some 500,000 killed. These com-
parisons illustrate the level of self-sacrifice and determination of
the Jewish people to fight for their homeland. There is no
accurate number of Arab war dead. If precise records of the figure
were kept – and Arab bureaucracy is traditionally comprehensive
– then the statistics remain locked away in Arab state archives,
whose collections of documents have never been made available
for public consumption.
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On the battlefront, the Egyptian army attacked in the south.
They quickly succeeded in reaching Gaza and carried on to the
town of Ashdod, only twenty miles south of Tel Aviv. After heavy
fighting, the Egyptians managed to cut off the Negev Desert from
the rest of Israel. In the north, the Syrians attacked the Kibbutzim
and settlements in the Galilee using their strategic positions in the
hills overlooking these areas. In the east, the Jordanian army
advanced towards Jerusalem. On top of fighting the regular Arab
armies, the newly created Israeli Defence Forces (IDF) had to deal
with continued attacks from the Palestinian Arabs. During the
initial stages of the war the IDF was ill prepared, badly armed,
and heavily outnumbered by the Arab forces. As a result, the
Arabs made many early gains. These gains, however, were short-
term. The IDF was getting stronger by the day, both in terms of
manpower and armaments. As soon as the state of Israel was
declared, it had opened its doors to the Jews that had been kept
out by the British. Holocaust survivors and illegal immigrants
held by the British in Cyprus were the first to arrive, many going
straight into the front line. Israeli officials searched the world for
arms and were successful in acquiring new weapons from
Czechoslovakia and other countries.

The IDF went on the offensive. The Syrians in the north were
pushed back, though the Jordanian army under its British
Commander, General Sir John Glubb, succeeded in capturing the
Old City in Jerusalem, the siege in Jewish western Jerusalem was
finally broken, and operations were undertaken to widen control
of the approaches to the west of the city. Not all Israeli operations
proved successful, but the general tide of the war had turned in
Israel’s favour. It was during this time that the Israeli Air Force
(IAF) became operational. Using three recently acquired second-
hand B-17 Flying Fortresses, the IAF bombed Cairo and
Damascus. In future Arab–Israeli wars the role of the IAF, and
control of the skies, became a central strategic necessity for Israel.

International pressure to broker an end to the conflict was an
ever-present factor in the war. During the initial stages, Israel had
been keen for a ceasefire in order to buy some time, but as the war
turned Israel became increasingly concerned about the prospect
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of the international community imposing a solution before it
had time to retake key strategic areas from the Arabs. Count
Bernadotte, the UN Special Mediator, had formulated a proposal
that would have led to the Negev being removed from Israel in
return for Israeli control of Western Galilee, returning Lod and
Ramle to Arab control and placing Jerusalem and the inter-
national airport at Lod (today, Ben-Gurion airport) under UN
control. Despite obvious Israeli concern over Bernadotte’s pro-
posals, he was cordially received by Ben-Gurion and other Israeli
leaders on several occasions. On 17 September 1948, however,
while driving through Jerusalem on his way to Government
House in a demilitarised part of the city, Bernadotte was gunned
down along with his French assistant. The three assailants – who
were presumed to be Jewish – escaped and were never captured.
Ben-Gurion decided that this was the time to act swiftly and
forcibly. The Irgun, which in places had continued to exist
outside the IDF chain of command, was given one day to hand
over its arms to the IDF, and some 200 members of another
Revisionist group, Lehi, including its leaders, were detained. By
the end of the crisis, all Jewish forces came under the command
structure of the IDF, and have remained so to the present day.

Only after protracted and heavy fighting in the south did the
IDF led by General Yigal Allon succeed in driving the Egyptian
forces out of the Negev and back into the Sinai Desert. The
battles in the Negev did not end until the close of January 1949,
nearly eight months after Israel’s declaration of statehood. By
this stage, the international community was becoming increas-
ingly concerned about Israeli actions in the area. International
pressure against Israel mounted as Israeli forces penetrated into
Egyptian territory. The British delivered an ultimatum to the
Israelis on 1 January 1949, that they would be forced to come to
the aid of the Egyptians. Ben-Gurion, concerned over a possible
total collapse of the Egyptian regime, and keen to avoid taking
undue risks, ordered Israeli forces to be withdrawn from the Sinai
by the following day. The Israeli actions in the south were the
final part in securing control of all the territory that had been
proposed to the Jews in the UNSCOP Partition Plan. Israel gained
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some 2,500 square miles of territory in addition to that proposed
in the original plan. Egypt and Jordan divided up the remaining
land between themselves.

Over-confidence and poor and divided military and political
leadership were not the only causes of ‘the disaster’ that befell the
Palestinian people in 1948. It was also caused to some degree by
the lack of mass communications at that time. Information was in
the hands of a select few whose own agendas often interfered
with merely presenting the facts. One such case was Deir Yassin.
Unquestionably, and for reasons that still remain disputed by
both sides, a massacre took place in this Palestinian village in the
hills around Jerusalem. Members of the Stern Gang – a Zionist
Revisionist paramilitary force – killed many of the inhabitants of
this village. Word soon spread by mouth, and the Palestinian
leadership told local Palestinian journalists covering the events to
exaggerate the massacre to include such charges that the Jewish
fighters raped the local women. Such accusations contributed to
the climate of fear that prevailed among Palestinian communities
at this time.

Today, in the age of 24/7 news networks – and high numbers of
domestic and foreign journalists in the Disputed Territories –
there is a new set of problems of news manipulation for public
relations purposes. Take the infamous example of the alleged
massacre that Palestinian leaders claim took place in the Jenin
refugee camp in 2002. The Palestinians were quick to link the
imagery of Jenin to Deir Yassin, recalling the horrors of Israeli
aggression. Even when the truth became known that no massacre
had taken place, and that, to the contrary, the Israeli army had
acted with professional restraint during military operations in the
camp, the damage to Israel’s standing in the world had already
been done.

Israeli leaders have traditionally shown themselves to be less
astute at playing this game than their Palestinian counterparts.
To a certain extent this can be attributed to the fact that the
Palestinians are generally perceived as the victims and Israel as
the aggressors. Even with the bodies of Israeli citizens scattered
on the street, foreign journalists can be heard doing their pieces to
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camera talking in terms of the Israeli occupation of Palestinian
lands. Much of this victim culture or perception stems from what
is known as the Palestinian refugee tragedy, which happened as a
result of the fighting around the 1948 war.

There can be few more emotive aspects of the Israeli–
Palestinian conflict than the issue of refugees. The Palestinian
refugees are divided into two groups: those that fled in 1948, and
a second group that left after Israel conquered the West Bank in
1967. The question of the return of the 1948 refugees is really
Palestinian code for the destruction of Israel, as it would mean the
Palestinians returning to lands that are now lived in by Israelis. In
simple terms, the refugee issue remains an important political
weapon which the Palestinians use to publicise their cause, gain
world sympathy and damage Israel’s standing among the inter-
national community. A seemingly endless stream of pressure
groups, left-wing commentators and intellectuals (such as Benny
Morris – see below) ensures that the refugee issue and Israel’s
complicity in its cause is never far from the headlines. It is
important to state from the start that the conditions in which the
1948 refugees exist is deplorable. A lack of political sympathy for
their plight should not be confused with a lack of feeling about
the humanitarian issue, which at the start of the 21st century is
wholly unacceptable.

So who caused the Palestinian refugee exodus?
And who is to blame for the appalling conditions
that some refugees have lived in for generations?

Currently in Israeli and Arab academic circles there is a hotly
contested debate over who was to blame for the exodus. A group
of scholars collectively known as the ‘new historians’ claim that
the Zionist leadership was heavily involved in forcing the
Palestinians out of the new state of Israel. Traditional Israeli
historians argue that this is nonsense and that the ‘new historians’
have in effect doctored documents from the Israeli archive to
distort the truth. A third group of historians take a much more
pragmatic line, arguing that the Zionist leadership, and David
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Ben-Gurion in particular, were no saints, but to suggest that in a
premeditated plan of effective ethnic cleansing Israeli leaders
drove large segments of the Palestinian population from their
homes and into exile is sheer folly. In truth, the evidence suggests
a complex set of reasons for the exodus, ranging from fear, to
decisions taken by the Palestinian leadership to evacuate parts of
the population with the aim of returning when the war against
the Zionists was won. The ‘new historian’ Benny Morris con-
cedes that the documentary evidence of events up to 1 June 1948
suggests a complex set of explanations for the exodus that falls
somewhere between ‘pre-planned outright IDF expulsion and
Arab-engineered Machiavellian flight’.3 Conflicts, of course,
have a nasty habit of not going to plan, and what was meant to be
a temporary period in exile for the refugees turned out to be a
permanent one, with Israelis taking over the deserted homes of
Palestinians and building new infrastructure on the site of
Palestinian villages.

To be sure, there were areas where for strategic reasons the
Israelis cleared villages. The major example of this was the clear-
ing of some Arab villages that bordered the Tel Aviv–Jerusalem
road.4 The road, which became a vital artery for supplying West
Jerusalem during the 1948 war, came under heavy Arab attack,
with Israeli convoys struggling to get through with vitally needed
supplies. The task of clearing the villages was assigned to Yitzhak
Rabin – who later described it as unpleasant, but necessary.
Charges that Ben-Gurion had ordered Rabin to ‘drive them out’
are hotly disputed. Even if Ben-Gurion did utter the phrase, it
does not amount to a call to drive the Palestinians out of Israel.

The ultimate blame for the Palestinian refugee exodus must lie
with the Arab leadership, who rejected the UN Partition Plan that
would have ensured that the majority of Palestinians would live
in their own sovereignty in a state that was internationally
recognised. The failure to agree to a political solution meant that
the Palestinian population was exposed to the uncertainties and
risks that war brings. One wonders what would have happened
to the Jews living under Palestinian sovereignty if Israel had been
defeated in its War of Independence. One can only imagine the



THE BIRTH OF THE STATE

39

horrors that they would have faced, and the risk that they would
have been expelled.

The question of blame remains a very salient issue today, as it
deeply impacts on the negotiations over how to resolve the
refugee question. The Palestinian negotiators demand the right of
return for all refugees as a cornerstone of any peace agreement
with Israel, as well as financial compensation for the refugees and
their descendants. For its part, Israel rejects the right of return,
but privately accepts that some form of compensation may
be given, provided that it does not amount to an admission of
Israeli complicity in causing the problem, and that someone foots
the bill – code for the American taxpayer. Also, any financial
compensation must come as part of an overall and compre-
hensive deal for resolving the Israeli–Palestinian dispute. Just as
the refugee issue retains huge symbolic importance for the
Palestinian people, so it strikes a nerve with the Israeli popu-
lation. Israelis view the right of return as an attempt to kick them
out of their houses, and as a major and real threat to the state
of Israel.

To some extent, all wars produce a victor and a loser, and in
brutal terms the Arab leadership gambled on being able to
overrun Israel and the Palestinian people paid the price. But what
in many ways remains even more difficult to comprehend is the
reaction of the Arab world to the exodus of Palestinians. Images
of Palestinian refugee camps are regularly shown on Western
television. The blame for the appalling conditions of some camps
is placed squarely on Israel’s soldiers. In reality, the Arab states
that host the refugees have much to answer for. Collectively, the
Arabs took the decision not to let these camps develop the
infrastructure that would indicate a degree of permanence. The
refugees were here only for a short time until the Zionist enemy
could be overrun in a second war.

To some degree, there was also the fear that had already
weak Arab regimes integrated the refugees, the destabilising
effect of this would have led to the overthrow of the regime. King
Hussein of Jordan was all too acutely aware of these dangers
after Palestinians living in Jordan attempted to undermine the
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Hashemite Kingdom, events that led to Black September in 1970,
when the King finally lost patience and moved to expel the PLO
from Jordan. The Lebanese – the PLO’s next port of call – fared
little better, with the Palestinians creating a state within a state in
the south of the country and using Lebanese territory to mount
attacks into northern Israel. Just as attacks from camps in Jordan
had led to widespread retaliation from Israel, so the same cycle of
violence developed in Lebanon, culminating in Israel’s invasion
of the country in June 1982.

It was during this war, which took place in the political chaos
following the Lebanese civil war, that the massacres at the
Palestinian refugee camps at Sabra and Shatilla in Beirut occurred
in September 1982. Though the massacre was actually carried
out by a local Lebanese Christian Phalangist militia, the Arab
world and much of the international community blamed Israel,
which at the time was occupying Beirut. Events at Sabra and
Shatilla shocked most Israelis and led to the largest demonstra-
tion in Israel’s history. The Israeli commission of inquiry called
for the Minister of Defence, Ariel Sharon, to be removed from his
position, and censured several heads of the army.

In terms of the Palestinian refugees, it reinforced their victim
status and the image of Israel as a ruthless aggressive state. As a
result, the key names in the Palestinian annals of refugee history
are Deir Yassin, Sabra and Shatilla, and Jenin. The Palestinian
leadership, to help create the victim culture, has ruthlessly
exploited all three massacres – or alleged massacres. The down-
side of this for the Palestinian leadership has been that, by talking
up the importance of the refugee, they have made it harder for
themselves to effectively compromise on the issue during negoti-
ations. During the recent aborted Oslo peace process, Yasser
Arafat was effectively asked to cut a deal for the majority of
Palestinians that would leave out the minority of Palestinians
who live in exile in the refugee camps. Despite the political
rationality of cutting a deal that would have led to a Palestinian
state in the vast majority of the West Bank and Gaza Strip, Arafat
felt compelled to hold out for a deal for the refugees – one which
was not forthcoming from Israel.
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An overlooked area of the refugee crisis caused by the 1948
war is the question of the Jewish refugees who were expelled from
their Arab countries of origin following the creation of Israel. As
with the Palestinian refugees, it is difficult to say for sure just how
many Jewish refugees there were, though even the lowest
estimates put the figure at around 750,000. So what did the cash-
strapped Israeli state do with these Jewish refugees, most of
whom arrived with very little? They did not leave them in camps
to rot and to remind the world of the harsh treatment that they
had received in their Arab country of origin. In contrast to the
Arab leaderships with the Palestinian refugees, the Israeli
leadership moved to integrate them fully within the state. To be
fair, Israel had a vested interest in absorbing the immigrants to
boost the demographic balance in the country in favour of Jews.
That said, however, it still meant major short-term sacrifices for
the infant state.

At the end of 1948, Israel had been established and successfully
defended. The precedent of Israel winning the war and being
unable to turn its military victory into a political one had also
been set. For Israel, a political victory has always been defined as
being able to agree peace with the Arab states on its own terms –
in effect, to force the Arabs to the negotiating table when they
realise that they can’t defeat Israel on the battleground. Back in
1949, there was a sense of optimism among some Israeli leaders
that the Arab states would accept their defeat in the war and look
to forge a peace with Israel. The armistice talks on the Greek
island of Rhodes that took place at the conclusion of the war
were intended to serve as the springboard for meaningful peace
negotiations and agreements within six months. Such an aim
proved over-ambitious and, in retrospect, extremely naïve.
Though the talks did produce armistice agreements between
Israel and Egypt, Jordan, Lebanon and Syria, there were no
meaningful peace negotiations.

A young Yitzhak Rabin, who had been dispatched by Ben-
Gurion as a member of the Israeli delegation to the talks, thought
that the agreements were very bad for Israel, and begged not to
have to sign the documents. Rabin sensed at the talks that the
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agreements would lead to another round of hostilities in the near
future. Another young officer who was part of the Egyptian
delegation, Gamal Abdul Nasser, and who met Rabin during the
talks, was to play a major role in proving Rabin correct.

So why was there no peace following the 1948 war? And
who is to blame?

Within the Arab leadership there was a sense of shock and dismay
that, after a positive start, the war had gone so badly. Many of
the regimes that had been unstable before the war started to
crumble, to be replaced by military juntas and coup followed by
counter-coup. Arab strategists picked over the running of the war
and argued that the greatest Arab deficiencies had been in the
lack of co-ordinated planning between the various armies, which
had meant they had not maximised their manpower and fire-
power superiority over the Israelis. In short, the war planners
looked to learn the military lessons to ensure that the Arabs
would be victorious in the second round of hostilities.

The ‘Arab street’ remained extremely hostile to Israel, and this
in turn tended to reinforce the rhetoric used by Arab leaders
hopeful of scoring populist points and avoiding talking about
other more difficult areas, such as the transition of many Arab
economies from agricultural-based ones to manufacturing. Arab
leaders have always used the Arab–Israeli conflict not only as a
means of ensuring the legitimacy of their rule, but also as a
convenient excuse for the shortcomings of their regime. Every-
thing from unemployment to the price of bread was put down to
the Zionists. Sadly, this strategy was shown to work, and Arab
leaders have refined it and fine-tuned it over the years, and it
remains largely in place today.

Israel was no innocent party either. Any formal peace deal with
the Arabs following the war would have meant Israel making
concessions on the issue of the Palestinian refugees and returning
to the original UN Partition Plan by handing back the land they
had conquered during the war. If the war had taught the Israeli
leadership one thing, it was that the original partition plan left
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parts of Israel – such as Jerusalem – highly vulnerable to Arab
attack. The debate in Israel over peace opened up divisions
between its political élite, but Ben-Gurion, who favoured the
status quo of no war and no peace, was the dominant figure.5

Michael Oren has astutely summarised the reasons why there
were no formal peace agreements prior to the Suez War of 1956:
‘Nasser could not agree to a settlement that would undermine his
status in the Arab world, while Ben-Gurion would not make
major territorial and financial sacrifices to achieve a mere non
belligerency pact with a single Arab state.’6 In reality, Israel
would not acquire the bargaining chips it felt it needed to trade
until the Six Day War of 1967. From then onwards, the debate
centred on returning the West Bank, Golan Heights and Gaza
Strip, which Israel conquered during the war, to the Arabs.

Israel was to remain isolated both politically and economically
in the Middle East until the first real cracks in the Arab wall of
rejection started to show with the visit of President Anwar Sadat
to Jerusalem in 1977. Had King Abdullah of Jordan not been
assassinated by a Palestinian as he entered the al-Aqsa mosque in
Jerusalem in July 1951, then he might have been the first Arab
leader to make peace with the Jewish state, though he faced
considerable opposition from his subjects to any deal with Israel.

In many ways, King Abdullah’s difficulties in his peace-making
attempts mirrored the difficulties of the Camp David Summit in
2000. Leaders with little or no mandate from their respective
constituencies, negotiating with one eye on their own political
legacy, do not make good ingredients for successful peace-
making. Just as King Abdullah was not in a strong enough
position to be able to force a deal through, so Ehud Barak and
Yasser Arafat were in a similar boat.

Georg Hegel, the 19th-century German philosopher, famously
wrote that experience and history teach that nations and
governments have never learnt anything from history, nor acted
upon any lessons that might have been drawn from it. Looking at
the history of the Israeli–Palestinian conflict, there would appear
to be a strong case to support this theory. President Clinton
ignored the warning signs that lit up the road to Camp David: the
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political weakness of Ehud Barak, who was elected in Israel on a
deliberately vague platform of peace and security; and Yasser
Arafat, who an increasingly large segment of the Palestinian
population were – in private – beginning to view as an obstacle to
their nationalist aspirations, and whose rating in Palestinian
opinion polls was declining.

If President Clinton had understood the setting and language
of the Arab–Israeli conflict, he would not have set up the three-
men-in-a-lifeboat scenario, which is what the summit really
amounted to. The President, no matter how unwittingly, pushed
Barak and Arafat overboard to try to save his own skin. Barak
shared some of the responsibility for his own demise. According
to Secretary of State Madeline Albright, he had pressurised
Clinton into convening a summit (Barak wrongly believed that a
pressure-cooker atmosphere would produce results).7 A true
American statesman would not have listened to him. Clinton by
this stage, however, had abandoned political judgement in favour
of ‘win or bust’ on one last hand of blackjack. For their part, the
Palestinians went public in their criticism of the President,
complaining that he had pushed the date for the summit on a
Palestinian delegation that was hardly ready.8 According to Abu
Mazen, President Clinton, in pressurising Arafat, argued that if
the Palestinians had declined the opportunity to take part in the
talks they would have been blamed for the failure of the process.9

With typical predictability, within a year Barak was banished
from the political arena, thrashed by the veteran hard-liner Ariel
Sharon in Israel’s election for Prime Minister. Arafat, blamed by
even his European allies for the collapse of the talks, took the
only road he knows and understands, a return to tactical armed
struggle against Israel – not in the name of Palestinian national-
ism, but more by way of saving his own skin. So when President
Clinton pointed his finger, he should have done so at himself. As a
leading Republican and astute foreign policy observer, Senator
John McCain noted in 2001 that he could not help but feel that
the President’s foreign policy had laid the seeds of 25 years of war
for America to deal with.
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CHAPTER THREE

Searching For a Place Among
Nations: The Old World
Versus the New

It seems hard to believe now, but when Israel was created, the
intention of its founding fathers was for the Jewish state to be a
non-aligned country – looking neither east nor west.1 So what
changed? Why is it today so closely associated with the United
States that joint flag-burning of the Stars and Stripes and Star of
David has become the norm among militant Islamic groups in the
region? Such is the perceived closeness of the relationship that
frequently used phrases for Israel in the Arab media include
‘American Zionist entity’ and ‘the junior Satan’. Politically, Israel
is viewed by some in the Arab world as the American regional
puppet, and as the 51st state. Some more anti-Semitic groups
stress the importance of the Jewish lobby in the United States in
controlling US policy towards Israel, while others talk openly
about the ‘Jews’ in the White House. Regarding the latter, the
current Bush administration – which is generally viewed as the
most pro-Israel administration in history – must disappoint those
conspiracy theorists with its lack of Jews serving in senior
positions.

What led Israel to the United States and vice versa was a
combination of strategic, political and cultural factors. It was
not, however, until the Suez War of 1956 starkly revealed the
new Cold War regional order of its day that Israel’s relations with
the United States took on heightened significance. The war
illustrated to the most recent imperial powers in the region,
France and the United Kingdom – who less than half a century
previously had carved up the bulk of the Middle East between
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them with the Sykes–Picot Agreement of 1916 – that they were
no longer the major external powers in the region. The new
external power-brokers were the United States and the Soviet
Union, and the Middle East was to become a major theatre of
conflict in the Cold War right up until the collapse of the Soviet
Union at the start of the 1990s.

Some – such as the British parliamentarian and writer Enoch
Powell – query Suez as the cut-off point for ‘the British empires in
the sand’.2 Surely the British must have realised that their days as
a regional power were over at the end of the Second World War
and the handing over of the British Mandate to the United States?
British and French policy-makers, however, were slow to grasp
the new post-Second World War realities and the decline of
empire and rise of de-colonisation. The Labour government in
Britain led by Clement Attlee had continued to believe that it had
a role to play in bringing peace between Israel and the Arabs. For
a variety of domestic and foreign policy reasons, the Attlee
government was very anti-Israeli. Proposals such as calling on
Israel to return the Negev in exchange for peace with Egypt did
not go down well in Jerusalem. David Ben-Gurion was particu-
larly distrustful of the British, viewing them as pro-Arab and as
perceiving Israel as a country that could be bullied into reaching
accords with the Arab states on the terms, and serving the
interests, of the British only. The Foreign and Commonwealth
Office (FCO) was singled out for special criticism, staffed as it
was – and remains today – by Arabists whose aim is to preserve
the pro-Arab nature of British foreign policy-making. The FCO
as an institution reflects the consensus within Whitehall that the
UK’s national interest is often best served by developing and
maintaining close links with Arab states, and that Israel is little
more than a nuisance. As a result, the FCO is often quick to
condemn Israeli actions, and even its research wing has a
tendency to exclude people whose opinions do not match the
institutional consensus.

In the period between its creation in 1948 and the Suez War of
1956, Israel found itself suffering from similar problems with the
State Department in the United States, which is largely staffed by
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Arabists who owe their career development to time spent serving
in Arab capitals.3 Again, the collective policy-making output of
the State Department at the time was aimed at ensuring the
maintenance of US interests in the Middle East region which
were, in their view, best served by developing alliances with Arab
states. The actions of the State Department and Secretary of State
Marshall in opposing the creation of Israel back in 1948 reflected
the start of this policy. To a certain extent, the Middle East was
less strategically important for the United States than for the UK
or France at this time, simply because the US was less reliant on
the region for its oil supplies.

For Israel, Suez marked an important turning point in both
domestic and foreign policy.4 Henry Kissinger’s famous quip that
in Israel there is no such thing as foreign policy, only domestic
policy, appears to be borne out by events here. In short, Suez
reflected the victory for Israel’s first leader, David Ben-Gurion
and his supporters, over its second Prime Minister, Moshe
Sharett, who was more open than Ben-Gurion to agreeing to
make meaningful concessions to the Arabs in return for peace.
Like everything in Israeli politics, it was not that simple. Ben-
Gurion wanted to promote some of his young supporters over
and above the generation of the Third Aliyah, whom the ‘old
man’ saw as unsuitable for high office. Among Ben-Gurion’s
‘young turks’ were Moshe Dayan and Shimon Peres, who in the
ensuing decades both went on to hold almost every high office in
Israel.

In strategic terms, Ben-Gurion’s and his allies’ argument was
that the military balance of the Middle East was changing fast,
and not in Israel’s favour. If Israel did not act immediately to
check this shift, then it might be too late. The threat was both real
and perceived. President Gamal Nasser had been busy re-arming
Egypt’s armed forces since coming to power. In truth, however, it
is unclear what Nasser’s short-term intentions were regarding
Israel. In his first major speech as President he outlined what was
then in the Arab world a radical programme of social and
economic reform, at the centre of which was the desire to rid
Egypt of what he saw as the economic colonialism that had
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existed even after the country had become independent. No
mention was made during the speech of the Arab–Israeli conflict.
This led some to conclude that Nasser would devote his time and
energies to domestic policy. His major overseas adversary
appeared to be the United Kingdom, which still controlled the
Suez Canal, a vital artery for the oil supply route from the Middle
East. Hopes were raised when Nasser appeared to give the green
light to secret talks between Egyptian and Israeli officials in Paris.
The talks, sadly, were aborted after a rogue Israeli spy ring
operating in Egypt was caught attempting to place bombs in
Cairo cinemas. Despite private messages sent by the then Israeli
Prime Minister, Moshe Sharett, to Nasser stating that he had not
authorised the actions, Nasser concluded that even if what
Sharett claimed were true, the ‘hard-liners’ in Israel were in
control and were sending him a clear message. In Israel, the
political fallout from what became known as the Lavon Affair
(after Pinhas Lavon, the Minister of Defence) rumbled on for
over a decade.

If this was a brief window of opportunity, it did not re-open for
many years, as the Egyptian leader adopted increasingly hard-
line positions towards Israel. He started to re-arm Egyptian
forces with modem weapons for, as he put it, ‘the decisive battle
for the destruction of Israel’ that was to follow. On 27 September
1955, Egypt signed a massive arms deal with Czechoslovakia that
transformed the Egyptian forces into a fully-fledged modern
army and provided the Soviet bloc with its first major foothold in
the region. The arms agreement gave Nasser a major political
boost and helped to establish him as the leading anti-Western-
imperialist in the region.

Among his many mischief-making activities, Nasser backed
the cross-border fedayeen raids by Palestinian guerrillas on Israel
and supplied weapons to the FLN (Front de Libération
Nationale) in Algeria who were fighting against French rule.
Unwittingly, he had given Israel and France a common cause that
Israel was to exploit. Egypt had taken two decisions that appeared
to provide a clear insight into its intentions: the establishment of
a joint military command between Egypt and Syria in 1955
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(Jordan joined in 1956), which was perceived as an indication
that Nasser was organising the Arab world for a second war
against Israel; and the nationalisation of the Suez Canal on 27
July 1956. The latter was seen as a threat to British and French
strategic interests, notably the oil supply routes through the
canal, and mobilised the two European powers to make contin-
gency plans for dealing with Egypt. British and French forces
were moved into the Mediterranean in order to prepare for a
potential seizing of the canal zone. Though this aspect of the crisis
was independent of the Arab–Israeli conflict, it had an effect on
the Israeli decision-making process and the planning of the
campaign against Egypt.

On 1 September 1956, the Israeli Military Attaché in Paris
cabled Moshe Dayan, the Israeli Chief of Staff, informing him of
the Anglo-French military plan against the Suez Canal, and that
the French military were keen for Israel to participate in the
operation. Ben-Gurion replied that he was ‘in principle’ in favour
of Israel co-operating in such an operation. A series of initial
meetings followed, before a secret summit was held in Sèvres, at
which Ben-Gurion (Dayan and Peres), the French Prime Minister
Guy Mollet and the British Foreign Secretary Selwyn Lloyd
worked out the details of the military plan. An atmosphere of
mistrust remained between Ben-Gurion and the British govern-
ment, left over from the twilight period of the British Mandate in
Palestine – and also as a result of British governments’ attempts at
intervention in the Arab–Israeli conflict between 1948 and 1956.
Consequently, the plan was devised so that Israel’s first moves
would not be interpreted as an invasion, so that its forces could be
withdrawn should the British and French not keep their side
of the bargain. Eventually, the Sèvres Protocol was signed on
24 October 1956, and only three copies of the document were
created. The British Prime Minister, Anthony Eden, probably
fearing the damage if the document was leaked, ordered the
British copy to be destroyed.

The fighting started rather quietly on 29 October 1956. During
the first 24 hours, the Egyptians were not sure if the operation
was an invasion or just another reprisal raid. The Israeli military
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planners had got it right and had used a classic strategy of the
decoy – in this case, moving troops towards the Jordanian border
where tensions were running high due to a series of incursions
and retaliatory raids by Israeli forces. Israeli paratroops were
dropped into the central Sinai at the eastern entrance to the Mitia
Pass, some 145 miles from Israel and only 45 miles from the Suez
Canal. There is little doubt that such a daring opening added to
the element of surprise and Egyptian confusion at the true
intentions of the 395 paratroopers who took part in the drop.
Strategically, this area was vital, as it cut the southern Sinai from
the northern sector and gave the Israeli forces an early advantage
that they did not lose. The key to the Israeli plan was time. The
Israeli General Staff (military high command) argued that
international pressure would soon build for a ceasefire – and it
was vital for Israeli forces to achieve their war aims as quickly as
possible.

The major Israeli war aims were threefold: to destroy the
Palestinian fedayeen infrastructure in the El Arish and Gaza
areas; to end the threat posed by Egyptian forces in the Sinai; and
to capture the strategically important Red Sea port of Sharm el
Sheikh. In just over one week, Israel had reached its objectives.
Israeli predictions, however, of the growing international
pressures proved to be well founded. President Eisenhower was
furious about the outbreak of the war, coming as it did only a few
days before the US Presidential elections. On 30 October, the US
convened the UN Security Council and called for Israeli forces to
withdraw to the 1949 armistice lines. Britain and France vetoed
the motion. From a British perspective, this was the first time that
it had used its power of veto: doing so in favour of Israel must
have seemed a little ironic, given its aforementioned hostility to
Israel.

On 31 October, against a backdrop of British and French
bombing of Egyptian airfields, the UN General Assembly met to
add further pressure to intensive diplomatic efforts from the USA
and the Soviet Union to end hostilities. At the same time, Anglo-
French forces were sailing across the Mediterranean, but it was a
battle against time before international pressure for a ceasefire



SEARCHING FOR A PLACE AMONG NATIONS

51

became too strong. Increasingly hostile public opinion at home
meant that additional limitations were imposed on British oper-
ations by the political masters. On 6 November, British troops
landed at Port Said and the French at Port Fouad, but before the
forces could break out, the British government – under intense
foreign and domestic pressures – agreed to a ceasefire for mid-
night on 6/7 November. The French had no real alternative but to
follow the British, and so the 1956 Suez crisis came to an end.

In military terms, Israel emerged from the Suez War having
achieved its military aims. It occupied the Sinai, the Gaza Strip
and the port of Sharm el Sheikh. In political terms, its gains on the
ground proved to be short-lived. Under intense pressure from the
United States – acting both directly and through the United
Nations – Israel was quickly forced to return all these lands to
Egypt. Worse still for Israel was the fact that President Nasser not
only remained in power, but was perceived by the majority of the
Arab population as having stood up to Western imperialism; and
that the UK and France were perceived as having come to Israel’s
rescue (this of course was far removed from the true picture).5

The United States, which viewed Nasser as a nuisance and the
Suez crisis not sufficient to merit the use of force6 (there is an
interesting irony here with Saddam Hussein), effectively made
Israel pay a heavy price for the war. Despite this setback, US–
Israeli relations were becoming closer. The bi-polar Cold War
international system was already developing, with Egypt being
re-armed by the Soviet Union, and Israel coming to be seen as a
strategic ally of the United States. Britain and France, meanwhile,
all but disappeared as regional players. It was not until the EEC
was born, and its successor the EU, that Europe would attempt
to play a major role in the Middle East.7 Israeli suspicions
of Europe, which were put on temporary hold during Suez,
returned, and to this day Israeli governments argue that there is
little role for Europe to play in the region until it adopts a more
balanced approach (code for less pro-Arab) to the affairs of
the region.

In recent years, tensions between Israel and Europe have
become even more profound. While Israel enjoys a healthy trading
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relationship with member states of the EU, on a political level the
EU has been extremely critical of Israel’s actions in the West Bank
and Gaza Strip, which Israel has controlled since the Six Day War
of 1967. Tensions exist at both the EU institutional level and
between Israel and specific member states. European leaders have
tended to take a more pro-Palestinian line than their American
counterparts, and there has always been a feeling in Jerusalem
that some European leaders wish to impose an agreement on the
Arab–Israeli conflict that does not fully take into account Israel’s
security needs.

From time to time, a European leader will put himself forward
and attempt to sell himself as ‘Israel’s friend’. The current British
Prime Minister, Tony Blair, is one such figure. He informs Israeli
PMs that he defends Israel’s interests in the EU, while at the same
time making speeches in the House of Commons calling on Israel
to make the kind of concessions than many Israelis regard as a
collective form of national suicide. His wife oversteps the mark of
decency by condoning the motives for suicide bombers. In truth,
Israel’s only recent friend in the UK has been Margaret Thatcher,
who placed Israel very much in the category of the front line
against terrorism, and not the cause of it.8 Blair thinks that Israel
is both, and this inconsistency makes the relationship Israel has
with the UK insecure and problematic. Though in private he is
uneasy dealing with Yasser Arafat and all his baggage, and
prefers to talk to other Palestinian leaders, he still insists that
Arafat is relevant to the process.9 What he fails to comprehend is
that Arafat remains, to a certain degree, relevant through the
actions of himself and other European leaders.

Israel’s post-Suez relationship with the United States developed
into what many commentators describe as the ‘special relation-
ship’. Strategically, as the Cold War developed and the Soviet
Union formed patron–client ties with the Arab world – which
included substantial transfer of weapons to the Arabs – so Israel
became an important ally of the United States in its quest to stop
the spread of Soviet influence in the Middle East. During the
1960s this strategic relationship was translated into arms sales by
the US to Israel, and the development of the concept of ‘qualitative



SEARCHING FOR A PLACE AMONG NATIONS

53

edge’ of equipment. The thinking behind this is that Israel needs
to make up for its manpower deficiency in respect to the Arab
armies by having a better-equipped army in terms of planes,
tanks, missiles etc. This doctrine has become central to Israeli
military planning needs, and it takes a great deal of capital to
maintain the advantage.

Closely related to this is the concept of Israeli deterrence
systems that are aimed at preventing a war from starting in the
first place. It was in this area that the major bone of contention
arose between Israel, the United States and the Arab world during
the 1960s, namely the building of Israel’s nuclear reactor at
Dimona and the revelation that Israel had become a nuclear
power. Ben-Gurion had taken the first steps towards turning
Israel into a nuclear power in 1957–8. At first, there was little
debate among the Israeli élite on the issue, and any reservations
that were raised were in the areas of the cost of the programme
and technical issues. It was only in the 1960s that debates on
Israel’s nuclear choices and the effects of these on Israeli
deterrents and military systems started taking place among the
élite, and these were kept away or disguised from the public.10

Even today, Israel refuses to publicly acknowledge that it has a
nuclear bomb, to avoid being forced into signing non-nuclear-
proliferation treaties. A leading Israeli scientist who attempted to
expose the truth to the Sunday Times in the UK remains in jail,
held in solitary confinement (so he cannot pass on secrets to
fellow inmates) after being kidnapped by Israeli agents and flown
back to Israel. Though to outsiders his treatment appears harsh,
most countries, including the United Kingdom, would likely have
taken such action if a scientist sought to reveal nuclear secrets in
times of war.

The Arab states have consistently argued that there is no
justification for Israel to hold nuclear powers. This argument
seems rather strange, given the fact that the Arab states still
actively seek the destruction of Israel. Israel’s nuclear programme
raises the question of double standards, as Samuel Huntington
has outlined: ‘non-westerners do not hesitate to point out the
gaps between Western principle and Western action. Hypocrisy,
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double standards, and but nots are the price of universalist
pretensions … non-proliferation is preached for Iran and Iraq but
not for Israel’.11 The concept of Western (code for US) double
standards is used in the Arab world as a rallying point for often
militant opposition to Israeli and US actions in the region.

The United States had two major fears about Israel’s nuclear
weapons: they would lead to nuclear proliferation in the Middle
East; and whether Israel could be trusted with command and
control. Israel was not alone in attempting to build nuclear
weapons. President Nasser of Egypt had a nuclear programme
staffed mainly by ex-Nazi scientists. Israeli intelligence targeted
these scientists in an assassination campaign, and for this and a
number of technical reasons, Egypt gave up its quest for an
independent nuclear capability and instead came to rely on the
Soviet Union for a nuclear umbrella.

What remains unclear is under what circumstances Israel
would be prepared to use its nuclear weapons. On only two
occasions was the issue raised at leadership level, and even here
the seriousness of the threat to use the weapons is uncertain.
During the early stages of the Yom Kippur War of 1973, when it
looked a distinct possibility that Israeli forces might be overrun
by Egyptian and Syrian forces, Moshe Dayan, the then Minister
of Defence, is said to have raised the issue of the use of a tactical
nuclear strike as a last resort. The idea appears to have been
quickly dismissed, and there is no published record of any serious
discussion having taken place about using such weapons.

In the lead-up to the Persian Gulf War of 1991, the Israeli
Prime Minister, Yitzhak Shamir, sent a message through diplo-
matic and intelligence channels to Saddam Hussein marking out
the red lines for the coming war. Shamir stated that if Iraq used
chemical warheads in any missiles that were launched against
Israel, then Israel would respond with a tactical nuclear strike on
Iraq. Again, the seriousness of Shamir’s threat was never tested,
as Iraq refrained from using weapons that contained chemical or
biological warheads, and indeed one warhead was made of
cement.12 On this occasion, Israeli deterrence worked. One can
only speculate what Saddam Hussein would have done if Israel
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did not have its nuclear deterrent, but it surely would have
tempted him to use more deadly weapons than the conventional
SCUDs he employed against Israel.

Saddam Hussein was no stranger to nuclear technology. Back
in the late 1970s and early 80s, Iraq undertook a programme to
build a bomb. The Israeli government led by Menachem Begin
monitored developments closely, and eventually took the
decision in 1981 to launch a daring air raid on Iraq’s nuclear
reactor near Baghdad, which resulted in its destruction. At the
time, Israel was widely condemned by the international com-
munity for its actions, and the raid caused some tension for a
period between the Begin government and the new administra-
tion in the United States led by President Ronald Reagan. In
retrospect, however, the prospect of Saddam having nuclear
weapons is terrifying. Unlike Israel, his record indicates that he
would have been partial to using them in the Gulf War against
Iran, and even against his own people. The removal of Saddam
from Kuwait in 1991 would have been greatly complicated by
Iraqi nuclear weapons, and whether he would have used them
against Israel.

In recent years, the nuclear question has focused on Iran and its
attempts to build a nuclear reactor and gather the necessary
materials to have the capability of building a nuclear bomb.
Before September 11, Israel was a lonely voice in warning the
world of the dangers of Iran acquiring nuclear weapons. To be
sure, the US was closely monitoring events, but it was left to Israel
to threaten military action. Plans were drawn up in Tel Aviv to
attack Iran’s nuclear reactors, but as yet had not been given the
political green light. Since September 11, the United States has
pursued a much more aggressive campaign against Iran and its
quest for nuclear weapons.

The complexities of the Israeli–US relationship have certainly
been compounded by Israel’s decision in effect to develop its own
fully independent nuclear umbrella. It is, to some degree, under-
standable given Israel’s history and the basic fact that at crucial
times it has had to stand alone in a hostile neighbourhood.
Nobody talks about nuclear weapons in these terms, but when it
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comes down to it they really are Israel’s way of ensuring that
there can never be a Holocaust of the Jews in the Middle East as
there was with the European Jewry. The notion of self-sufficiency
in terms of defence and deterrence is therefore a central pillar of
Israel’s security doctrine. The recent US efforts at counter-
proliferation, with its implication for America not to use nuclear
weapons first, has a profound impact on Israel’s need to maintain
its own weapons.13 In short, Israel can’t rely on a US nuclear
umbrella – especially with American interests in the Arab world.

So what about the $3 billion that the United States gives
to Israel each year? Does this not make Israel a puppet
state of the US and damage its independence?

The simple answer is no and yes. Critics of Israel such as Edward
Said take great exception to its reliance on US aid, which Said
breaks down to around $1,000 per Israeli man, woman and child
each year.14 The aid, which is divided roughly equally between
military and economic, has a complicated history that dates back
to the Yom Kippur War. During the war, the United States
transported large plane-loads of arms to Israel to help replace the
weapons that had been lost during the initial Egyptian and Syrian
thrust of the war. Israel sustained heavy casualties during this
period of the fighting and much of its front-line equipment was
destroyed, particularly tanks. This airlift helped Israel secure
victory more quickly than would otherwise have been the case. It
did not, however, alter the course of a war that had already
turned in Israel’s favour. After the conflict, Israel became
increasingly dependent on the US for aid to address the cost of
paying for the war and the subsequent rebuilding, together with
the international recession of the 1970s.

In recent years, there have been calls from some Israeli leaders
for the country to start weaning itself off the economic aid.15

Leaders such as Yossi Beilin argue, correctly, that Israel has to
stand on its own two feet, and that the aid acts as a form of
subsidy that distorts the true nature of the Israeli economy and
helps postpone difficult decisions from being taken on economic
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reform and liberalisation. With the recent wave of Palestinian
violence and the subsequent damage that this has done to the
Israeli economy, it looks probable that Israel will not be able to
address this question before the Arab–Israeli conflict is resolved.

It is worth pointing out that Israel is not the only Middle
Eastern country to benefit from aid from the United States. Since
signing the Camp David Accords in 1978, Egypt has received $2
billion of aid from the US each year. The award of this aid was
central in the late President Sadat’s decision to sign a peace treaty
with Israel. Jordan also receives generous benefits in the form of
direct aid or the writing off of debts, as did the Palestinian
Authority (PA) before it resorted to tactical violence to achieve its
political aims.

With Israel’s relatively low credit rating for a developed
nation, it has on two occasions in the recent past had to ask the
US to act as guarantor in order for it to borrow money. In 1991,
the issue of the Shamir government’s request for $10 billion of
loan guarantees became a major hot potato as the US administra-
tion led by President Bush Sr attempted to link the issue of the
granting of the guarantees, which were badly needed by Israel to
help alleviate the effects of a recession and to successfully absorb
the influx of immigrants from the Soviet Union who were
arriving in Israel, to a freeze on settlement building. The dispute
over the granting of the loan guarantees epitomised the tensions
and bad blood between the Bush and Shamir administrations. It
is probably fair to say that the period between 1990 and 1992
marked the lowest point in US–Israeli relations. This despite the
fact that Shamir had taken the highly unpopular decision among
his Cabinet colleagues not to respond to Iraqi SCUD missile
attacks during the Persian Gulf War in case it damaged the US-led
coalition.

Shamir, incorrectly, saw the dispute as a one-off that would
soon be resolved, and thought that normal service would soon be
resumed.16 In reality, it reflected changes in the strategic use of
Israel to the US in light of the demise of the Soviet Union, and self-
imposed US pressure to move forward the peace process between
the Israelis and Arabs. The aim of the latter was to help alleviate
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the charge of double standards over the enforcement of UN
Resolutions regarding an Iraqi withdrawal from Kuwait and
similar resolutions calling for an Israeli withdrawal from the
Disputed Territories. In short, it appeared that Israel was no
longer as necessary a partner in the region for the US as it
had been since Suez. The Bush administration seemed intent on
developing ties with the Gulf States in the hope of winning big
military and civilian contracts from these countries, as well as
developing closer ties with moderate Arab states as part of the US
policy of dual containment of Iraq and Iran.

Few were more acutely aware of these changes than Yitzhak
Rabin, who had just defeated his old rival Shimon Peres to
become leader of the Israeli Labour Party, some fifteen years after
he had been forced to resign over his wife’s failure to close a bank
account during his tenure as Ambassador in Washington. Rabin
understood the relative weakness of Israel, and after winning the
general election in June 1992, attempted to seek an accommo-
dation with the Arabs using a ‘land for peace’ formula because he
viewed peace as imperative to Israel’s continued existence.

Central to Rabin’s thinking was the fear that the outside world
led by the United States would eventually force Israel to accept a
deal with the Arab states on terms that were far from favourable
for the Jewish state. Better to exploit the demise of the Soviet
Union, and the emergence of the United States as the sole
superpower in the region, to agree a deal with as many Arab
states as possible, and with the Palestinians. Rabin viewed such
agreements as strengthening Israel, not weakening it, by firmly
establishing Israel’s position in the new world order. Rabin also
foresaw a second round of hostilities against Saddam Hussein
that in his opinion would further erode Israel’s position, and
would lead to the United States coming under strong pressure
from Arab states to deal with the question of the perceived case of
double standards. What Rabin did not predict, however, was that
Great Britain, which had stood side by side with the Americans in
Iraq, would lead the campaign to pressurise Israel into making
concessions while Palestinian violence continued unabated.

Back in 1992, Rabin proved just the tonic the American
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administration needed. His acceptance of land for peace, and
clever definition of settlement freeze, meant that Israel was soon
granted the loan guarantees and Rabin found himself the man of
the hour in Washington, both with President Bush who invited
him to the US, and with his successor President Clinton. Rabin
placed a great deal of importance on, and spent much time
developing, good personal relations with both Bush and Clinton.
Contrary to the public’s impression of him, Rabin is an extremely
charismatic and charming man when on a one-to-one with some-
one he clearly accepts to be above him in the pecking order.

In all special relationships, the ties that bind allies together
exist even without the added ingredient of personal chemistry
between the leaders, but the latter can help forge even greater
understandings. In the early days of the state, Ben-Gurion pre-
ferred not to visit the United States and instead Chaim Weizman,
Israel’s first President, and Golda Meir did much of the meeting
and greeting. Later, President Nixon was a great admirer of
Golda Meir and Yitzhak Rabin. Conversely, Menachem Begin
viewed President Carter with great suspicion yet still managed to
help secure the Camp David Accords, Israel’s first treaty with an
Arab state.

It was President Clinton, however, who took the importance of
personal chemistry to new heights. His relationship with Yitzhak
Rabin was extremely close, almost father and son. Both men
shared similar visions of peace-making – the land for peace
formula. To a certain extent, Rabin may have duped Clinton into
thinking that he was willing to go much further than in reality he
wanted – or was able – in offering concessions. Near the end of
his life, Rabin was becoming more contractually committed to
the Clinton-sponsored process with the Palestinians, signing
additional agreements with Arafat, while at the same time his
reservations were increasing about the failure of the Palestinian
Authority to prevent an increasing number of terrorist attacks on
Israelis. Clinton spoke movingly at Rabin’s funeral in November
1995, and promised that the search for peace would continue –
code for expecting more Israeli concessions within the land for
peace framework. The election of Benjamin Netanyahu in May
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of the following year led to one of the most difficult periods in
Israeli–US relations. For a start there was a clear lack of personal
chemistry between the two leaders. They did not share a political,
social and economic vision, as Rabin and Clinton had enjoyed. In
the area of peace-making, there were major differences of both
style and substance in their approaches that caused tensions
almost immediately.

In short, Clinton expected Israel to continue to make conces-
sions to the Palestinians in order to attempt to keep the Oslo
peace process on track. Netanyahu, who had rejected the Oslo
Accords during his time as Leader of the Opposition, had only
accepted them during the election campaign. Israeli cynics – and
many Arabs – suggested that he had accepted the accords only to
get himself elected in Israel’s first direct elections for Prime
Minister. This was unfair, but Netanyahu was keen to re-
negotiate some of the accords and, put simply, Clinton was not.
The old quip of Napoleon, who stated that a man may be a good
general, but asked: is he a lucky one?, is also extremely relevant to
politics. Netanyahu was certainly not blessed with good fortune.
As he assumed office, the implementation of the Oslo Accords –
which had already been dogged by crisis after crisis – was
entering an even more complex and dangerous phase. Netanyahu
was faced with a series of conflicting pressures. Most of his own
Cabinet opposed – or at best were lukewarm towards – Oslo, but
the US administration was pressuring him to make additional
Israeli troop withdrawals from the West Bank.

To deal with the problem of the growing US pressure, Netan-
yahu employed a tactic that, while not completely revolutionary
in US–Israeli relations, was nonetheless considered a radical
departure from the norm. Netanyahu understood that while a
Democrat occupied the White House, the Republicans were
strong in both the House and Senate. There was a sense among
Netanyahu’s key advisors that a) Congress was much more
sympathetic to Netanyahu’s vision of peace and b) that it was
keen to exert a growing independence from the White House,
particularly after the Lewinsky affair. Such political tactics
of going over the President’s head and appealing directly to
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Congress enraged Clinton, who in typical behaviour responded
by attempting to talk directly to Israelis over Netanyahu’s head.

This clearly difficult period of the special relationship ended
with the election of Ehud Barak in May 1999. Clinton viewed
Barak as sharing his vision, and soon the new Israeli PM received
the stamp of approval from the President – an invitation to visit
the White House as soon as possible. White House photo oppor-
tunities – for that was the major purpose of a trip to meet the
President – make for good TV back home, so Barak duly trotted
off for a meeting of minds. Such an invitation had been denied to
Netanyahu during Israel’s long election campaign – a sure sign of
Presidential disapproval.

It is not enough to merely outline – as some writers such as
Abraham Ben Zvi do – the strategic factors that formulated the
relationship. Nor does it suffice to focus solely on the personal
chemistry in the special relationship – or to examine the role of
Jewish lobby groups such as AIPAC (America Israel Public
Affairs Committee) in developing and fostering the ties.17 Clearly,
then, shared cultural factors between two sets of people play an
important role as well. Both Israel and the United States are
immigrant societies in which peoples from sometimes very
different backgrounds and experiences are assimilated into one
state. The great ‘melting pot’ is a phrase that can be applied
equally to Jerusalem and New York. Both societies are fairly new,
the majority of immigrants coming to the United States in the last
100 to 150 years, and even more recently to Israel. To some
extent, there is a shared sense of the frontier spirit, overcoming
physical obstacles to build new societies in the wilderness and
facing the respective local native American and Arab populations
– many of whom were none too keen to see the new arrivals.

Any read of a textbook of American history and a similar book
on Israeli history reveals the shared symbols and myths that go
into creating the culture of a state. In Israel it was the all-
conquering Sabra (native born Jew), tanned and wearing an open
shirt, farming the land or serving in the great Israeli assimilator,
the Israeli Defence Forces (IDF). In the United States the
corresponding frontier image is of the cowboy settling new lands,
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driving the cattle from state to state, and building new com-
munities in the wilderness. It is through these shared symbols and
more that the two countries are bound.

Of course, it is impossible to ignore the large number of Jews
living in the United States, many of whom have either direct
personal or business links with Israel. Others have an emotional
linkage that manifests itself through participation in Jewish
group activity, much of which is directed at raising funds for the
state of Israel. When the Jews left their European countries of
origin, most came to the United States – while the US allowed
Jewish immigration – rather than going to Palestine. It was only
really when the US closed its borders to Jewish immigration that
Palestine became the only alternative to remaining in the country
of origin. It is also important to remember that the Jewish world
is a small one. Attend a Jewish dinner and you will likely hear
conversations about mutual friends. Someone always knows
someone else’s grandchild who is studying in Jerusalem, or who
made Aliyah to Israel.

Until the recent wave of violence, many Americans, both Jews
and non-Jews, took advantage of increasingly cheap and fast air
travel to visit Israel. The United States has long been the desired
destination for the majority of Israelis holidaying, visiting
relatives, or on business. Similarly, exchange programmes
involving American students going to the Hebrew University in
Jerusalem or Tel Aviv University were commonplace. Though the
majority of students undertaking such programmes were Jewish,
by no means all of them were. Many were simply American
students who had chosen Israel for their Junior Year Abroad
programme.

Perhaps the greatest cultural linkage lies in political culture. It
is here that both Israel and the United States retain a healthy
respect and deference for democracy and democratic values. And
not in some rather cynical British way, where the majority of the
population take democracy for granted and where there is an
absence of debate on its form, but rather in a way that says we
owe our existence and way of life to democracy. Here there has
been much scholarly debate about the moral value of Israeli
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democracy. Bernard Lewis argues that Israeli democracy is
something of a variation on the norm in the region, and in little
ways helps alert some in the Arab world to the benefits of a
democratic polity and liberalised economy. In short, it sets Israel
apart from other states in the region.18 Critics of Israel place less
emphasis on the value of Israeli democracy, arguing that it
ignores the Emergency Defence Regulations that Israel uses to
rule the Palestinians in the Disputed Territories – or indeed the
preventative detention of Arabs in Israel.19 It is, in effect, demo-
cracy for the Jews. This charge needs, however, to be viewed
within the context of the permanent state of hostilities that Israel
has found itself in. One wonders what other countries would
have done if faced with similar threats.

Though it is often stated in coffee-table discussions that Israel
is a democracy and that the other regimes in the neighbourhood
fall far short of being termed democratic states, little is made of
what this actually means. On the negative side, Israel draws too
much of its short democratic traditions from the British system of
democracy which evolved over centuries, and which relies too
heavily on convention rather than formal orders such as written
constitutions and Bills of Rights. This said, it is a wonderful
testament to Israeli democracy that despite the absence of these
pre-requisites for modern democracy, the treatment of minorities
in the state remains good, particularly given the context of the
ongoing conflict with the wider Arab world.

The treatment of Israel’s Arabs is, however, by no means
perfect. They are not allowed to serve in the IDF, although they
can vote and have their representatives serve in the Israeli
Knesset. Such a state of affairs remains much better than the
treatment of minorities in many Western democracies. Unfortu-
nately, in recent years tensions between Israeli Arabs and Jews
have increased. To a large extent, this has been caused by the
‘Palestinianisation’ of the Israeli Arabs through the efforts of
Arafat and the PA to mobilise support within that community.
Evidence of this transformation can be seen in the voting patterns
of Israeli Arabs in Israeli elections, and the more overt role that
Arafat now plays in encouraging these patterns. At the start of
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the current round of violence between Israelis and Palestinians,
Israeli Arabs took part in the unrest (unlike during the original
Intifada of 1987–92), and some thirteen of them were shot dead
by Israeli police during riots in northern Israel in October 2000.
The resulting Or Commission, which reported at the start of
September 2003, concluded that a number of police officers and
political leaders should not be allowed to serve in similar
positions in the future.

Israel terms itself a parliamentary democracy, and in recent
years has toyed, unsuccessfully, with the notion of shifting to a
system which falls somewhere between the British system and the
American executive-led government. It is in the judiciary,
however, that the Israeli–American systems share similarities.
Both countries have fiercely independent supreme courts whose
integrity is shown in the number of rulings that they make against
the government and in upholding the rights of the individual
citizen. Today, with the growing number of challenges to Knesset
and government decisions in areas such as human rights, the role
of the Supreme Court is becoming even more central.20

Since the start of the 1990s, Israeli politics has taken on a very
distinctive American flavour. Today, all the major parties in
Israel conduct American-style primary elections to select and
order their party lists that are put forward at each election. The
conventions that are held to announce the results come with
balloons and all the razzmatazz of similar events in the States.

Television has overtaken the party institutions as the point of
reference for politicians. For many years, Israel had only one
state-controlled television channel. It is only in recent years that
Israelis have been offered a wider choice, which has expanded
further with the arrival of cable television. Today in Israel, just as
in America, there is a wealth of political and news programming
which offers the viewer choice, and the politician the opportunity
to get his face on television. The down-side to this is that
producers are, of course, interested in people who disagree with
the government on the chosen topic of the day. This has tended to
help foster levels of dissent within the major political parties
which make their macro-management all the harder. There is a
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suspicion that at least some of this dissent is inspired by oppor-
tunism rather than any ideological objections to government or
party policy.

The social and political cultural linkage between Israel and
America is so important that when an event or person challenges
the linkage, the potential for lasting damage is much greater than,
say, differences over the speed and direction of the peace process.
Take, for example, President Reagan’s visit to the cemetery in
Bitburg that contained the graves of former SS officers.21 There
were few greater friends of Israel than Ronald Reagan. The
period of the Reagan administration (January 1981–January
1989) was characterised as one of the most productive in Israeli–
US relations. As a man, Reagan’s affinity for Israel went well
beyond the strategic and vote-gathering rationales. He was fully
committed to the Israelis’ image as pioneers, and the linkage of
the pursuit of the American dream and the Israeli dream of peace
was startlingly clear to him. In Reagan’s somewhat simplistic
world of ‘cowboys and Indians’, it was clear where he placed
Israel. Returning to the defining opinion-maker about Israel,
Reagan saw Israel very much as the front line against terrorism,
communism and the spread of Islamic fundamentalism.

So why visit Bitburg? And how did this damage
US–Israeli relations?

Reagan’s visit to the cemetery was certainly ill judged and
insensitive, but no more than this. His advisers allowed a
situation to develop that they should have prevented at an early
stage. In the end Reagan was placed in an impossible position,
and despite heavy lobbying from Jewish groups and individuals
he had little diplomatic room for manoeuvre. His visit to Bitburg
did not amount to a change of US policy towards Israel, the Holo-
caust or Germany’s Nazi past. Many Israelis, however, found it
difficult to comprehend how this President of all Presidents could
visit such a place that contained the bodies of the murderers of
Jews. Though the Israeli government and US administration
worked hard to defuse the political fallout from the visit – which
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in reality was extremely short-term – the lasting impression that
Reagan’s visit left with Israelis was of a President who was
willing to draw a line under Germany’s past, and this was simply
not acceptable to most of them.

Reagan’s visit triggered something in Israelis that we can
loosely call the ‘old world–new world’ syndrome. Israelis of all
ages – but particularly among the MTV generation – tend to view
the United States as the brave new world. This manifests itself in
the import not only of American political culture, but general
American culture ranging from literature to pop music, Levi
jeans, and even American slang. Anyone who takes a walk
through Tel Aviv’s thoroughfares can’t fail to notice just how far
American culture has encroached into Israel. Israel is not unique
in this, of course. A similar stroll through the centre of London,
Paris or Rome would create a similar impression. What is unique
to Israel is the extent to which this culture is openly embraced at
the expense of an Israeli cultural identity. To put it in youth
speak, what is in fashion in New York will soon be in vogue in
Tel Aviv.

During the recent build-up to the war in Iraq, US Secretary
of Defense Donald Rumsfeld, when replying to a reporter’s
question, remarked that he considered France and Germany to be
part of the ‘old Europe’. Though this was said in the heat of the
diplomatic struggle that was taking place in the United Nations
Security Council over a proposed second resolution for the war in
Iraq, its importance still resonates today, particularly in Israel.
Rumsfeld was of course referring to old Europe as the German–
Franco axis that has driven political and economic developments
in Western Europe since the 1950s. Many Israelis refer to all of
Europe as old Europe or the ‘old world’. One must remember that
for many Israelis there is little sympathy for the European plight.
Among the remaining veteran Israeli Jews of Ashkenazi (Euro-
pean or North American) origin, there linger painful memories –
either of persecution experienced directly or tales passed down
through the generations in families.

Most of the founding fathers came from Eastern Europe, and
in a strange way Israeli leaders have always had a difficult
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relationship with the whole of Europe. Europe is the continent of
the modern-day persecution of the Jews. Though few Israeli
leaders have the courage to say it in public – for fear of damaging
Israel’s largest export market – there is currently in Jerusalem a
sense of unease at the limited response of European governments
to the wave of anti-Semitism that is sweeping through Europe,
and is at its worst in France and Germany. Even in the so-called
racially tolerant England, Jews are regularly attacked in the
major cities simply for wearing kippas, graves are desecrated and
synagogues experience strange fires.

Israelis view current events in Europe as part as a continuing
pattern of anti-Semitism and not as a series of one-offs, as many
commentators from the liberal left-of-centre-dominated Euro-
pean media suggest. There is a sense that old attitudes have not
really changed, and that Israel provides a good target for this
anti-Semitism. In short, many members of the Israeli intelli-
gentsia regard the current pro-Palestinian, or in a general sense
pro-Arab, bias within the policy élites in Europe as being based
not on rational politics – or even on notions of David and Goliath
– but rather on the institutionalised anti-Semitism which remains
present in many European states. They cite the lack of action by
governments against the desecration of Jewish synagogues and
other Jewish symbols, and a lack of concerted action on the
increasing number of physical and verbal attacks on Jews,
particularly in countries such as France. Recent comments by a
French diplomat referring to Israel as that ‘shitty little country’
have added to this belief.

The collective institutions of Europe (currently in the guise of
the European Union, and formerly the EEC) are seen by Israel as
the key political root of the problem. The general bias in these
institutions – which are becoming all the more powerful, not in
creating a comprehensive European foreign policy but certainly
in drawing up the guidelines of policy – is viewed as pro-Arab and
anti-Israeli. Even the language that EU officials use reveals
their difficulties. They talk of ‘cycles of violence’ and the need
for Israel to make concessions in order to prevent additional
violence. Just as Reagan and America view Israel as the front line
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against terrorism and radical Islam, so most of Europe views it as
the root cause of the problem. And it is this starting point,
together with the institutionalised anti-Semitism, that makes
Israeli governments extremely nervous about allowing the EU, or
individual member states, to act as a mediator in the Arab–Israeli
conflict.

Does Israel stand alone in the Middle East?

Isolation has been an important concept in the Arab–Israeli
conflict, and has had a profound effect on the development of
Israel since 1948. Arab leaders, in decision-making that was
wholly compatible with their historic total rejection of Israel,
moved to isolate Israel economically and politically. The intro-
duction of a primary and secondary economic boycott of Israel
was intended to help destroy the economic viability of the Jewish
state. In modern times we have not witnessed a boycott that was
so strong and so vindictive. The secondary boycott promised that
any third party companies that trade with Israel would find their
goods boycotted by the Arab world. Hence Pepsi Cola, for
example, did not sell their products in Israel for many years, with
Israelis reliant on Coca Cola instead. In recent years the
secondary boycott has to a certain extent broken down, but
Israelis have long memories. Many refuse to drink Pepsi today,
even though it is widely available in Israel and cheaper than its
rivals, preferring to stick with Coke, which in the past refused to
capitulate to Arab pressure and kept exporting to Israel.

The Arab boycott helped condition two important aspects of
Israel’s relationship with the outside world: a need to find
economic markets outside the region – traditionally Europe and
America, but in recent years the Far East and Africa as well – and
to develop strategic ties with the non-Arab states in the Middle
East. Regarding the latter, Israeli policy-makers have looked to
form ties with both the Iran of the Shah and, since the early
1990s, with Turkey.

The reaction of the Arab states to the Palestinian Al-Aqsa
Intifada (or, more correctly, war of attrition) from October 2000
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onwards demonstrated the increasing complexity of Middle East
politics, and in particular Israel’s place in the region. Put
succinctly, Israel is no longer totally isolated in the region, but
nor is it by any measure fully integrated. The Arab–Israeli conflict
is no longer the only one in the Middle East: the increasingly large
numbers of inter-Arab disputes have become equally important.
In times of crisis, however, such as the violence in Israel and the
Territories in October 2000, popular pressures grow on even
those Arab regimes that have ties with Israel to isolate it.

Since October 2000, the more pragmatic Arab countries such
as Egypt and Jordan have moved to prevent an escalation of the
Israeli–Palestinian conflict for two reasons. First, in order to
diminish the threat of the conflict turning into a full-scale
regional war, and second, to prevent the unrest spreading into
their countries. In the case of Jordan, this was particularly
important given the fact that a large proportion of its population
is of Palestinian origin. However, for Egypt this was also a factor
in a country that has in the past seen mass popular rallies against
Israel. It was these domestic pressures that led Egypt to recall its
ambassador from Israel in November 2000.

The more radical Arab countries, led by Iraq and Libya, called
for a regional war against Israel in order to defend their
Palestinian brothers. Syria, under its new leader President Bashir
Asad, attempted to position itself between the pragmatics and the
radicals. It allowed Hezbollah to mount operations against
Israel, notably the kidnapping of four Israeli soldiers on 10
October 2000, as well as attacks by Palestinian groups opposed
to the peace process. At a specially convened Arab summit, Syria
fell short of demanding a regional war, fearful that it would be
drawn into a direct conflict with Israel. The status quo of no war,
no peace that existed between Israel and Syria during the end of
the reign of Bashir’s father remained intact. The favoured Syrian
position is to work to diplomatically isolate Israel in the region
and to tighten the Arab economic boycott of Israeli goods. In
effect, Syria aims to dislocate Israel from the Middle East and
force it to seek links and trading partners elsewhere.

In order to counter such strategies, Israeli policy-makers have
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for many years sought to find suitable partners with which to
construct a coalition of minority states in the Middle East, or
simply a partner with which to develop a strong bilateral alliance.
The period following the Madrid Peace Conference (1991) and,
to a larger extent, the Oslo era (1993) in the Middle East offered
new possibilities for Israel to become an attractive ally to non-
Arab states in the region, and potentially in the long term to
ruling élites in moderate Arab states. Furthermore, Israel’s high
level of military sophistication and its willingness and need to
develop arms sales with allies makes this attractiveness even
greater to the military establishments of these countries. Among
the wider Arab masses, however, Israel remains the Zionist
enemy, and this domestic restraint has prevented many of the
more pragmatic Arab leaders from developing ties with Israel or
deepening existing ones.

In the past, Israel’s choice of strategic partners has been
dominated by short-term needs over a longer-term view. This is
hardly surprising, given the nature of the threat that Israel has
faced over the last 50-plus years, but nonetheless is a reflection of
the systematic concentration on the present – or near future –
over longer-term planning that still dominates Israeli decision-
making today.

During the 1990s, Turkey, however, emerged as the natural
choice of ally for Israel. It is a secular, non-Arab state with close
ties to the United States through its participation in NATO.
Though not a member of the European Union, it enjoys close
political and trade links with many European governments, and
was seen as a gateway to the newly created Central Asian
republics. In geographic terms, Turkey shares a border with
Syria, along which there had been an increasing number of
incidents involving Turkish and Syrian forces. As a result, in the
realm of mutual interests it was difficult to see two better-suited
countries in the region for fostering closer ties. The speed and
scale of the development of ties between Israel and Turkey from
1995 onwards meant that the relationship became as important
as any peace agreement that Israel signed with the Arabs.22



SEARCHING FOR A PLACE AMONG NATIONS

71

Israeli political and military planners aimed at developing an
alliance between Israel, Turkey and Jordan to counteract the
threats against the Jewish state in the region. On the political
side, ties between Israel and Turkey flourished, with close co-
operation in developing economic ties. The Turkish military,
which is central to the political system, was pleased by the sale of
high-quality Israeli military hardware to the Turkish army.
Israeli anti-terrorist training and intelligence skills have been
useful to the Turks, who spent the decade in a low-intensity war
with the PKK Kurdish guerrilla group. For the increasingly cash-
strapped Israeli military industrial complex (MIC), the sales were
a welcome boost. By the end of the 1990s, it appeared that Israel
was selling its top-of-the-range new weapons to the Turks, thus
illustrating the Israeli sense of security in the relationship.

On the military front, throughout the 1990s there were a
growing number of joint military manoeuvres involving the
armed forces of the two countries. Though these exercises were
often dressed up as simple search-and-rescue operations, Arab
states such as Syria saw them as war games. Jordan, though not
directly taking part in the exercises, sent observers and talked
about long-term plans to become more actively involved in such
events. With the state of near permanent crisis in the peace
process between the Israelis and the PA during the late 1990s, the
Jordanian leadership was careful not to be seen publicly as an
additional part of the Israeli–Turkish alliance. In November
2000, Turkey offered to mediate between Israel and the PA. Such
a move was an illustration of the close ties that Turkey has
developed not only with Israel but also with the PA.

In recent years, Turkey has become a very popular tourist
resort for Israelis who enjoy relatively cheap package-deal
holidays with the added bonus of being able to purchase cheap
Turkish leather goods. At one point in the 1990s, Israel was so
awash with people – including ministers – sporting their cheap
Turkish leather jackets that it was obvious where individuals had
spent their holidays. It remains to be seen, however, if the ties that
bind Turkey and Israel together will last the test of time.
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Central to recent Israeli decision-making in strategic matters
has been the desire for Israel to find a new use of itself for the
United States. It was hoped, for example, that Israel could serve
via its links with Turkey as an introduction service for US
companies in Central Asia, but this never fully materialised,
many US companies finding it easier to deal direct with these new
states and all the old-style Soviet bureaucracy that remained in
place in many of them. Conversely, when Israel has attempted to
go it alone and develop strategic ties with countries that do not
reflect the foreign policy objectives of the United States, it has
been forced to eventually back down if any conflict of interest
has arisen. The most recent example has been Israel’s attempt
to sell high-tech weapons to China against the wishes of the
Bush administration, which has shifted US interests away from
China towards Russia and what they see as its reformist leader,
Vladimir Putin.

It has been fascinating to watch the Bush administration’s
interaction with Israel and the wider Middle East peace process
develop. While nobody knows the exact origins of the phrase
‘peace process’, William Quandt suggests that it was first used
in the US State Department in the early 1970s to suggest an
on-going process of negotiations between Israel and the Arab
states.23 At times, however, it has come to be employed to
disguise a lack of substantive progress in the negotiations. The
media appear hooked on the term, with phrases loosely bandied
around such as ‘another nail in the coffin of the peace process’ or
‘the peace process is back on track’. Initially, it looked like the
Bush administration was keen to enter one of those periods of
inertia and devote little time or few resources to the Israeli–Arab
conflict. President Bush appeared to concur with the view that
the Clinton administration had pursued peace too avidly and
that this had helped start the war.24 As the President’s Press
Secretary Ari Fleischer put it in March 2002: ‘by pushing the
parties beyond where they were willing to go … it led to
expectations that were raised to such a high level that it turned to
violence.’25
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So how did we get from this starting point to the
smiling face of President Bush at yet another Middle
East summit shaking the hands of Ariel Sharon and
the then Palestinian PM, Abu Mazen?

One of George W. Bush’s rare overseas trips before becoming
President had been to Israel at the end of 1990s. Here he was
entertained on what is affectionately known as the ‘Sharon
sandwiches and settlement tour of the West Bank’. Bush was said
to be amazed at how narrow Israel was within parts of the Green
Line, commenting that in places Israel was narrower than his
ranch in Texas. At the time of the visit, neither Sharon nor Bush
was in power, but both formed a friendship or understanding
that was to serve them well after Bush’s election in November
2000 and Sharon’s in early 2001.

Initially, the Middle East went to plan for Bush, who refrained
from becoming over-involved in the process to end the Palestinian
violence. Bush came increasingly to support in private Sharon’s
view that Arafat was an unreliable partner for peace, or incapable
or uninterested in stopping the progressively more violent
Palestinian attacks on Israelis. More and more, Bush came to
view Arafat – the man – as simply evil.26 To be fair, he did allow
the State Department to appoint a new Special Envoy to the
Middle East, with Colin Powell’s old friend and army colleague
Anthony Zinni assuming the role. Sadly, Zinni was no expert – as
Bush well knew – and his only achievement was getting both sides
in the conflict to agree on one point. He was not up to the job and
was hopelessly out of his depth.

There is a strong belief among American experts that American
foreign policy began on September 11 2001, and certainly US
policy towards the Middle East was heavily affected by the events
in New York and Washington. Slowly but surely, the Bush
administration was forced to become more engaged in events. In
President Bush, Israelis found a leader who clearly not only
believed in the strategic use of Israel to the US – and who saw
Israel as the front line in America’s ‘war on terror’ – but crucially
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who also shared the cultural factors that had linked Ronald
Reagan emotionally to Israel. Bush sees no contradiction in his
pro-Israel sentiment and his openly held belief that the two-state
solution (Israeli and Palestinian states existing side by side) is the
only way to resolve the Israeli–Palestinian conflict. Bush has
effectively been willing to stand up and fight the Palestinian
corner – with the proviso that a Palestinian state is both demo-
cratic and not led by Yasser Arafat, with whom Bush’s patience
finally ran out in 2002.

Some Israelis would be quick to point out that this is not the
only grey area in Bush’s mind-set. To date, President Bush has
authorised two major wars since declaring the start of America’s
war on terror (and countless other actions), yet his administra-
tion has at times been openly sceptical or even hostile to Israel’s
policy of extra-judicial killings (targeted killings) of Palestinian
militants, nearly all of whom were involved in the planning and
execution of attacks on Israeli cities and the civilian population.

The publication of the ‘road map’ peace proposals, first in the
summer of 2002 and then officially in May 2003, led the United
States to an unprecedented commitment to the Israeli–Palestinian
peace-making. The irony of this is clear for all to see, but it
remains to be seen if this heightened intervention will bring
any substantive results. President Bush has followed the pattern
of the recent Presidents, in that it is impossible to ignore the
Middle East.

Arab suspicion of US intentions in the region has intensified
since the war in Iraq. The two basic theories are, firstly, that the
US wishes to create a new empire in the sand – ruling the Middle
East either directly or through economic control over Arab
markets and oil production. This reflects the usual chant of
American liberal academics such as Noam Chomsky, that every-
thing revolves around control of the oil supply. If this charge were
made against European powers that remain heavily dependent on
Middle East oil supplies, it would be more compelling. Indeed,
European countries such as France did very well out of the oil for
food and medicine programme during the rule of Saddam
Hussein in Iraq. The United States’ oil supplies, however, are
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much more diverse than during the early 1970s when Arab
regimes used oil as a political weapon. The US, as well as
developing its own supplies, has looked increasingly to non-
Middle Eastern countries to cover any shortfall caused by Arab
political actions. Today, while the US still needs Arab oil, it is not
the critical factor in defining American foreign policy. Since
September 11, that policy has clearly been dominated by the need
to shift the war against terrorism away from American soil
towards distant shores, and to cut such international terrorist
organisations off at source. For American leaders, the nightmare
scenario is that Washington DC and New York become
commonplace war zones just as Haifa, Tel Aviv and Jerusalem
have become for Israelis.

The second Arab conspiracy theory is that everything is the
fault of the Jews and that what we are seeing is an attempt by
Israel and its US ally to force the Arabs into peaceful co-existence
so that Israel can exploit cheap Arab labour in the form of
economic colonialism, thus transferring Israel into the regional
superpower able to dictate the economic and political agenda of
the Middle East. While such cheap labour clearly benefits the
Palestinian economy in that the earnings of the labourers help
stimulate growth, the political argument is that Arabs should not
be doing the ‘black work’ for the Jews. Indeed, following the Iraqi
invasion of Kuwait in 1990 and the resulting Persian Gulf War of
1991, when Palestinian workers were forced to flee Kuwait for
their support of Saddam Hussein, the Israeli labour market has
become even more important to the Palestinians.

Whatever the reality, Israel has a problem with the perception
that its relationship with America has created in the Arab world.
As the West’s war with radical Islam intensifies in the coming
decades, as scholars such as Samuel Huntington suggest it will,
and the number of disenchanted Muslims grows as oil wealth
declines and eventually dries up, so resentment against the US
and Israel will intensify. Assuming that the United States remains
the economic powerhouse of the modern world, this will make
Israel a legitimate target in the eyes of many in the Arab world.
Oil is not the only natural resource that has a limited life-span in
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the region. We are likely to see an increase in the numbers of
conflicts in the region over the lack of other natural resources.
Perhaps the most pressing case here is water. If conflict in the
20th century was over the division of lands in the region, then it is
likely to be over water in the 21st century. Even Israel, with its
modern technology, and image of making the desert fertile, has in
recent years started to import water from Turkey.

If, as appears likely, the population in the region continues to
increase and the gap between rich and poor widens, then it does
not take too much crystal-ball-gazing to suggest that many Arab
regimes looking for an outlet for popular frustration and fear will
cite Israel as the cause of all ills. Arab leaders will no doubt stoke
the embers of Arab nationalism into life, that will in all likelihood
lead to additional rounds of conflict between Israel and the Arabs
– regardless of whether Israel has signed peace deals with the
various regimes. This doomsday scenario could, however, be
largely avoided if we see a process of modernisation of the Arab
world and its embrace of democratic values. To date, however,
attempts at modernising such areas as political institutions and
the economy through programmes of economic liberalisation
have proved to be far from successful.

For Israel, the prospects of regional integration into the Middle
East appear bleak for the foreseeable future. Accepting the
assumption that whatever Israel offers to make peace will not
stem the tide of anti-Israel rhetoric in the Arab world, then it is
difficult to foresee any end to the Arab–Israeli conflict. This is
very bad news indeed for Israel, as its economic prospects
depend, to some extent, on peace – a point that Arab leaders
know well and in the past have been only too quick to exploit. As
a result, we are likely to see the Israeli economy become even
more dependent on the United States. The calls from some Israeli
leaders to – as I put it – wean Israel off at least the economic aid
look at this juncture to be a little far-fetched – a long-term aim,
perhaps, rather than a prudent economic policy. This in turn will
create the vicious circle of Israel becoming ever more seen as an
American puppet in the region – a state that fails to meet one of



SEARCHING FOR A PLACE AMONG NATIONS

77

the very basic criteria for statehood: namely, independent eco-
nomic viability.

One of the major concerns for Israel remains the fear of the old
world – or rather that the anti-Semitism that led to a Holocaust
will be transferred into the Middle East. Israel’s missiles and
nuclear deterrents would appear to have removed any possibility
of such a catastrophe in the short term. The increase in anti-
Semitism, however, is not unique to Europe. In the Middle East,
Palestinian children continue to learn that Jews are pigs, and
children’s cartoons continue to incite and indoctrinate children
from primary school age upwards. The Syrian press still routinely
makes comparisons between Zionism and Nazism. One hopes
that, if the United States is intent on spreading democratic values
in the region, anti-Semitism can be checked through the advent of
new education programmes. If this does not happen, then, sadly,
the pre-conditions that led to the election of the Nazis in
Germany and all the horrors that followed will also be present in
the Middle East.

As Ariel Sharon was sitting down with President Bush, all these
factors must have weighed heavily on him. He, more than most,
knows that if Israel is to have a long-term future, then its reliance
on the United States is likely to increase and not decrease as many
Israelis had hoped. At the same time as not wishing to bite the
hand that feeds, Sharon is also aware of the dangerous
concessions that the United States asks Israel to make, which will
in the long term weaken it if, as I outlined, the Arab–Israeli
conflict continues beyond the near future or peace agreements
signed by Israel and various Arab regimes. This decision-making
dilemma for Sharon and his successors appears difficult to solve.
That said, Israeli–US relations have been shown to be extremely
robust and able to withstand periods of disagreement between
the two. Israel, however, in being no longer a valuable asset to
America in purely strategic terms – the two wars against Iraq
confirm that it can be a strategic liability – needs to proceed with
caution before it risks a full-scale political row with any future
American administration.
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CHAPTER FOUR

The Second Republic:
Waiting for Peace

Arab historiography charges that Israel was the aggressor in the
Six Day War of June 1967. Both Israel’s use of the pre-emptive
strike and the outcome of the war, which left Israel in control of
areas over three times its pre-1967 size, are highlighted as
evidence to suggest that the war was part of an Israeli plot to
grab Arab lands and to establish control over the Old City in
Jerusalem. The actions of President Nasser in mobilising the Arab
armies towards war with Israel are described as Nasser indulging
in diplomatic brinkmanship, the bottom line being that Egypt
had no intention of actually going to war with Israel. Such
arguments, as we shall see, are sheer folly. To a certain extent,
theories surrounding Nasser’s true intentions are somewhat
superfluous for – as all Arab governments understand – Israel has
only a small full-time or professional army, and relies heavily on
its ability to mobilise its reserves quickly. Such mobilisations cost
money and damage the economy – soldiers have to be away from
their offices – and Israel, once mobilised, simply cannot afford to
stay so for long periods. Nasser must have realised that Israel
could not afford to play his games. It is inconceivable that once he
had bullied King Hussein of Jordan to join the Arab Axis of Egypt
and Syria, that this would not be viewed as a declaration of war
by Israel.

The major problem with Arab accounts of the war is that they
confuse Israel’s geo-political position after the fighting stopped
with its standing prior to the outbreak of the war. Israel’s
ultimate conclusive victory masks the picture of the country in
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the weeks and months prior to the outbreak of hostilities, which
was characterised by anxiety and fear that Egyptian war fever
and celebrations in advance of expected victories were well
founded. Israelis, in short, were living under threat of attack.
There has been much debate about the legitimacy of Israel’s pre-
emptive strike which effectively ensured an Israeli victory. Here it
is difficult to disagree with Michael Walzer’s assessment that
‘states may use military force in the face of threats of war,
whenever the failure to do so would seriously risk their territorial
integrity or political independence’.1 Under such circumstances,
it can be said that they have been forced to fight and that they are
the victims of aggression. Or to put it another way, they do not
have to wait to be attacked if the threat of aggression is real and is
likely to result in an attack at some point in the near future. On
this basis, the grounds for Israel’s strike would appear to have
been legitimate and not a conspiracy to grab as much Arab land
as possible.

The 1960s in Israel were a time of great change that in many
ways marked the start of the transition of the state to a new
Israel. Just as the images of the bombed-out bus and the Israeli
soldier firing at Palestinian protestors characterise the start of
the 21st century, so two striking images symbolise the changes
that took place in Israel during the 60s. The first is of Adolf
Eichmann, the Nazi architect of the Holocaust, sitting in the dock
of an Israeli courtroom in Jerusalem listening intently to
translations of the proceedings through headphones. The second
is the footage shot by Israeli planes during their pre-emptive raid
on the Egyptian Air Force that all but secured an Israeli victory on
the opening day of the Six Day War of 1967. Below, the outlines
of Egyptian planes can be seen burning on the ground. Today,
such images of aerial bombing have become the norm, but back
in the late 1960s in the era of black and white television their
impact was made all the greater.

A cliché analysis of these two events would suggest that one
represents the Jew as the victim, the other the Jew as the warrior.
This is of course highly simplistic, but these labels have stuck to
the present day. The two images, however, do remain important
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symbols of the changes that took place within Israel during this
period, and how the notion of the Jews as warriors became
somewhat overstated until the 1973 Yom Kippur War punctured
it. To talk – as many still insist upon – of the Six Day War of 1967
in terms of creating a new Israel is also a little simplistic: other
social and cultural and political changes contributed to the birth
of a new republic. Nonetheless, the changes that war brought to
Israel and the Middle East proved to be extremely lasting and
significant.2 In order to understand the impact of the war, it is
important to look back at the 1960s in Israel.

Israel was largely oblivious to the ‘swinging sixties’ exempli-
fied by music, fashion and a new sexual openness that was
prevalent in cities such as London and New York. Two events
largely characterised the sombre mood that prevailed in Israel in
the pre-Six Day War period: the trial of Nazi architect of the
Holocaust Adolf Eichmann, and concern that Egypt’s increas-
ingly hostile propaganda against Israel would lead to a third
Arab–Israeli war – one in which the very existence of the state
would become threatened once more. The capture of Eichmann
by agents from the Israeli secret service Mossad in May 1960 in
Buenos Aires led to a trial that brought back memories of the
Holocaust to its survivors, many of whom lived in Israel. To some
extent, the trial helped educate a generation of Israelis to the full
horrors of what happened. Previously, some Israelis regarded
Holocaust survivors as a morbid curiosity. Many were unable to
fully comprehend the scale of the events that had taken place in
Europe, and the self-image of the Jew as a victim conflicted with
their education that stressed the traditional image of the Sabra
(Israeli-born Jew).

Once Eichmann had been captured and interrogated, he was
drugged and brought back to Israel. On 23 May 1960, Ben-
Gurion informed a stunned Knesset of the capture of one of the
leading figures of the Nazi movement to remain alive. The trial of
Eichmann opened in Jerusalem on 11 April 1961 and lasted until
December. The proceedings were conducted in a sombre manner:
Eichmann sat behind a protective screen listening to the
translation of the proceedings. The trial was open to the public,
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and over this period thousands heard the horrifying details of the
atrocities. On 15 December 1961, Eichmann was sentenced to
death by the court on fifteen counts of crimes against the Jewish
people. Eichmann’s appeals to the Israeli Supreme Court and the
President on the grounds that he was obeying orders were
rejected. At midnight on 31 May 1963, he was hanged; to this
day he remains the only man to have been executed in Israel. The
effect of the trial on the Israeli national psyche cannot be over-
estimated. The trial came at a time when Nasser and Egypt were
making threats through Radio Cairo of driving the Jews into the
sea, and that Israel would be destroyed. Taken together, these
created a very serious mood in Israel during the early 1960s.

This mood was further compounded by Israel’s perceived
international isolation, which came at the same time that the
Soviet Union was becoming deeply immersed in the Arab world,
both politically and in terms of supplying large quantities of
weapons to Egypt, Syria and Iraq. The United States was much
less committed to selling arms to its client state in the region. Yes,
Israel did buy weapons, but not on the same scale as the Arab
states. During the 1950s, Israel had bought arms from France
among others, and had gone to war against Egypt with both
France and Great Britain on its side. But with De Gaulle in power
in France, Israeli–Franco relations had cooled. In short, Israel
stood very much alone during this period, while the Arab world
enjoyed the growing military and economic patronage of the
Soviet Union.

There were two other dangerous factors for Israel at this time.
Following the Suez War of 1956, the Arab world had fallen under
the influence of President Nasser. This was due to a number of
reasons: his charisma and charm, his anti-imperialist credentials,
and his Arab nationalist ideology of Pan-Arabism – although
regarding the latter, Nasser’s definition remained somewhat
vague about the nature of the Pan-Arabist state.3 Ironically, while
Nasser was at his strongest – exporting his curious brand of
Nasserism to the wider Arab world, enjoying the respect and
adulation of the Arab masses – Israel was relatively safe from
attack. It was only when the tide appeared to be turning that
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Israel became more vulnerable. Nasser’s programme of modern-
isation of the Egyptian economy failed to deliver the expected
results, his army was bogged down in a war in Yemen that it
appeared incapable of winning, and his experiment in Pan-
Arabism had clearly come off the rails. Once more, an Arab
leader who was experiencing difficult times at home used Israel to
transform his standing. In Nasser’s case, this transformation was
immediate, as his tanks rolled into the Sinai and he forced the
hand of the United Nations to withdraw its peace-keepers who
had played a vital role in keeping the Israeli–Egyptian border
quiet since 1956.

If Israel’s major fear is a weakened Arab leader looking for a
way out of domestic difficulties, then its ultimate fear is an Arab
leader who has the potential to persuade or coerce the Arab front-
line states into mounting a joint attack on Israel. It should be
remembered that with Israel’s consistent manpower deficiency, it
has to devote the majority of resources to one theatre of conflict
before moving them to deal with a second threat. A well-
organised surprise attack on more than one front will cause the
greatest difficulty to Israel.

Sadly, for all the Middle East, Nasser became intoxicated with
his popularity among the Arab masses and appeared to lose his
ability to rationally think through where events would eventually
lead. Somewhere in the back of his mind he must have known
that he could not win a war against Israel. Did he think that the
Soviets would intervene and play, and perhaps that the United
States, which was fighting its own war in Vietnam, would be keen
to settle any war on Arab terms? Put succinctly, Nasser gambled
on being carried to victory on a wave of popular Arab support
and favourable international conditions created by the increased
penetration of the Soviet Union in the Arab world. The Soviets
also helped create the pretext – or excuse – for war with false
intelligence reports of tank exercises in Northern Israel, which
they used to suggest that Israel was preparing for a surprise attack
on Syria.4

Pretext and motivation remain the two most potent ingredients
for starting a war, and both were clearly present here, along with
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the absence of logical military thought. A conversation that
Nasser had while persuading King Hussein of Jordan to join the
fight against Israel in the coming war says much about his state of
mind at the time. Though it should be remembered that Nasser
was trying to convince the King that an Arab victory was assured,
his comments are nonetheless enlightening. The King warned
that Israel might start the war by launching a surprise attack, and
suggested that the Egyptian Air Force would be the target of
Israel’s first assault. Nasser replied: ‘That’s obvious. We expect
it.’ He went on to lecture the King on the Egyptian military’s
placing particular emphasis on his air force, which he now
believed represented a formidable challenge to the Israelis.5

On the morning of 5 June 1967, Israeli planes attacked
Egyptian airbases and, achieving near total surprise, proceeded to
destroy the majority of the Egyptian Air Force on the ground. In
the main attack some 309 Egyptian aircraft were destroyed.
Following the raids, unaware of the catastrophe that had befallen
the Egyptian Air Force, the Jordanian, Iraqi and Syrian Air Forces
joined the battle. The Israeli Air Force (IAF), freed from action in
the south, turned its attentions to these planes and by the end of
the first day the Jordanian Air Force had all been wiped out. By
nightfall on the second day the IAF had achieved near complete
superiority in the air. These two days marked the finest hour of
the IAF and one of the darkest periods for the Arab states, which
had seen their mainly Soviet-supplied aircraft removed from the
war barely after it had started. The successful outcome of the war
for Israel was assured, but the extent of the victory was largely
determined by the efforts of its ground forces.

In the battles that followed, Israel first defeated the Egyptian
forces in the Sinai and then, after some debate, moved against the
Syrian positions in the Golan Heights. The IDF was also
successful in defeating the Jordanian forces in the West Bank. The
most symbolic and emotive victory, however, for Israel was the
conquering of East Jerusalem, and in particular the Old City.
Paratroopers led by Motta Gur succeeded in capturing the Old
City only after fierce battles in its narrow streets, and secured
Jews access to their holy sites within the walls of the city. The
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final stage of the war came on 10 June when Syrian forces broke
and gave up their positions following intensive IAF attacks. IDF
personnel were airlifted to seize key strategic positions such as
Mount Hermon in time for Israel to accept a UN-brokered
ceasefire that came into effect at 6.30 pm.6

The Six Day War crushed Nasser as a leader, and as a man.
On 9 June 1967, Nasser resigned. He returned to office only
after large demonstrations of support for his leadership from
Egyptians, and remained there until his death in 1970. At the time
of the popular demonstrations, however, the Egyptian public did
not know the magnitude of the Egyptian defeat in the war. When
it did become known, there was widespread social unrest at the
lenient sentences imposed at the trials of the so-called culprits of
the war. In short, Nasser’s regime was in trouble, and this was
compounded by an economic crisis that left Egypt more reliant
on the Arab world for survival. As a result, Nasser had no option
but to fall into line with Arab thought towards Israel, which was
characterised by continued hostility. Towards the end of his days
there were signs that he was looking for a possible political
reconciliation with the United States, and this policy impacted
upon his calls for a more circumspect Arab political stance
towards Israel. At the same time, on the military front, Nasser
actively waged a war of attrition against Israel that escalated into
major artillery exchanges and heavy retaliatory Israeli air raids.

Central to Nasser’s thinking was the deeply held Arab belief
that Israel must not be allowed to turn its military victory into a
political one in which the Arabs would be forced to negotiate on
Israel’s terms to get back the lands they had lost during the war.
On the military side, Nasser concluded a secret agreement with
President al-Atasi of Syria on 15 August 1969 which he hoped
would ensure that Israel faced a difficult dilemma in a couple of
years’ time, when it would be forced to fight any future war on
two fronts simultaneously.7 Though neither the Syrian President
nor indeed Nasser remained in power long enough to see such an
agreement implemented, it is revealing evidence of forward
planning for the next major Arab–Israeli war. Nasser also
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concluded at the meeting the need to strengthen air defences
using Soviet equipment and advisers. The lessons of 1967 had
been learnt. In the short term, Nasser and the Arabs developed a
new military strategy for dealing with Israel.

If from the Six Day War onwards the aim of the Arab
states was primarily to recover the lands they had lost
during the war (the Golan Heights for Syria, the Sinai
for Egypt, and the West Bank and East Jerusalem for
Jordan),8 why was the Arab–Israeli conflict not simply
resolved using a land for peace formula?

In order to answer this question it is important first to understand
how the Six Day War impacted upon Israel, as well as the other
social and cultural changes that were taking place in the country,
changes that proved to be just as important as the consequences
of the war itself.

In simple terms, the war created a situation whereby Israel
became an occupying power, ruling over some one million
Palestinians for the first time. New phrases were introduced to
the Arab–Israeli conflict such as ‘demographic time bomb’,
‘functionalist solution’ (return of some of the lands), and
‘annexation’. On the positive side, the war had provided Israel
with the bargaining chips it had always lacked. Initially, the belief
of the majority of the ruling Israeli élite was that some – or indeed
all – of the lands would be traded for peace, thus allowing Israel
to live behind secure and permanent borders. Those that called
for some of the lands to be retained and annexed did so for
security reasons. Areas such as the Jerusalem corridor were to be
expanded, and Israel was, in effect, redressing some of the
imbalances that the end of the 1948 war left. According to all the
mainstream Zionist parties, Jerusalem was to remain the eternal
and undivided capital of the Jewish state.

On the down-side, the debate over what do with the spoils of
victory was set against a backdrop of generational change in the
political leadership, mixed together with the start of the demise of
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the Israeli Labour Party, which under various labels had ruled not
only Israel since its creation but much of Jewish life in Palestine
during the period of the British Mandate. As a result of both,
there were growing divisions among the senior Israeli political
élite as to what to do about the West Bank in particular. Golda
Meir, who succeeded Levi Eshkol when the latter became Israel’s
first PM to die in office, adopted a hawkish line, making her
infamous statement that there was no such people as the
Palestinians. In short, there was a sense of political inertia in
Israel in the period following the war, which was reflected in the
lack of dynamic peace-making initiatives on the part of the Israeli
government.

It is important to remember that Golda Meir was the last of the
Jews of the Second and Third Aliyah – the founding fathers and
mothers of the state – and that the battle to succeed this
generation was extremely bitter, being governed by both person-
ality clashes and differences on policy that centred on the issue of
the future status of the lands captured during the war. Such was
the paranoia about causing a public split at the crucial juncture in
Israel that – unbelievably as it may appear today – the debate was
suppressed by the party leadership. For many years following the
war, the party adopted no formal policy document on the status
of the Disputed Territories. So much for Israeli democracy!

There were two other factors that helped precipitate Israel’s
inertia. The first was the fact that, while the Israeli élite did not
expect Arab leaders to fall in love with Israel after the war, they at
the very least expected the Arab political and military élites to
understand that they would never be able to defeat Israel in a
war. Israel’s Chief of Staff during the Six Day War, Yitzhak
Rabin, defined this in greater detail, arguing that the Arab élites
must understand that they would stand no chance of defeating
Israel until they (the Arabs) enjoyed air superiority – either
through sheer numbers of planes, or the ability to shoot down
Israeli aircraft using surface-to-air missiles (SAMs). Accepting
this premise, then a status quo of no war, no peace was accept-
able to Israel in the short term.

The second was the blatantly hard-line position that the Arab
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states adopted towards Israel following the war. Political confir-
mation of this appeared at the Khartoum Summit on 1 September
1967. It laid down the ‘three noes’ resolution: no recognition of
Israel, no negotiations with Israel, and no peace with Israel.
Under pressure at home and within the Arab world, President
Nasser publicly flexed his Arab nationalist credentials by adding
an additional ‘no’ to the Khartoum resolution: no concessions on
the legitimate rights of the Palestinian people.

On the military front, Nasser moved quickly to attempt to
rebuild morale among the Egyptian armed forces. In doing this,
he developed a new military strategy for the continued struggle
against Israel based on three phases: defensive rehabilitation,
offensive, and finally liberation. Nasser, in short, was in no mood
for what would be seen as surrender, and though he would live
long enough to see the implementation of only the first two
phases of his plan, he pursued its aims with increasing vigour.
Though not as dramatic as other wars in the history of the Arab–
Israeli conflict, the resulting war of attrition was nonetheless
highly significant from a military and tactical point of view.
Its direct impact could be seen in the development of weapons
by both the US and the Soviet Union, with the superpowers’
apparent use of the Middle East theatre, in part, as a testing
ground for missile technology and air defence systems.

The period between the Six Day War of 1967 and the 1973
Arab–Israel War, as a result, saw superpower involvement in the
area rise to higher levels than previously witnessed. This was
particularly true in Egypt and Syria, where the use of Soviet
advisers was increased. Soviet personnel piloted MiG jets with
Egyptian markings and manned the surface-to-air missile
batteries. The period following the Six Day War was therefore
dominated not by peace talks but by a deepening international-
isation of the Arab–Israeli conflict – and a near-constant low-
intensity war that reached various levels of violence. With the
hindsight of history, it is clear that much of the military activity
during this period was directed at research and development for
the next Arab–Israeli conflict.
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To what extent did the Palestinian issue complicate the
situation in the post-Six Day War period?

A similar war of attrition took place on the Israeli–Jordanian
front, mainly in the north Jordan Valley area where the PLO,
acting at times with tacit Jordanian support, launched attacks
against Israeli targets in the West Bank and into Israel itself.
The Israelis mounted large-scale retaliatory operations against
PLO bases in the area, and to a degree succeeded in pushing the
PLO units out of the West Bank and into the East Bank in Jordan.

The military situation, however, changed dramatically from
September 1970 onwards, following a failed PLO assassination
attempt on the life of King Hussein of Jordan. The King came to
realise that the PLO had effectively created a state within a state
in Jordan, and was operating to such a degree of independence
that the existence of the Hashemite Kingdom was at stake. He
moved quickly and decisively, launching an all-out attack against
the Palestinians during August and September 1970. At this
stage, Syrian armoured units invaded Jordan and were met with
heavy resistance from the Jordanian army.

During the tense days following the Syrian invasion, Israel and
the United States made it clear that they would not be able to
stand back and allow a Syrian take-over of Jordan. Israel let it be
known that it might be forced to use the IAF to defend Jordan,
and plans were even drawn up to use Israeli ground forces. For its
part, the US moved its Sixth Fleet to the Levant Coast and started
to plan for major troop movements from Europe to the Middle
East. The Soviets clearly got the message, and advised the Syrians
to pull back. By the end of the crisis, the PLO had been eliminated
as a fighting force in Jordan, and its remnants moved to Lebanon
to continue operations against Israel from its new host country.
These attacks and reprisal raids by Israel continued until the
1982 Israeli invasion, when the PLO was once more forced to
seek new headquarters, this time in the Tunisian capital, Tunis.
Following the departure of the PLO from Jordan, the war of
attrition on the Jordanian front came to an end.

In retrospect, the idea of Israel helping an Arab state, which
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only just over three years earlier had been part of the Arab axis
against Israel, would appear to be like something out of a Fellini
film. In truth, Israel sought to maintain the Hashemite rule over
Jordan in order to help create a stable eastern Israeli border, and
conversely to prevent the creation of a Palestinian state in Jordan
under the control of Yasser Arafat. King Hussein met inter-
mittently with Israeli leaders during his long period of rule.
Indeed, on the eve of the Yom Kippur War in 1973, the King
attempted to warn Golda Meir of the coming surprise attack by
Egypt and Syria. Sadly for Israel, his warning fell on deaf ears.
Meir thought the King’s warning to be too imprecise, and it went
against Israeli intelligence assessments that concluded that the
Arabs were not preparing for another major war.

So why, if relations between Israel and Jordan from
1970 onwards were so cosy, did it take a further 24 years
for the two countries to sign a formal peace agreement?

A number of factors have shaped Jordanian policy towards Israel:
the limitations of Jordan’s economic resources; its geographic
position as a front-line state with Israel and the relative weakness
of Jordan’s army in comparison with Israel’s; and the fact that a
third of the Jordanian population is of Palestinian origin.9 In
political terms, the latter factor in particular meant that King
Hussein felt unable to reach a public accord with Israel before an
Israeli–Palestinian peace agreement was signed. Conversely, at
inter-Arab level Jordan’s policy towards Israel has largely been
shaped by the desire to keep other Arab states – such as Nasser’s
Egypt in the 1960s and Syria in 1970 – from interfering in Jordan.
This has meant that at different times Hussein has participated in
Arab wars against Israel (1967) and at other junctures refrained
from doing so (1973). In private, King Hussein hoped that any
agreement between Israel and the Palestinians would fall short of
creating a strong and viable Palestinian state that would threaten
the rule of the Hashemite Kingdom over the lands on the East
Bank of the River Jordan. The King’s real nightmare, however,
was a PLO-led Palestinian state that would destabilise the region.
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This became more intense following the events of September
1970, and the PLO campaign of international terror that aimed
to win publicity for their case and force Israel into agreeing to
their radical demands. Not that there was much chance of Israel
agreeing to its own destruction – the ideological cornerstone until
Yasser Arafat’s apparent embrace of the two-state solution in
1988 (code for accepting Israel’s right to exist).

The question of Jerusalem was also of great concern to the
King. Following the Six Day War, Israel gained control over the
entire city, expelling Jordanian forces from East Jerusalem and
the Old City. Israel, however, granted special status to Jordan in
the Old City, with King Hussein given a role in the maintenance
of the Islamic holy sites in that part of Jerusalem. Moreover,
Hussein, who was afraid that any deal to create a Palestinian
state would lead to Palestinian (PLO) control of the sites,
jealously guarded this. It was this very fear that led to King
Hussein all but publicly endorsing the candidature of Benjamin
Netanyahu over Shimon Peres in Israel’s 1996 elections for Prime
Minister. At the time, the King’s action raised a few eyebrows in
the Arab world, as Netanyahu was a well-known critic of the
Oslo Accords, while Shimon Peres was generally seen as the
architect of the Accords which, if implemented, aimed at resolv-
ing the Israeli–Palestinian conflict through a two-state solution.

Of course there were periods of tension between Israel and
Jordan, particularly after the political consequences of the birth
of the new Israel – or the second republic, as it is often referred to.
It took the King some time to grow accustomed to Menachem
Begin after he became Prime Minister in 1977, though there was a
sense of relief in Amman when the first Begin government (1977–
81) turned out to be a much more pragmatic administration than
Begin’s ideologically-based rhetoric from his days in opposition
would have suggested. The major crisis, however, arose during
the period of Israel’s second National Unity Government (1984–
88), when in January 1987 the Labour Party leader and Minister
of Foreign Affairs, Shimon Peres, negotiated with King Hussein
what became known as the London Agreement (though the bulk
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of the negotiations took place in Ascot, a town some 25 miles
west of London, where the King had an official residence).

The resulting plan included provision for Palestinian elections
(no PLO participation was to be permitted) leading to an inter-
national conference, the results of which – according to Peres –
were not to be binding to Israel. The King had a somewhat
different interpretation of this part of the document. The Likud
argued that, in typical Peres tradition, he had not consulted with
Begin’s successor as Israeli Prime Minister, Yitzhak Shamir,
about the contents of the plan – or even told him that he was
talking to the King. Peres denied the charge, arguing that Shamir
had known and approved of his mission to London and that he
(Peres) had informed him of the agreement as soon as he returned
from England.10 Whatever the truth, Shamir flew into a rage
when presented with the details of the plan, and instructed his
Likud colleagues in the Cabinet to block its path.

As a result, the London Agreement was consigned to the
dustbin of history, and a furious King Hussein renounced
Jordan’s claim over the West Bank. This amounted to the King
washing his hands of the Palestinian issue, and robbed Israel of its
Jordanian option whereby the Palestinians would come under
Jordanian sovereignty, or some form of Jordanian–Palestinian
confederation would be created to resolve the Palestinian issue.
From this point onwards there was only really one viable
diplomatic solution to the Israeli–Palestinian conflict, the two-
state solution: an Israeli state living side by side with a fully
independent Palestinian state. Few in Israel – with the notable
exception of the far left parties – were brave enough to admit this
at the time. Israelis simply weren’t ready to think the unthinkable
at this stage.

Events in Kuwait in 1990 conspired to bring the King and
Yitzhak Shamir together for the first time. Away from the media
spotlight and the ongoing diplomatic efforts to avert war, Shamir
held a secret meeting with King Hussein in London. The meeting
took place on 4 and 5 January 1991 at the King’s private
residence, where he outlined his dilemma: why he was driven to
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publicly support Saddam, his lack of trust in the Iraqi leader, and
his fears that a war would be a disaster for Jordan. In short, the
King feared that if he did not support the Iraqi leader the
Palestinians in Jordan might riot, and the resulting social unrest
could endanger the Hashemite Kingdom. The King assured the
Israelis that he would not let a third force (Iraq) use Jordanian
territory to mount attacks against Israel. In return, Shamir
promised the King that Israel would not use Jordanian sovereign
territory to launch attacks against Iraq (both land and air
space).11 As any attack by the IAF on Iraq would have to fly over
Jordan, Shamir was, in effect, severely limiting his hand to
respond to Iraqi attacks on Israel. Shamir did not inform the US
of the outcome of the meeting, a deliberate oversight aimed at
ensuring that the US continued to lobby Israel to stay out of the
war. The wily old PM wanted to extract the maximum political
and economic price possible from the US for Israeli restraint.

Once the PLO had signed the Oslo Accords with Israel, King
Hussein felt able in 1994 to start the process of normalisation
with the Jewish state. The personal chemistry between the Israeli
Prime Minister, Yitzhak Rabin, and the King clearly played an
important role in securing a peace treaty. Problems that arose
during the negotiations, such as border disputes and water rights,
were imaginatively solved, usually with the direct intervention of
the King and Rabin. Israel handed back sovereignty of key
farming lands and was subsequently allowed to lease these lands
back from Jordan. The question of Jordanian water demands was
met by joint plans to develop increased water resources. King
Hussein and Yitzhak Rabin signed the peace agreement between
Israel and Jordan on 26 October 1994 on a mine-cleared site in
no-man’s-land on the Israeli–Jordanian border. President Clinton,
always keen on a Middle East photo opportunity, attended the
ceremony, despite the fact that once more the United States had
not played a major role in the negotiations. The ceremony was a
highly choreographed event which lacked the tension of the
previous year’s Israel–PLO signing ceremony in Washington. The
King and Rabin tried not to look like two old friends who had
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known each other all their adult lives, but like elder statesmen
ending nearly 50 years of conflict. Sitting among the many
dignitaries was a beaming Yitzhak Shamir, telling anyone within
earshot that it was his meetings with the King some four years
earlier that had laid the foundations for the agreement.

From 1996 onwards, however, the Israeli–Jordanian relation-
ship started to deteriorate. This was in part due to the increasing
opposition in Jordan towards the peace treaty, particularly
among the East Bankers and the Palestinians. The opposition
grew as the anticipated economic peace dividend from the
agreement did not materialise for Jordan. Paradoxically, one of
the major reasons for this lack of an economic dividend was
Jordanian domestic opposition to closer economic links with
Israel. There was no sustained programme of US aid, as there had
been for Egypt following its signing of a peace treaty with Israel.
As the Palestinian track became deadlocked, so King Hussein
came under increased pressure not to develop closer ties with the
Netanyahu government and Israel.

The issue of water returned to the agenda when it became clear
that the joint water projects had simply not emerged and that
there was a water crisis in Jordan. Many Israeli leaders –
including Peres – felt that Rabin had been too generous to Jordan
in the articles on water rights, and this issue threatened to sour
relations between the two countries even further. The personal
chemistry that had been such a feature of the Rabin–King
Hussein relationship was absent from Netanyahu’s relationship
with the King.

The relationship reached new lows when Israeli agents
attempted to murder a political leader of Hamas, the radical
Islamic Palestinian group, on 25 September 1997 by poisoning
him in a street in central Amman. A furious King Hussein
demanded that Netanyahu release the spiritual leader of Hamas,
Yassin, from prison in Israel and allow him to return home to the
Gaza Strip. This was a high price for an Israeli leader to pay, but
Netanyahu obliged and today Yassin remains in Gaza, despite
Israeli attempts to kill him.
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Following the death of King Hussein and the coronation of
King Abdullah II, there has been a marked public distance between
Jordan and Israel. The Israeli–Jordanian peace, however, remains
a stable one, but one that is becoming more closely based on the
Israeli–Egyptian model of cold peace than any warm relation-
ship. In essence, it remains as it always has been: a marriage of
convenience that reflects the joint strategic interests of both Israel
and the Hashemite Kingdom.

How did Egypt and Syria come together to launch a
surprise military attack on Israel in October 1973?

The events of September 1970 inadvertently secured Israel’s
strategic relationship with the Hashemite Kingdom, but did not
impact on the other two Arab states that lost lands during the Six
Day War. The death of President Nasser, who despite all his
apparent shortcomings remained the leader of the Arab world,
marked a crucial turning point in the Arab–Israeli conflict. In
many respects, Nasser had always remained a pragmatist, an
unusual state of affairs – though not in the Middle East – for a
leader who was so heavily reliant on the use of ideology to justify
his actions. To his dying day, Nasser wished to remain leader of
the Arab world and the most popular figure on the ‘Arab street’.
In this respect, when presented with the choice of making genuine
peace with Israel – accepting the concept of co-existence or
remaining head of the Arab world (the attainment of both was
impossible) – he always chose the latter.12 This pragmatic choice,
however, should not be mistaken for ideology. Nasser was far too
complex, wily and addicted to power to be shackled by the chains
of ideological politics.

Both Egypt and Syria underwent political transformations at
the start of the 1970s, with two new leaders attempting to
develop their power-base and win popular Arab support. Though
very different, President Anwar Sadat of Egypt and President
Hafiz al-Asad of Syria each needed to be seen to secure at least an
Israeli withdrawal from part, if not all, of the lands captured by
Israel. It would be foolhardy to attach labels such as ‘pragmatic’
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or ‘ideologue’ to either man, as this would prove to be extremely
misleading without a careful definition of each term. What is
clear is that, in the Arab political world of coup and counter-
coup, each man needed tangible signs that the Arabs were going
to regain the lands lost in 1967 in order to help mask growing
economic and social problems in their respective countries.

In retrospect, those who claim that an opportunity for peace
was missed between 1970 and 1973 appear over-optimistic. In
truth, diplomatic efforts at bringing about peace came into a
difficult regional and global environment. The internal dynamics
in Israel and the Arab world were not conducive to peace-
making. Similarly, the influence of the Cold War on the region’s
politics made it difficult for any initiative to succeed. Nasser’s
death came at a bad time, with a lack of a clearly identified
natural successor. His eventual successor, President Sadat, was
considered a stop-gap appointment at the time, something of a
playboy with limited diplomatic or political abilities. Naturally,
he lacked the legitimacy that Nasser had developed over the
years, and therefore did not have – at this stage anyway – the
degree of room to manoeuvre that Nasser had enjoyed.

For his part, Sadat came to realise that the deep internal
divisions in the ruling élite in Israel over the future of the
Territories – and the hawkish line of the Golda Meir government
towards the Arabs in general – doomed any diplomatic efforts to
eventual failure. Consequently, he prepared Egypt for war. He
expelled the Soviet military personnel from Egypt in July 1973 in
order to give himself a freer hand to manoeuvre, though he did
not break off relations, and Egyptian armed forces continued to
be supplied by the Russians. He sought US support, and was to
some degree wooed by American officials who saw the strategic
value of developing US–Egyptian ties. He attempted, with a good
deal of success, to lull Israel into a false sense of security by
strictly observing a ceasefire in the Suez Canal area. Israel viewed
the calm as a sign of Arab military weakness, not as part of an
overall war plan. In 1973, the Israeli élite was convinced that all
was quiet on its southern front, and that there was little prospect
of war.
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How was the Israeli élite so willing to accept the belief
that, in light of the persistent diplomatic failures, the
Arabs would not turn to the war option?

Following the Six Day War a very new Israel emerged, though
many of the changes can be attributed to factors other than the
war itself. It is important to look at the characteristics, the
outside perception and the political reality of this ‘new Israeli
republic’. The arrival in Israel of the Orientals – Jews from North
Africa and the Middle East – helped transform the country from a
relatively homogeneous society to a more diverse one. Such
changes led to deep divisions in Israeli society that could be seen
at economic, cultural and political levels. The arrival of the
‘Oriental Aliyah’ brought new challenges for a country that was
struggling to finance the absorption machine. Many of the
Orientals were forced to live in poor conditions upon their arrival
in transit camps, and were eventually located in what became
known as ‘development towns’ situated away from the estab-
lished population centres. The conditions in the development
towns were basic in terms of welfare provision, social conditions,
employment prospects and education. The difficulties were
compounded by the fact that the majority of Jews from North
Africa and Asia came from poor backgrounds with minimal
formal education. Within the Israeli jobs market they were
usually employed in menial jobs.

In effect, the arrival of the Oriental Jews had created a two-tier
Israel: a fact that the original Zionist thinkers had not foreseen or
prepared for.13 The concept of a two-tier society remains an
uncomfortable one to those who aspired to ideas of egalitarian-
ism for the Jewish state. Amos Oz, one of Israel’s best-known
writers, famously highlighted the difficulties in a chapter of his
book In the Land of Israel. The book, which describes the
author’s travels around Israel and conversations with a broad
section of Israeli society, contains a wonderful section on Oz’s
visit to Beit Shemesh, a town founded in the early 1950s that is
predominantly inhabited by Oriental Jews. One participant in the
dialogue Oz started in a local café sums up the difference between
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the Ashkenazi and Oriental Jew: ‘Chaim Bar-Lev [leading
member of Israeli Labour Party] has a pin in his leg, and David
Levy [leading Oriental politician] has a pin in his leg, because
they both fell and broke a leg. Where did Chaim Bar-Lev, the so-
called leader of the Workers’ Party fall? From his horse. Like
some English Lord. But David Levy fell from a third-storey
scaffold. That says it all.’14

In retrospect, the Israeli authorities did a remarkable job in
absorbing such numbers with the limited finance and the
continuing strains imposed upon the economy by the Arab–
Israeli conflict. To all intents and purposes, these immigrants
were refugees, and their plight is often forgotten or over-
shadowed by the tragedy of the Palestinian exodus from Israel.
The predominantly Ashkenazi élite attempted to shape a single
Israeli national culture that was based on European thinking,
rather than adopting Middle East influences that were more
familiar to the Orientals. Many Israelis, despite the widely held
view that Europe was the old world, argued the importance of
keeping Israel ‘European’ in terms of identity and culture, and
this set of beliefs largely shaped Israel’s education system, its
media, judiciary, industry and democracy. The leadership
marginalised Arab or Middle Eastern culture, and this in the long
term had a profound impact on the political and cultural
alienation of the new immigrants.

At first, as these new immigrants were highly dependent on the
state and Mapai, the forerunner to the current Israeli Labour
Party, to meet their everyday needs, strong dependence ties
emerged between the party and the Orientals. Over a period of
time it became clear that the party was not able to meet the
aspirations and demands of these groups, and so the process of
crossing the political divide started, and by the 1970s the
majority of this group were strong supporters of Menachem
Begin and the Likud.

For his part, Begin had remained in opposition since the
creation of the state.15 Ben-Gurion had made it clear that he saw
everyone as potential coalition partners, with the exception of
Herut (the political party of the Revisionists) and the Communists.
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In 1965, Herut merged with the Liberal Party to form Gahal,
which marked the start of the shift to the political centre of the
descendants of the Revisionist movements in Israel, confirmed
with the formation of the Likud (Hebrew for Union) in 1973. By
the time of the Six Day War in 1967, Mapai’s support was being
noticeably eroded as a result of this growing political and social
alienation of the Orientals. This erosion of support came at the
same time as the party faced growing internal problems involving
disagreements over key issues of party organisation and the
fallout from the Lavon Affair, compounded by the generational
and ideological challenge of the young guard in the battle of
succession to the élite of the Second Aliyah.

Israel’s victory in the Six Day War brought benefits to the
government, but in the long run led to an increasing split within
Mapai – and, after 1968, the newly formed Israeli Labour Party.
The National Unity Government that had been formed before the
war remained in place until 1970. For the first time, Menachem
Begin and Gahal (later to be the Likud) were included in the
coalition, providing them with a degree of legitimacy they had
not previously enjoyed. The outcome of the war brought a series
of challenges in terms of what should be done about the territory
that Israel had captured. This became the major divisive issue of
Israeli politics, and remains so to the present day. For Gahal, the
capture of these lands appeared to offer the prospect of the
realisation of the Revisionist dream of ‘Greater Israel’ – a Jewish
state on both banks of the River Jordan. In practical terms, in the
first instance, this would have meant the annexation of the
captured West Bank to Israel.

The Labour movement, unlike Gahal, was deeply divided over
the future status of the territories, with no clear unity emerging
among the senior leadership on the issue. Some favoured
returning all the lands to the Arabs in exchange for peace, others
exchanging some of the land for peace, and a third group hoped
to integrate the territories economically into Israel without
annexing the lands. The divisions not only reflected differing
opinions over the issue but also deep personal animosity and the
struggle for power within the movement.
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In 1968, the Israeli Labour Party was formed against a
backdrop of economic recession which had led to large-scale
unemployment and a high rate of emigration. The merger between
Mapai and Achdut Ha’avodah appeared perfectly natural; in the
previous years they had become closely identified with each
other, submitting joint lists in Knesset elections and working
together in successive governments. The merger with the third
party, Rafi, however, was much more problematic. The ill feeling
caused by the Lavon scandal from the mid 1950s remained,
particularly in David Ben-Gurion. Moshe Dayan, who had
emerged as the leading figure in Rafi following the Six Day War,
took a more pragmatic line. In truth, Rafi had little choice but to
seek to join the new party. In the 1965 Knesset elections it had
won only ten seats, a performance that had fallen well short of its
own expectations. In terms of party organisation, Rafi had not
developed the kind of local structures that are required to sustain
a major political party, and therefore its long-term prospects
appeared bleak. There were problems between Achdut Ha’avodah
and Rafi, with the former regarding the latter as dangerously
right-wing on socio-economic issues.

The formation of the Israeli Labour Party took place at the
start of the race to succeed the ageing Levi Eshkol. Dayan, who
regarded himself as the obvious candidate for the leadership of
the new party, was keen to persuade his Rafi colleagues to join
the new party in order to pursue his leadership claim. Rafi
eventually consented to Dayan’s wishes and joined the new party,
but a small minority refused and formed another new party called
the State List. There were two additional challengers to Dayan
for the leadership of the Israeli Labour Party: Pinhas Sapir from
Mapai and Yigal Allon from Achdut Ha’avodah. Sapir was the
leader of the Gush, running the party both financially and
organisationally. He was seen as the natural insider to succeed
Eshkol. For his part, Allon was the undoubted leader of Achdut
Ha’avodah, but there were questions as to his ability to win
support from other factions in the party. It came as little surprise
that the greatest rivalry was between Dayan and Sapir, and
this was heightened by their differences over the future of the
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territories that Israel had captured during the Six Day War. Sapir
favoured using them as a negotiating card and was not against
the eventual return of them to the Arabs. Dayan favoured what
became known as the economic integration approach.

Such was the extent of their rivalry, and that of their sup-
porters, that it was impossible for the party to devise any public
plan for the future of the territories for fear of splitting the new
party. The importance of the succession battle in determining the
actions of the key members of the élite during this period cannot
be overstated. Throughout Israeli history up to this point,
whoever had been leader of the party had also been PM. The
consequence of Allon’s, Sapir’s and Dayan’s actions was that
there was little prospect of Israel being able to make any clear
decisions about the future status of the territories and, as a result,
any negotiations with the Arabs. This fact was to come back to
haunt both the party and Israel.

In the event, Levi Eshkol died suddenly in February 1969. His
death came too soon for the younger candidates to assume the
premiership, so the torch passed to another of the elders, Golda
Meir. Meir had previously been thought too old to succeed
Eshkol, but his premature death meant that she took office as
Israel’s fourth Prime Minister, and was the last of Israel’s
founding fathers and mothers to lead the country. Meir came
from Mapai and was supported by Sapir. Such was her stature
that her attempt to take office went unchallenged. Dayan was
biding his time while Sapir became Secretary-General of the party
and worked at consolidating the position of the centrist elements
within it. Meir governed Israel, with her close advisers and
colleagues taking the major decisions, rather than the Cabinet.
This small group was soon labelled Golda’s ‘Kitchen Cabinet’
after the location of their meetings. Other ministers were
generally excluded from the wider decision-making process and
concentrated on running their respective ministries.

In Israeli society, the Six Day War had changed the national
psyche to a much more confident one. The period between 1967
and 1973 saw a cultural boom, particularly in the cities. On
Independence Day 1968, Israeli Television started transmission,
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and by the early 1970s almost every Jewish family had a TV set. It
would be years before Israelis had the choice of more than one
channel, but the existence of a national TV channel arrived at the
right time for Israelis keen to be seen as a ‘normal country’. The
advent of TV increased the worldly knowledge of Israelis and
started to transform the electoral process, just as TV had changed
the face of US politics in the 1960 Presidential campaign.

Culturally, Israel changed. Fashion became an issue with the
advent of long sideburns and bell-bottom jeans, Israeli modern
rock and pop music was born, and in the spring of 1973 Israel
competed in the Eurovision Song Contest for the first time, finish-
ing a creditable fourth. In sport, the basketball team Maccabi Tel
Aviv became increasingly successful and competed in the
European championship. Indeed, during the 1970s Maccabi Tel
Aviv won the championship and soon became one of the most
recognised names in the world of basketball. The Ashkenazi
population of Israel were keen to be competing within a Euro-
pean framework, as this strengthened the ties between Israel and
Europe and reflected on the developing Israeli culture.

At the root of this new-found confidence was the widely held
feeling that the Arabs would not be able to defeat Israel in war
and would one day attempt to seek peace with the Jewish state.
The War of Attrition that raged for much of this period was seen
as a series of border incidents and not a direct threat to the
survival of the state. In many respects, Golda Meir symbolised
the country she led: strong, self-confident, but most of all under-
estimating the nature of the continued Arab threat to Israel.

On a political level, the biggest change brought about by the
Six Day War was the advent of the Israeli settlers in the West
Bank and Gaza Strip.

The stereotypical image of the 180,000-plus Israeli settlers
who currently inhabit the West Bank and Gaza Strip is of
machine-gun-toting, Arab-hating Jews. Politically, they are
characterised by an increasingly hostile media as extremist, and
the major Israeli obstacle to peace. According to elements of the
European press, attacks on settlers by Palestinians are now
deemed to be legitimate – settlers, it seems, are no longer classed
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as civilians. Mention the words ‘Israeli settler’ and two names are
usually remembered: Baruch Goldstein (the perpetrator of the
Hebron massacre in 1994) and Yigal Amir (the assassin of
Yitzhak Rabin in 1995). The fact that the latter was not a settler
at all illustrates the problems of misrepresentation that the
settlers regularly face.

So who are these settlers? And are they a homogeneous
group or are there major differences in outlook and
rationale for living in the Disputed Territories?

Today, the settlements range from villages to large towns.16 There
are three basic types of settler in the West Bank, and even this is a
simplification. The first group, which are the largest numerically,
are deemed as economic settlers, and live primarily in the well
established major settlement blocks that are likely to remain
under Israeli sovereignty after a deal is struck on the partition of
the land between Israel and a Palestinian state. This group were
enticed to live in the West Bank primarily by the generous tax
breaks offered by successive Israeli governments during the
1970s and 80s, and by seemingly good road communications into
Jerusalem. Today, just as commuters trying to enter London
spend much of their day bumper to bumper on entrance roads
to the capital, many of this group do likewise on the limited
access roads to the city at the top of the hill. Many are young
couples that can’t afford to set up home in the over-priced
centre of Jerusalem. Israel claims that many of these settlements
around Jerusalem are not settlements at all, but rather housing
projects that reflect the demographic growth of Jerusalem. The
Palestinians charge that they are political settlements and reflect a
concerted Israeli attempt to encircle Jerusalem, thus ensuring
Israeli control over the entire city.17

The second group of settlers live in more outlying settlements
that have assumed the characteristics and infrastructure of small
towns. This group have more of a religious tinge to them, and
strongly believe that Judea and Samaria (the Israeli term for the
West Bank) should be part of the Jewish state. Many within
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this group carry weapons and come under attack from local
Palestinians. The location of some of these settlements can be
viewed as provocative, as they sit near, or next to, Palestinian
villages and towns. The political rationale for many of these
settlements was security. For with every settlement this size
comes a considerable IDF presence and permanent-looking
security infrastructure such as watch-towers, good quality roads
and army bases. There is currently a debate within Israel as to
whether such security infrastructure actually helps in Israel’s
fight or diminishes Israel’s security by leading to an increase in
the number of attacks against it. It is envisaged that many of these
settlements will be dismantled by Israel after a final status
agreement is reached with the Palestinians.

While a small and vocal minority of this group is likely to resist
any attempts to physically remove them, the vast majority – with
the right financial inducements – can be convinced to relocate
within the Green Line that divides Israel proper from the West
Bank. The financial inducements are likely to prove extremely
important, as some of the settlers within this group have moved
into the area in order to make a quick buck through buying up
lands that they know will be purchased off them at a generous
price, allowing them to make a sizeable profit. Though the
international media concentrates on examining the ideological
agenda of the settlers, it largely ignores the economic agenda of
some of them.

Numerically the smallest, the third group are the Zealots who
live on the periphery – sometimes with the permission of the
Israeli government, and other times illegally. These settlements
are usually very small, and look very temporary, with settlers
living in tents, caravans or prefab huts. These settlers tend to be
the most militant and, with all the publicity they attract, are the
group that does most to create the strong anti-settler feeling that
many people hold. They strongly believe that they have a God-
given right to settle in any part of the West Bank – and their aim is
to create as many outposts as possible in order to make it as
difficult as possible for any Israeli government to hand over the
land to the Palestinians.
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People from within this group have threatened civil dis-
obedience, and even violence, if any attempt is made to remove
their outposts or isolated settlements. The international media
tends to devote a disproportionate amount of time to this group,
with images of lonely hill-tops, caravans and Israeli flags making
good television. But the truth is that when the time comes for a
permanent agreement with the Palestinians, any potential Israeli
Prime Minister is likely to take strong action against this group.
At present the situation is complex, with radical Jewish philan-
thropists in the United States helping to fund some of these
settlements. In private, all recent Israeli Ministers of Defence
have taken action against this group. More action is needed, but
in Israel there is a sense among the mainstream political and
military élite that the dismantling of these settlements should
be offered as a concession in the political process with the
Palestinians. The Palestinians argue that such settlements are
illegal and provocative and should be dismantled now before any
political negotiations.

Perhaps the greatest significance of the start of the settlement
programme by the Labour-led government back in 1967 was that
it sent a message to the Arab states that Israel was attempting to
‘put facts on the ground’ that would make it difficult for future
governments to offer territorial compromises. A widely held
misconception is that the major settlement activity took place
under Likud-led governments. This simply is not the case. One
joke among the Likud is that when Labour is in power, settlement
expansion is referred to by the United States as natural expan-
sion, and when the Likud is in power, similar expansion is termed
an obstacle to peace.

In the period following the Six Day War, the major charge
against Israel in Arab circles was that Israelis had become
extremely arrogant. Accounts of the war were full of tales of the
extraordinary prowess of the Sabra (native-born Jew), and con-
versely were used to reinforce the Israeli stereotypical image of
the Arab fighter as a coward. It would seem that the war trans-
formed Israelis overnight from feeling very insecure and afraid
about the future of the state into the opposite – super-confident



THE SECOND REPUBLIC: WAITING FOR PEACE

105

that the Arabs would not attack when they knew they would be
trounced on the battlefield. This, of course, is a simplification,
but nonetheless it was a terrible miscalculation that most
ordinary Israelis made, as did the collective political and military
leadership of the country.

The simple truth is that the Arabs came to grips with the results
and consequences of the Six Day War much quicker than the
Israelis. On the military front, Arab and Soviet generals came to
the rapid conclusion that any advance of Arab armies would have
to take place under the cover of batteries of SAMs in order to
dilute the threat posed by the Israeli Air Force. A degree of
surprise was viewed as an important ingredient, though total
surprise was not deemed necessary, as it was widely presumed
that the United States would not accommodate any Israeli
request for a pre-emptive strike – even if there were over-
whelming evidence of an imminent Arab attack. On the political
front, there was an understanding that such an attack by the
Arabs should be of a limited nature, with the intention of re-
taking the lands lost in 1967 and then hoping for a superpower-
sponsored ceasefire so as to hold on to the gains made on the
ground. Mention was rarely made of the Palestinians, outside of
the usual lip service paid by Arab leaders, with phrases like ‘there
will be no stopping until the liberation of Jerusalem is complete
and all the Zionist infidels are removed from the city’.

Just as the most striking image of the Six Day War had been the
pictures of IAF jets destroying the EAF on the ground, so the most
striking images of the Yom Kippur War were of exhausted Israeli
soldiers attempting to prevent the initial wave of Arab attacks
from breaking through Israeli front lines. But perhaps the image
that best characterised Israeli fears during the early days of the
war was that of Moshe Dayan, who at this time was serving as
Minister of Defence. Dayan appeared on Israeli television on the
second evening of the war with the aim of reassuring Israelis.
Dayan, looking tired and strained, could barely look at the
camera. His face projected a sense of shock and dismay at events,
and transmitted just how grave the situation had become for
Israel. Dayan never really recovered from the shock of the war.18
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The fact that this was Moshe Dayan, the all-conquering hero of
the Suez War and the Minister of Defence during the Six Day
War, added to this sense of shock.

Indeed, Dayan’s greatest contribution to Israel’s victory in
1967 was the fact that he had restored the Israeli army’s
confidence that it would win the war.19 This was due in no small
part to Dayan’s drive and zeal, and his rejection of military help
from the United States to help resolve the pre-war crisis.20 In 1973
things were different, with probably the most recognisable face of
the Israeli leadership (with the possible exception of Golda Meir)
admitting that Israel was in deep trouble. And this time Israel
would not be able to stand alone, but rather would have to ask
the US to re-arm it in the middle of the war. In truth, away from
all the bravado and womanising that defined his life, Dayan was
a complex man. He was prone to periods of severe depression,
but at a time when scrutiny of politicians was far less intense than
it is today, he managed to mask much of the darker side of his
character from the public.

The Yom Kippur War (War of Atonement) or, as it is known
by its other names, the October War, Ramadan War, or simply
the 1973 War, caused a trauma in Israel that has lasted to this
day. Though Israel emerged from the fighting as the clear victor
and, as Peter Mansfield puts it, ‘had snatched a stunning victory
from the initial defeat’, it paid a heavy price with 2,521 Israelis
killed and some 7,056 wounded. True, Arab losses were sub-
stantially higher, but were much less in terms of proportion of the
total population.21 In Israel, it seemed that at least one man from
each town or village failed to return safely from the front.

In the short term, the war led to the shattering of the myth of
Israeli invincibility that had developed since the 1967 war – and
the security credentials of the political ruling élite from the
Labour Alignment. The origins of the war itself, to a large degree,
lie in the outcome of the Six Day War – and specifically the
political and military lessons that the Arab leadership learnt from
this defeat. President Sadat planned to recover the lands lost to
Israel in 1967 by a mixture of political and military moves. He
concluded, correctly, that any military action taken by Egypt
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would be met by a massive retaliation by Israel. Consequently,
the Egyptian leader understood that there was little alternative
but to launch as big an attack as possible.

In Israel, the general assessment was that the Arabs would not
launch an attack until they had sufficient numbers of aircraft
capable of knocking out Israeli airstrips and neutralising the IAF
– the major determining factor in Israel’s victory in 1967. Israeli
intelligence concluded that this point would not be reached until
1975, and thus the threat of an attack in 1973 was minimal.
Unbeknown to the Israelis, however, the Soviets had developed a
new strategic missile defence system which included missile
batteries that had been moved into the Suez Canal zone and new
long-range SCUD missiles that could threaten Israeli population
centres. The idea of the latter was to deter the IAF from operating
deep in Egyptian territory. This plan was to prove highly suc-
cessful, with the IAF largely ineffective in the opening days of
the war.

Once it became clear to Sadat that there was a war option, he
moved quickly to enlist the support of President Asad of Syria for
a joint operation. Asad consented, and planning for a simul-
taneous assault on Israel began in earnest in January 1973. The
first SCUD missiles arrived in Egypt. Their arrival proved to be
the final determining factor in Sadat’s decision to use the war
option. Ironically, at the same time in Israel, AMAN, the
intelligence wing of the Israeli army, concluded that any war was
unlikely until 1975.22 The Soviets also moved quickly to increase
the air defence systems of Syria, particularly in the Damascus
region.

Israeli intelligence was not blind to the Egyptians’ preparations
for war. In May 1973, they concluded that this was merely part
of the Arab strategy of brinkmanship, but that nothing would
come of it. The Israeli Chief of Staff, David Elazar, however, did
not share the conclusions of the intelligence findings and ordered
a partial mobilisation of Israeli reserves. Sadat decided for a
number of both military and political reasons to postpone the
war until September/October – the next time when the tides in the
Suez Canal would be right for an Egyptian crossing. In Israel, the
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intelligence services were seen to have been proved right, and this
was to have a profound effect on the decision-making process in
the weeks leading up to the war.23

In September 1973, Israeli intelligence noted another major
build-up on both the Egyptian and Syrian fronts, and made the
assessment that these were routine large-scale exercises that had
taken place several times before. The intelligence assessment was
arrived at within the wider framework of the belief that the Arabs
would not attack until they had superior air power to bomb
Israeli cities, and against the backdrop of having been proved
right in May 1973.24 On this occasion, the assessment was wrong,
and it went a long way to giving the Egyptians and Syrians the
advantage in the early days of the war. On a political level,
Minister of Defence Moshe Dayan was inclined to agree with the
assessment, but Chief of Staff Elazar remained more sceptical.
On the eve of the war, with the concentration of forces on Israel’s
northern and southern borders increasing, Elazar asked for a
Cabinet meeting and the IDF was put on alert.

On the morning of 6 October – the Day of Atonement and one
of the holiest days in the Jewish calendar – when intelligence
information confirmed that the attack would be launched that
day against Israel, a stormy meeting took place between Elazar
and Dayan. During the course of the discussion, Elazar pleaded
for permission to launch a pre-emptive strike against the
Egyptian and Syrian forces and to issue the order for a general
mobilisation of Israel’s reserves. Dayan refused both requests,
but did agree to a small mobilisation for defensive purposes.25

Both men then took their case to the Prime Minister, Golda Meir,
who supported Dayan that there be no pre-emptive strike. She
was later to argue that the political damage that such a strike
would have caused far outweighed the military gains from such
an action. Patrick Seale emphasises the importance of this,
arguing that perhaps the greatest Arab coup was the fact that
they prevented Israel from striking first, a fact that allowed the
Arab armies to dominate the first 48 hours of the battle.26 On the
mobilisation issue, Meir compromised between Dayan’s and
Elazar’s positions and ordered the mobilisation of 100,000. Of
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the three key players at the time, only Elazar seemed to fully grasp
the military seriousness of the situation.

On time, at 2 pm, the Egyptians and Syrians attacked, and the
war that the vast majority of the Israeli political and military élite
thought would not happen, had started. When the fighting
stopped, the Arab leadership pointed to the massive US airlift of
arms to Israel during the war that many felt helped turn its tide in
Israel’s favour. Much in the same way as the 1956 intervention of
Britain and France was portrayed as a reason for the Egyptian
military setbacks at the Suez war’s conclusion, so the US airlift of
arms was used as the explanation for the eventual rout of the
Arab armies in 1973. Golda Meir never attempted to hide the
importance of these shipments of arms, and used it to vindicate
her decision not to launch a pre-emptive strike on 6 October. Her
belief was that, had Israel done so, it would not have received the
support of the US administration later in the war.

In the months and years following the end of the war, Israel
signed disengagement agreements with the Egyptians and
Syrians. An interim agreement on the Sinai was also signed
between Israel and Egypt in September 1975. This agreement
called for withdrawal of Israeli forces to the Mitla and Gidi
Passes, the setting up of electronic surveillance in the Sinai –
manned by US personnel – the return of the Abu Rudeis oil fields
to Egypt and the opening of the Suez Canal to shipping bound to
and from Israel. In many respects, this agreement proved to be the
forerunner to the Camp David Agreements that were to follow.

Though Israel emerged as the clear military victor, on the
political front the outcome was very different. President Sadat,
the main initiator of the war, emerged, despite the undeniable
defeat of his armies, with his domestic position greatly enhanced.
His control over both Egypt and the Egyptian military were
significantly stronger. He used Egypt’s eventual military defeat as
an excuse to purge the military of opponents to his rule. Clearly,
the initial successes of the Arabs in the war and the accompanying
return of national honour (so important in the Arab world)
provided Sadat with the room to manoeuvre to start a political
dialogue with Israel. This was to lead to his visit to Jerusalem and
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the eventual signing of a peace treaty with Israel. In Syria, the war
enhanced the position of President Asad, but here, unlike in
Egypt, he had little intention of negotiating with Israel. He came
to use his increasingly important position within the wider Arab
world to ensure that no such negotiations would take place for
years to come.

Throughout his period of rule, President Asad viewed the
Arab–Israeli dispute on two levels. The first was the simple Arab
commitment to destroy the ‘Zionist entity’. The second level was
more strategic. Asad viewed Israel as the major regional power
and sought to reach parity with it, either for the purpose of waging
war with it or for reaching a political settlement between the
Arab world and Israel. Regarding a potential political settlement,
Asad was governed by the belief that peace is never established
between the weak and the strong, but rather between equal
partners.27

From time to time, Asad gave interviews to Western periodicals
in which he appeared to accept the notion that Syria would one
day sign a formal peace treaty with Israel, providing it agreed to
withdraw from all the territories that it captured in 1967 and
accepted the existence of a Palestinian state.28 To a large extent,
such talk was part of a complex diplomatic approach, with Asad
trying to pressurise Israel into political concessions by making
Syria appear reasonable to the United States. Perhaps the real
proof of the pudding was to be found in the post-Oslo period,
1993–4, when the then Israeli Prime Minister, Yitzhak Rabin,
offered to return all the Golan Heights to Syria in return for
peace.29

Asad did not embrace the offer for a number of reasons,
perhaps the most important being that a peace agreement with
Israel would have endangered the future of Ba’ath rule in Syria,
by leading to calls for a reduction in military spending and
economic liberalisation. Strategically, Asad saw a Ba’ath-led
Syria as too weak to make peace, and conversely – with the
emergence of the United States as the sole superpower in the
region following the collapse of the Soviet Union – Israel as too
strong. Right up to his death, he continued to exploit Israel’s
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Achilles heel, Lebanon, by waging a proxy war through
Hezbollah. Asad is rumoured to have passed away while on the
phone discussing the proxy war in Lebanon with the Lebanese
Prime Minister. For Asad, just as it had been for Nasser, the
Arab–Israeli conflict brought a degree of legitimacy and popular
support for Ba’ath rule in Syria. The difference between Asad and
the other Arab leaders of his generation was the sophisticated
way he exploited the conflict for his own ends under the cover of
being the gatekeeper of Arab nationalism.

In Israel, few talk about the Yom Kippur War as a victory. The
war had a number of important consequences for the country as a
whole and its leadership. First, it led to the earliest set of negoti-
ations with an Arab country over a permanent peace treaty.
Second, it created a growing economic dependence on the US. As
the war cost Israel the equivalent of a year’s GNP, so its debt
burden increased and levels of US aid were increased – and
remain in place to the present. Finally, the war contributed to the
decline of the Labour Party. It had ruled Israel since its creation in
1948, but lost power in 1977 to the Likud led by Menachem
Begin. The trauma caused by the war – the high casualty figures
in Israel (over 2,500 dead), the mistakes in the political and
military leadership, and the shattering of the post-1967 euphoria
– all played an important role in reshaping Israeli society. Israel
took stock of the military lessons of the war and restructured its
armed forces to meet the demands of the new high-tech warfare,
but the shattering of confidence proved more difficult to rebuild.
This was not made any easier by the increase in Palestinian
terrorist attacks during this period, which was testing the resolve
of the Israeli nation once more.

The Yom Kippur War had a traumatic effect both on the Israeli
leadership and throughout Israeli society. In domestic terms, it
speeded the decline of the Labour Party and hastened the arrival
of Begin and the Likud in 1977. The 1973 Knesset elections that
were held soon after the conclusion of the war saw the Alignment
(comprising the Israeli Labour Party and the left-wing workers’
party, Mapam) lose only five seats from the 1969 election (56 to
51). Gahal, and in 1973 its successor party the Likud, saw its
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number of seats increase from 26 in 1969 to 39 in 1973. This was
an impressive gain, but it was not enough to bring down the
Alignment.

Following Golda Meir’s resignation due to ill health in 1974,
Yitzhak Rabin took over as Prime Minister. Rabin had little
political experience and in the domestic arena his administration
was far from successful. In effect, Rabin was left to lead a party
that after some twenty years in power was in deep decline,
its natural voting constituencies shrinking in contrast to the
increasing demographic importance of the Oriental voters, who
by this stage were very much in the camp of the Likud. Rabin
himself was not a party man, and decided to largely ignore it and
concentrate on Cabinet government. Thus, at a time when the
party needed to be reformed and revitalised, it received little
attention. For much of his period in office the new PM concen-
trated on foreign policy issues, and in particular the negotiations
with the Egyptians over disengagement agreements in the Sinai,
whose attainment Rabin correctly saw as a vital stage in securing
a more permanent peace with President Sadat and Egypt.30

At a time when unity within the party and the government
were of paramount importance, new divisions dominated the
headlines, especially the conflict between Rabin and his Minister
of Defence, Shimon Peres. The rivalry between the two candi-
dates was more of a personality or factional contest, in that there
were no real ideological differences between them. In short, the
rivalry between the two senior figures in the party and the
government reflected simple power politics, in that since 1974
they had both sought the same office. Their backgrounds and
experiences were very different. Rabin had been a career officer
in the IDF, while Peres had enjoyed an equally successful career as
a political technocrat. Though Peres had never served in the
army, he was largely credited with having made a considerable
contribution to Israel’s defence via arms procurements in the
1950s and the development of its nuclear capability during the
early 1960s. The political differences between them at this stage
tended to be on questions of focus: Rabin favouring the USA and
Peres Europe. In the past there had been a dispute between them
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over the purchase of military equipment for the IDF, Rabin
preferring to buy foreign military equipment and Peres wanting
to build up the Israeli defence industry. In understanding this
crucial relationship, the personality differences between them
cannot be stressed enough. Rabin was considered an introvert,
largely distrustful of politicians and preferring to appear to be
above politics, while Peres is an extrovert who enjoys political
intrigues and party political games.

Two additional domestic problems contributed to the decline
of the government and its eventual defeat in 1977. The first was
the break-up of the historic partnership between the Labour
Party (and its forerunner Mapai) and the religious parties. This
ended in 1976, due largely to the political inexperience of Rabin.
The PM organised an official government reception to welcome
the arrival of some new F15 jet fighters from the USA on the eve
of the Sabbath. Unfortunately, though the event was timetabled
to finish before the start of the Sabbath, the planes were late in
arriving and therefore technically the Sabbath had been broken.
A religious party, Agudat Israel, tabled a motion of no confi-
dence, claiming that a public desecration of the Sabbath had
taken place, and in the subsequent vote some members of the
National Religious Party (NRP) abstained. Afterwards, a furious
Rabin dismissed the entire party from the coalition, thus render-
ing himself the head of a minority government, the first leader of
the Labour Party to be in such a position. In truth, to be fair to
Rabin, the split with the NRP had a degree of inevitability about it.

Since the Six Day War, the NRP had become more extreme in
its policy towards the Territories, and was heavily involved in the
settlers’ movement. This shift to a more hawkish position was
also the result of a generational change in the leadership, with the
emerging new younger leaders pushing the party into the Likud
bloc. Following the split with the Labour Party, it would be over
twenty years before the NRP joined a Labour-led coalition. In the
meantime, it proved increasingly difficult for the Labour Party to
form coalitions, even after they secured more seats than the Likud
in elections.

The second problem concerned the increasing number of
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scandals involving leading Labour Party personnel, both in the
government and in Labour-controlled institutions. The first
major public scandal involved Asher Yadlin, the party’s choice
for the next Governor of the Bank of Israel. Yadlin was convicted
of accepting bribes and making false tax declarations. During his
trial, Yadlin had implicated two Cabinet ministers and several
other prominent figures in the Labour Party in illegal fund-raising
activities for the party. The crisis deepened when Avraham Ofer,
the Minister of Housing, committed suicide after charges of
corruption had been made against him. Just when it seemed that
things could not get any worse for the Labour Party, a story
was published in the Israeli press stating that the PM’s wife,
Leah Rabin, had not closed down a bank account in the USA
which had been opened during her husband’s tour of duty as
Ambassador to Washington at the start of the 1970s. At the time
in Israel there were strict foreign currency laws in place that
prevented Israelis from holding bank accounts abroad.

In a rare move by a Sabra, Yitzhak Rabin stood by his wife,
who was facing a possible jail sentence for her oversight, and
decided that in light of the scandal he would resign as PM and
leader of the party. It emerged that as leader in a minority
caretaker government Rabin could not resign, so he had to take
sick leave. He was replaced by his arch-rival Shimon Peres, both
as PM and leader of the Labour Party. Coming so close to the
1977 election, the Rabin resignation had obvious ramifications
for the party’s chances of re-election.

The results of the 1977 election were labelled by Chaim Yavin,
Israel TV’s anchorman, as ‘an upheaval or earthquake’ when, for
the first time, the Likud led by Menachem Begin emerged as the
largest party and were able to put together a coalition govern-
ment. Accepting the widely held view that governments lose
elections rather than oppositions win them, there is a need to
understand two factors: the reasons why the Labour Party lost in
1977 after 29 consecutive years in power; and the long-term
reason for the decline in the party’s fortunes.

Regarding the timing of the demise, it is clear that the scandals
played a major role, as did the formation of a new party, the
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Democratic Movement for Change (DASH), which had been
created largely in response to the failings of the Labour Party, and
which succeeded in winning fifteen seats in the election at their
expense. In the period prior to the start of the campaign – and
during it – the Labour Party leadership made a series of organi-
sational errors and misjudgements that contributed to the party’s
poor showing at the polls. In one of his last decisions before
resigning, Rabin had appointed an ex-general with minimal
political experience, Chaim Bar-Lev, as campaign manager.
Predictably, Bar-Lev did not have the necessary skills to direct a
major campaign.

In addition, the Labour Party moved the Histadrut elections,
which had previously taken place in advance of the Knesset
elections, to after them. In the past, the Histadrut elections had
been used as an opportunity for voters to cast a protest vote
against the party, with many returning to support it in the
subsequent national ballot. In 1977 such tactical voting was not
possible. Finally, the failings of the leadership of the party in the
period leading up to the start of the Yom Kippur War, and during
the initial stages of the war, led many Israelis to vote for the first
time for a party other than the Labour Party. The party had
escaped punishment in the 1973 elections because the country
was still too traumatised by the war. By 1977, the blame had
been apportioned by both the official inquiry and by Israelis
themselves.

Longer-term reasons for the decline of the party included
institutionalised corruption among the party élite after nearly 30
years in power. Also of great importance was the changing
demographic balance in Israel, whereby voters of Oriental origin
were becoming increasingly numerically important; this group
tended to vote for the Likud. Initially, upon their arrival in Israel,
the Orientals – who were highly dependent on the state for their
social and educational needs – threw in their lot with the dominant
party, Mapai, just as previous immigrants had done. The
Orientals, however, over a period of time developed their own
distinctive constituency interests (they had little in the way of
political leadership when they arrived in Israel), and came to the
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conclusion that Mapai and the Labour Zionist movement in
general were putting the interests of the veteran immigrants over
the Orientals. There was increasing criticism of the way their
immigrant absorption process had been handled, and of attempts to
force them to adopt the Ashkenazi-dominated national self-image.

Menachem Begin, while of Ashkenazi origin himself, appealed
more to this group in cultural terms by giving the impression of
being an observant Jew, and more conservative in the general
sense. Herut and its successor the Likud’s more hard-line position
towards the Arabs also appealed to this group, many of whom
had suffered discrimination in their countries of origin. To some
degree, class and ethnic models of explanation can be applied
here, with the Orientals’ sense that the Ashkenazi élite wanted
them to do the ‘black work’ in Israel. To this day, and despite
attempts by Labour Party leaders such as Ehud Barak to apolo-
gise for the past, the way the party formerly treated the Orientals
means that the relationship between them and the largely
Ashkenazi-dominated Labour élite remains extremely difficult.
The outcome of recent Israeli elections has in part been deter-
mined by how many voters of Oriental origin have been willing to
cross over from the Likud and vote for Labour Party leaders.

The failure of the Labour Party to successfully deal with the
central issue of the future status of the territories that Israel had
captured in 1967 also played a role in its long-term decline. In
effect, the party had failed for war-weary Israelis who were keen
to chance returning land in exchange for peace. Nor did the party
represent those Israelis who saw the lands as an opportunity to
reinvigorate Zionism, to develop and cultivate them for the Jewish
state. Finally, the party had failed to successfully manage the
economy, and had delivered in economic terms only to its tradi-
tional supporters.31 Of course all these factors are inter-related,
and scholars attribute various degrees of significance to each of
them. An understanding, however, of these long-term explan-
ations is important in explaining why the Likud became the
dominant force in Israeli politics for the subsequent fifteen years.

The election of Menachem Begin and the Likud in 1977 was
perhaps the most visible sign of the creation of the new Israeli
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republic.32 The Times of London portrayed the election as a
contest between good and evil: if Labour was re-elected there
would be peace in the region, but if the Likud was elected there
would be another major war. Begin appeared to be from another
age – just as, say, Donald Rumsfeld appears to have walked off
the set of a 1950s detective movie. Begin’s victory speech was
shown on TV, and with his formal dress and heavily accented
English he resembled a pre-Second World War European leader.
He did not look Israeli at all – he didn’t even appear to have a
suntan, and he wore a tie. This was all new. Begin talked in the
past tense, and when interviewed we noticed that he appeared to
ignore the interviewer and look straight into the camera, as if he
wanted to jump out of the TV set and into our living rooms.

Begin was a complex character. Any man who spends 29 years
as the leader of the opposition must have special characteristics,
both positive and negative. Begin’s political background appeared
to be very different from the pragmatic policies he was pursuing
in office. Why did he cling to the ideology of a Greater Israel (a
Jewish state on both banks of the River Jordan) during those long
years in opposition? And why was this fixation so strong? Begin
claimed that Israel had a biblical right to these lands. The work of
the revisionist leader and thinker Ze’ev Jabotinsky reveals that
Begin’s attachment wasn’t that simple, that there was another
element to Greater Israel – the issue of Israeli security. The phrase
‘the Iron Wall’ was coined by Jabotinsky to describe what Israel
would have to do in order to survive in a hostile environment. In
effect, the Arabs would accept Israel only once they realised that
they could not destroy it by military means.33 Begin’s desire to
expand its borders was based therefore on a cocktail of religious
legitimacy and security necessities.

If this was true, why did Begin suddenly change when he
came to power, and not annex these lands as he had
promised to do for his entire political career?

The answer lay in two areas: the insecurity of the Begin
government, and the simple fact that the United States would
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have done all in its very considerable power to block any such
move towards annexation. At the time, the Israeli press was full
of stories about the imminent demise of Begin and the Likud. The
Likud’s election victory was described as a freak road accident, in
other words one that would not be repeated. It seemed strange
that, despite the fact that Begin had won the election with a clear
majority, he should be discounted so easily. Surely, though, the
real explanation of the government’s position was that after all
those years in opposition, Begin lacked experience in governing,
and that was why there was a seeming series of mistakes and
splits in the government. This didn’t mean that one day they
wouldn’t be an effective government – just that it would take time
to learn.

Likewise, another newcomer, Jimmy Carter, appeared to bring
something different to American politics. Much was made about
his Southern roots and peanut-farming background. He was
clearly an outsider, just as Begin was in Israel. Anwar Sadat was a
handsome man with a beautiful wife. Would this be the first Arab
to break ranks and deal with Israel? The papers at the time
indicated that this was unlikely, domestic opposition being cited
as the principal reason. Sadat appeared to continue regardless.
He was always on our television screens. Unlike Begin, Sadat was
relaxed in front of the cameras, and gave many interviews dressed
in casual clothes, usually polo shirts and slacks, sitting down on a
sofa. He appeared awfully Western, almost American, and his
Western-styled wife reinforced this impression. Sadat, like
Carter, seemed to represent something new.

Just as Begin and Carter were outsiders, so was Sadat. Yes, he
had been the deputy to his predecessor as Egyptian leader, the late
President Gamal Nasser. As we have seen, however, he was
considered something of a playboy (political code for a stupid
prat) by his peers. Sadat was appointed as leader after Nasser’s
death in 1970 as a stop-gap. There were deep divisions in the
Egyptian military, and Sadat appeared to threaten no one. How
wrong they were. Soon after coming to power, Sadat started to
purge the military and political élite of Nasser supporters. In
historical terms, his shift from the Soviet camp to the American
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camp provided the last necessary ingredient for what was to
follow at Camp David in the sizzling summer of 1977.

Prior to Camp David had come Sadat’s visit to Israel. The visit
was perhaps the most significant development in the Middle East
for decades. Indeed, P.J. Vatikiotis suggests that Sadat’s initiative
‘constituted perhaps the first serious act of policy taken by an
Arab ruler in the (then) thirty year conflict’.34 Again, the images
were black and white, and appeared surrealistic. Two, however,
stood out. The first was the arrival of Sadat at Ben-Gurion and
his smiling face as he was introduced to the line of Israeli
dignitaries – which must have been akin to coming face to face
with all your enemies in the space of five minutes. Sadat, the
showman, pulled it off spectacularly. Surely an Oscar for best
performance under duress should have been presented to him.

The second image was the frown on the face of Yitzhak
Shamir, the then Speaker of the Knesset and later Prime Minister
of Israel, as he listened to Sadat’s speech through a pair of chunky
headphones. Sadat had come in the name of peace, but would
drive a hard bargain to give Israel what it most wanted. In truth
Sadat’s visit, for all the historical importance attached to it, was a
near disaster. It was clear that there was little personal chemistry
between himself and Begin, and he believed that by coming to
Israel he had already made enough concessions and wasn’t about
to make any more in the near future. Just as the failure of the
Arafat–Barak Camp David summit led to violence some 23 years
later, there was a real and pressing concern among many Israeli
and US officials that the failure of Sadat’s visit to Jerusalem
actually made war more rather than less likely.

With the hindsight of history and with the outcome of the
negotiations between Israel and Egypt known and understood,
we can place a slightly different spin on Sadat’s visit. Both senior
ministers in the Begin government – Moshe Dayan, who had left
the Labour Party to become Begin’s first Minister of Foreign
Affairs, and Ezer Weizman, architect of Begin’s electoral triumph
and Minister of Defence – managed to establish cordial relations
with their opposite numbers from the Egyptian delegation, as
well as with President Sadat. Weizman, who often took his
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metaphors from habits of courtship, compared his meetings with
Sadat to meeting a new woman – sizing each other up and
planning the next moves.35 These relationships, however, proved
vital when it came to the negotiations at Camp David.

Beware, however, those leaders that still call for dramatic
gestures by leaders to resolve conflicts. Unless you can pre-
determine a successful outcome to the proposed gesture – which
in the real world of international politics you simply cannot –
then steer clear of such methods of peace-making, which can
exacerbate the conflict just as easily as help resolve it. To go from
no contact for nearly 30 years to one dramatic visit was fool-
hardiness of the worst sort. A simple ministerial meeting would
have proved a sufficient upgrading of contacts, and more
politically productive. Such a round of talks would not have led
to the increased expectations or fears of the respective popula-
tions that heads of state meetings naturally create, and which are
extremely difficult to control, particularly in democracies such as
Israel with a free press.

The Camp David summit involving Israel and Egypt under the
auspices of the United States was set up like a football match.
Pundits speculated on who the winners and losers would be.
There was little grasp of the win-win outcome that is today a
basic component for successful conflict resolution. There was
general agreement that it was a big gamble for President Carter,
whose domestic agenda had become bogged down in the
quagmire of Washington politics. In Israel there was growing
frustration that Sadat’s visit to Jerusalem had not produced any
quick solution to the Arab–Israeli conflict. Israel’s chattering
political classes started to whisper that Begin was being too
intransigent, and that he might not be capable of reaching an
agreement with Sadat that meant evacuating a large part of the
Sinai. To make matters worse, Begin’s health was causing
increased concern to a party which had no chosen or natural
successor. Sadat was also in deep trouble. Arab leaders
condemned his visit to Jerusalem. In truth, Sadat had given Arab
leaders such as President Asad of Syria the opportunity to
challenge Egypt’s position as leader of the Arab world. Once
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more, the Arab–Israeli conflict acted as a sub-plot in the power
struggle in the Arab world.

So all three leaders were in weak positions and needed a deal to
protect their own rule. There is no denying that this was true,
but this reason in itself was not enough to bring the parties
together. In short, it was very apparent even to a young man that
both Begin and Sadat were able, if pushed, to make difficult
concessions and survive politically. Indeed, as I have just argued
above, it was in neither’s interest to maintain the status quo. This
created a real dynamic impetus to the negotiations that is a vital
ingredient to solving conflicts. In short, the risks of signing an
agreement were less than the risks of not signing an agreement.
President Carter was aware of this, as well as the fact that only
high-level diplomacy would bring results. The higher the drama,
the greater the chance of success, as both Begin and Sadat had
to be directly identified with the process in order to gain the
maximum political benefit from its outcome.

As political theatre goes, the Camp David summit produced
some of the very best. In the relaxed atmosphere of President
Carter’s country retreat, the delegations and American officials
dressed in casual clothes. Not so Menachem Begin who, as one
American official is often quoted as saying, dressed as if he was
going to a funeral in a dark suit and tie. Though Sadat embraced
the casual relaxed regime, some members of his delegation felt
uncomfortable about the dress code, complaining of having to be
seen in pyjamas, conducting negotiations in sports shirts and
feeling that Camp David was a large prison camp.36 There were
daily press briefings by the Americans, who tried to control the
flow of information to the outside world. This was no easy task,
as both parties leaked information to their respective press
whenever they had a bone of contention. Much of the leaking
reflected deep internal divisions within the two delegations, and
was done to damage a rival member from within the leaker’s own
delegation.

It was soon apparent that any improvement in the personal
chemistry between Begin and Sadat had not materialised. In fact,
relations were so bad that President Carter did not even try to
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bring them formally together after a disastrous meeting on the
opening day of the summit, though they did meet from time to
time on the paths that linked the various cottages that make up
the living quarters at Camp David.37 Much later, in October
1995, Richard Holbrooke, the US Special Mediator to the
Balkans, while preparing for a summit of Balkan leaders that was
eventually to lead to the Dayton Accords, attempted to learn
from the lack of chemistry between Begin and Sadat. Holbrooke
called Jimmy Carter, who recounted all his attempts to get the
two men to talk at Camp David. On one occasion, on a trip to the
Gettysburg battlefield that was meant to illustrate the human
waste of sacrifice, Carter sat between the two men in the back of
the Presidential limo for hours while they continued to ignore
each other.38

Both Begin and Sadat, on different occasions, threatened to
leave Camp David. On one occasion, Carter had to put himself
between Sadat and the door to prevent the Egyptian, whose bags
were already on the porch, from walking out. The attention given
in the media to the personal chemistry was interesting but very
misleading. Behind it was the misplaced belief that only friends
can make peace. In other words, Begin and Sadat had to develop
a friendship before they could grapple with issues. The eventual
success of the Camp David summit should have gone a long way
to exposing this myth, but it didn’t. Currently, many people
uneducated in the art of making peace still fail to understand this
point. As Yitzhak Rabin said about making peace with Yasser
Arafat, ‘you do not make peace with friends but with your
enemies’. It is clear that the Rabin–King Hussein chemistry did
contribute to the Israeli–Jordanian agreement, but this has
proved to be the exception to the rule rather than the rule itself.

Camp David worked not because Begin and Sadat fell in
love and went for long walks in the woods during which they
discussed the troubles of the world, but rather because the
historical conditions were ripe for such an agreement to be
signed. That said, both leaders were important figurehead
ingredients for success, and it is the image of Begin and Sadat
smiling at the signing ceremony on the White House lawn in 1977
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that sticks in the memory. One can speculate that rarely in the
history of the Nobel Peace Prize had it been awarded jointly for a
shared action to two people who had remained so distant from
each other. In truth, President Carter, who did not win the Nobel
Peace Prize until 2002, had managed to create a win-win situ-
ation. Peace for both sides was consequently perceived as a
positive step by both countries, who could point to tangible
political, military and economic gains as a result of signing the
agreement. Twenty-three years later, Bill Clinton failed to
understand the basic concepts of the strength and ability of
leaders to sign agreements and the need to create win-win
situations. Clinton would make the mistake not once but twice,
and as a result condemn the Middle East to years of renewed and
intensified fighting.

Even at the time, experts sensed that the peace between Israel
and Egypt would not be a warm one, but rather a stable and cold
one. Questions soon arose as to how to define peace, and what
kind of peace participants in conflicts and mediators should aim
for. This is an important question, because it creates the frame-
work for the negotiations that will have to take place if it is to be
realised. Suspicions that Israel and Egypt had not fallen in love
were soon proved well founded. Admittedly, Egged, the Israeli
national bus carrier, did a good initial trade in taking Israelis into
Egypt, but this flow of tourists was not reciprocated by Egyptians
rushing to visit Tel Aviv or the holy sites in Jerusalem.39 Nor,
despite much effort from Sadat, did professional exchanges take
place in such fields as engineering and medicine.40

Egyptian reluctance was based, in part, on the fact that the
section of the Accords that dealt with the Palestinians was never
implemented. In truth, however, the cultural divide that had
existed since Israel’s creation was clearly not going to be broken
overnight. Egyptians remained suspicious of an Israel that they
still regarded as a pariah state, and the peace treaty was sold to
the Egyptian population by its leadership as a pragmatic rather
than ideological change in position. The simple but important
fact that the signing of the peace treaty between Egypt and Israel
did not bring to an end the ongoing Arab–Israeli conflict was
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often overlooked in the wave of optimism in Israel that charac-
terised the period following the signing of the Camp David
Accords.

In Israel, the general sense of pessimism that followed the initial
euphoria was based on the reaction of the Arab world to the new
situation in the Middle East. Arab leaders rushed to condemn
President Sadat as a traitor, and accused him of abandoning the
Palestinians. The British media was full of stories about how
Egypt’s isolation would cripple its economy and lead to a possible
inter-Arab war. Neither prediction appeared well founded: Egypt
became second only to Israel in receiving economic aid from the
United States, and despite all the bluster from Arab leaders they
were unwilling to commit their armed forces to quell what they
viewed as Sadat’s treason. Such stories of imminent economic
collapse and warfare, however, tended to obscure the need for an
important debate over the nature of peace. In simple terms, what
does this word mean – a word which is often overused, and in too
general a way, by commentators and participants alike.

To this we must also add the phrase ‘peace process’, which has
its origins in the early 1970s when the State Department in the
United States started using it to describe the process of seemingly
endless diplomacy in the Middle East that aimed at ending the
Arab–Israeli conflict. More often than not, the phrase was used
to describe a stalemate. The term, however, did serve as a
political crutch for all to lean upon, often giving the impression
that leaders knew where they were going, and that they had a
blueprint. Almost laughably, people used this expression with no
real understanding of its meaning or context. In truth, a peace
process needs two partners, both of whom want peace at the end
of the road, with some idea of how to get to this mythical state,
and some reference to a time-frame. This could not be further
from the truth in terms of characterising the recent history of the
Arab–Israeli conflict.

At the start of the 1980s, debates about the nature of peace
were not widespread on either side of the Arab–Israeli conflict.
Israel wanted, and demanded, full normalisation with the
symbolic exchange of ambassadors. The Arabs, with the notable
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exception of Egypt, were committed to the destruction of the
Jewish state, and as a result opposed any degree of normalisation
with it. In Lebanon, the PLO continued launching terrorist
attacks on northern Israel in the hope of provoking serious Israeli
retaliatory raids that would widen and internationalise the
conflict. For its part, Israel remained unclear whether the lands it
had captured during the Six Day War improved its security.
Those who supported this argument were quick to point out the
importance of the lands during the Yom Kippur War. At least an
Israel taken by surprise had had the opportunity to regroup. If
Israel had not had the Sinai or the Golan Heights, then the Arabs
would have been on the road to Haifa in the north and Tel Aviv in
the centre of the country.

In short, the lands captured in 1967 ensured that battles would
be fought away from the major centres of the Israeli population.
Central to the argument of those who believed that the lands did
not enhance Israeli security was the simple point that the
retention of the lands led to the Yom Kippur War. Later critics
would focus on the value of land buffers in the age of missile
technology. This was brought into sharp focus during the Persian
Gulf War of 1991 when it became clear that Israel’s control of the
West Bank did not help prevent the SCUD missile attacks by Iraq
on Israeli centres of population. Other Israeli security experts
disagreed. True, the land did not prevent missile attacks, but it
removed the possibility of a surprise Iraqi land offensive through
a Jordanian- or Palestinian-controlled West Bank into Israel.
Arguments surrounding the relative security value of these lands
became more important to the debate as the land for peace
formula envisaged by probably the most important UN
Resolution, 242, became the preferred option for resolving the
Arab–Israeli conflict after its adoption on 22 November 1967.41

Returning once more to the Arab historiography of this period,
it is clear that Arab accounts focus on and stress the importance
of the Jewish biblical claim of ‘Greater Israel’ – a Jewish state
on both sides of the River Jordan. To a certain extent, this
concentration is understandable, given the political rhetoric of
Menachem Begin who openly talked of Judea and Samaria as
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being an integral part of the Jewish state – a God-given right to
the land. Arab historiography charges that post-1967, Israel
became more militaristic, expansionist and messianic in outlook,
with the biblical justification of Israeli legitimacy being widely
employed by Begin and the radical elements of the Israeli settlers’
movement.

On a superficial level, this argument holds up. It is true that
Begin wanted to control the Occupied Territories for ever. His
comment during the Camp David negotiations that he would
sooner cut off his right hand than yield a single inch of these lands
is often quoted as an example of the strength of his feelings on the
issue. Israel, however, is a secular democracy, and while Begin
may very well have believed in his religious rhetoric, the question
of security has always been at the centre of the debate in Israel on
the future status of the West Bank among the mainstream Israeli
political élite and its military top brass. It is possible to compare
Greater Israel to the Palestinian right of return for refugees. Both
remain central ideological goals of the Likud and the PLO, but
there is also a sense that such aims – though desirable – are highly
impractical in the real world.

It seems inconceivable that a man of Begin’s intelligence, when
left alone with his thoughts, could have failed to realise that there
was no chance that any American administration – Democrat or
Republican – would allow Israel to annex the West Bank and
bring the one million Palestinians living there under full Israeli
sovereignty. Just as Begin used religion as a political and cultural
weapon, so he used religious legitimacy as a unifying and rallying
call for his followers. It should be remembered that Begin did not
come from a strong religious background, nor in later life was he
a strictly orthodox Jew. Over the years, however, he developed
the reputation for being a humble and religious Jew, in contrast
to fiercely secular Labour Party leaders.

Politically for Begin, this proved to be very important in
helping him attract the Orientals, who identified more with his
personal characteristics than the more secular and socially liberal
Labour Party leaders. In short, while Begin the man would stress
the biblical right to Judea and Samaria, Begin the politician could
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not face returning the lands to Jordan or the Palestinians because
he knew at this time that any such moves would endanger Israeli
security. So despite his religious rhetoric, Begin was in fact a
security hawk. Here already we see the birth of an important
distinction between those who wished to keep the West Bank for
security reasons and those who argued for Israeli control on the
grounds of religious legitimacy. Therefore, the tags employed by
many historians about the characteristics of the new Israel were
somewhat misleading, as events during the 1980s confirmed.
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Maps

1 The Sykes–Picot Agreement for the partition of the Middle
East, 1916
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2 The initial partition of Palestine, 1922
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3 The Peel Commission recommendation for the partition of
Palestine, 1937



MAPS

131

4 The Woodhead recommendation for the partition of
Palestine, 1938
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5 The United Nations partition plan for Palestine, 1947
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6 The Armistice lines, 1949
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7 Israel’s strategic width, 1949
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8 Israel’s borders after the Six Day War, 1967
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9 Israel’s borders, 1993
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10 A map of Jerusalem since 1967
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11 The Oslo Redeployment map
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CHAPTER FIVE

Follow Thy Leader: A Crisis of
Confidence

There was a joke that did the rounds in the Knesset restaurant
during the early 1990s which went like this. Question: what do
you get when you add Yitzhak Rabin and Shimon Peres together?
Answer: a Prime Minister. In truth, Israelis have long developed a
love-hate relationship with their leaders, but following the
demise of Menachem Begin the humour tended to get blacker –
reflecting the growing crisis of trust and confidence in the
country’s political and military leadership. Though the roots of
the leadership crisis can be traced back to the 1950s, there were a
number of contributing factors in the 1980s that led to an
intensification of the crisis of confidence.

Here it should be remembered that Israeli leaders – unlike their
Arab counterparts – operate in a democracy in which there is an
open and free press. Stories of wrong-doing and political intrigue
in Israel are difficult to suppress in the same way that, for
example, royal court gossip in Jordan or Saudi Arabia is kept
from the public view by a highly controlled and censored media.
Such are the levels of scrutiny in Israel nowadays that many
potential leaders and parliamentarians do not even bother to
throw their hat into the ring, preferring instead the calmer waters
of business, academia or law. One is reminded of the torrid time
that elements of the Israeli press gave Benjamin Netanyahu and
his wife Sara during his period of office. The reporting of the
story concerning the alleged mistreatment of the Netanyahu
nanny marked a real low point in Israeli journalism. Sadly, and
partly as a result of this over-intrusiveness, there has been a
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marked decline in the calibre of the 120-member Knesset, the
Cabinet and even at the very top itself.

It should not be forgotten that despite all the diplomatic, media
and academic interest that Israel attracts, it is even today a small
state with a population of only 6.5 million, out of which some 5.5
million are Jewish – and therefore eligible to occupy senior
positions in the Jewish state. This means that is has a very limited
pool upon which to draw for its leadership. Unlike their
American counterparts, Israeli leaders generally do not disappear
from view following an electoral defeat or resignation brought on
by scandal. Shimon Peres has contrived to lose five national
elections (1977, 1981, 1984, 1988 and 1996), and yet at the age
of 80 he still continues to occupy leadership positions. Peres’s
mentor David Ben-Gurion resigned from office in order to retire
and live on a Kibbutz. He was soon, however, back at the helm
preparing Israel for the Suez War. Yitzhak Rabin became Prime
Minister for a second time some fifteen years after resigning from
the position due to the scandal that involved his wife failing to
close foreign bank accounts. More recently, Benjamin Netan-
yahu tried to reverse this trend by announcing that he was
quitting public life following his election defeat by Ehud Barak in
1999. Four years later, however, and we find Netanyahu once
more holding senior office in the government and looking odds-
on to become Prime Minister once more when Ariel Sharon steps
down. Even Barak, who retired from public office after suffering
a humiliating electoral defeat at the hands of Sharon in 2001,
looks set fair to return to active politics in the near future.

Before looking at the growing crisis of leadership in Israel
during the 1980s, it is worth outlining the conceptual framework
that political and military leadership is assessed within. In simple
terms, how much does leadership really count in shaping the
history of Israel and the Arab–Israeli conflict? Conversely, how
much are developments shaped as the result of the successes or
failures of logical processes? A basic example of this could be:
how much is the hostility of Arab states towards Israel shaped by
the failure of modernisation in the Arab world? Similarly, how
much do specific events that leadership has no control over
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impact on shaping history? For example, how could leaders
legislate for the actions of Baruch Goldstein in carrying out the
Hebron massacre in 1994?

In the case of Israel, the relationship between leadership,
process and events in shaping the nation’s destiny altered
throughout the decade to the extent that the central political
decision of the 1990s – to negotiate with Arafat and the PLO –
was not instigated by the action of leadership in the form of Peres
and Rabin. The changes reflected the growing crisis between
leadership, secondary élites and the wider population.

The roots of the leadership crisis in Israel can be traced back to
the 1950s, and specifically the Lavon Affair of 1954. The Lavon
Affair itself began with the arrest of an Israeli spy ring in Cairo
and their subsequent trial and conviction. At first, the Israeli
government denied to the Israeli public that this was a spy-ring,
and claimed that the accused were put on trial because they were
Jewish. There were instances of anti-Egyptian rallies in Israel, as
it was presumed that the accused were innocent and that their
trial was effectively a show trial. It soon became apparent,
however, that it was not only a spy ring, but also a very active
one. Members of the ring had been captured red-handed planting
crude bombs in Cairo. The Egyptian police caught up with the
group when an attempt to bomb a Cairo cinema went wrong. A
device went off prematurely, setting fire to the trousers of the
bomber. As a result, two members of the cell received the death
sentence and six others long prison terms. The apparent aim of
the mission had been to sabotage relations between Egypt and the
West at a time when Nasser was negotiating over a British
withdrawal from the Suez Canal.

The central political charge around which the whole sad affair
revolved was that Pinhas Lavon, the Minister of Defence, had not
informed or got authorisation from the government to carry out
the operation. Ben-Gurion’s bitter rival and successor as PM,
Moshe Sharett, thought that the operation was a plot by the
hard-liners in Israel to wreck the diplomatic contacts that had
been taking place between Egypt and Israel in Paris.1 Furious, he
implied that Ben-Gurion and his supporters were behind the
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operation, which did indeed succeed in ending the contacts with
Egypt. From a domestic perspective, the affair had important
ramifications for civil–military relations, with attempts made to
clarify the need for clear political approval for covert operations.
Lavon strenuously denied having ever given the order for the
operation, but the head of Israeli intelligence insisted that he had
received oral instructions from Lavon to carry it out.

A special committee appointed by the PM, Moshe Sharett, was
unable to verify the claims of the head of intelligence, but as a
result of the affair and other issues Lavon decided to resign in
February 1955. His replacement was David Ben-Gurion, who
had previously retired from active politics to live at Sde Boker,
a Kibbutz in the south of the country. It was not long before
Ben-Gurion once more assumed the premiership in addition to
the Ministry of Defence. In 1961, another special committee
consisting of seven ministers was set up to investigate the affair,
and it concluded that Lavon had not given the order for the
operation to take place, nor had he even known of it. The
findings of the committee were endorsed by the government, but
not by Ben-Gurion. Consequently, Ben-Gurion resigned and
called new elections. He argued that, with the inter-party affili-
ations, the group of seven ministers were not independent enough
to judge the case. After the elections Ben-Gurion returned once
more as both PM and Minister of Defence, but only after Lavon
had been dismissed from his post as Secretary-General of the
Histadrut.

Within two years, Ben-Gurion retired again and returned to
Kibbutz Sde Boker. This time Levi Eshkol, a man renowned for
his skills in bringing groups and factions together, replaced Ben-
Gurion as PM. Eshkol’s skills were soon put to the test when, the
following year, Ben-Gurion demanded that he appoint a new and
independent commission of inquiry to discover whether the 1961
commission had acted correctly. Eshkol refused Ben-Gurion’s
demand. By this stage, Ben-Gurion had become obsessed by the
issue and a new struggle developed within Mapai. Eventually,
matters came to a head in 1965, at Mapai’s conference which
ended with 60 per cent supporting Eshkol and 40 per cent Ben-
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Gurion. The majority verdict was not accepted by Ben-Gurion
who, along with some of his close followers, left the party he had
helped found in 1930 to form a new party, Rafi. At the time, Ben-
Gurion’s challenge to Mapai was seen as serious, but in the
subsequent elections Rafi performed badly and in 1968 the
majority of members rejoined forces with Mapai and another
Labour party, Achdut Ha’avodah, to form the Israeli Labour
Party.

Clearly, somebody was lying to the Israeli public, either
elements of the military leadership or the political leadership.
Ben-Gurion’s pursuit of what he saw as justice in the case – the
vindication from the charge that the military had not operated
without proper military authority – had implications for the
degree of trust in politicians. Ben-Gurion was by this time a sad,
lonely, isolated figure who was regarded as something of a spent
force in Israeli politics. The cliché expression that all political
careers end in failure must be applied to the man on whom hangs
much of the Israeli myth and symbolism. Sadly, there are parallels
between the demise of Ben-Gurion and Israel’s other father figure
from the founding generation, Menachem Begin.

The issues at the heart of the leadership crisis resulting from the
Lebanon war are different from those of the Lavon Affair, but the
overall question remains the same: that of trust and account-
ability of both the political and military leaderships. Israel’s first
offensive war was largely a consequence of the multi-faceted
mixture of the Lebanese civil war and the resulting struggle for
control of the state, and the presence of Syria and the PLO in the
country.2 There is no doubt that Israel’s war in Lebanon, which
lasted initially from June 1982 until 1985 (although Israel
occupied a self-declared security zone up until 2000), was a
military success. Equally, there can be little doubt that the war
was a spectacular political failure. The three main Israeli actors –
Begin, Sharon and Chief of Staff of the IDF, Raful Eitan – all
contributed to the problems. Israeli leaders suffered from the
delusion that they understood the conditions of the theatre of
conflict.3 Ignoring for a moment the over-ambitious nature of the
political goals of the war —
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1 Eliminating the PLO as an independent political force
2 Inserting a pro-Israel Christian Maronite government in

Beirut
3 Reducing the Syrian threat to Israel
4 Improving co-operation with the US while reducing the role

of the Soviet Union in the Middle East

— the central question of the post-war fallout rested on the issue
of who knew what, and when, in the Israeli Cabinet, and was the
action authorised?4 In truth, what materialised was a complex
round of claim and counter-claim. What is clear is that the
normal processes of checks and accountability were not fully
functional during the war. The Israeli population, which was
initially supportive of the war and the removal of the PLO
from southern Lebanon, became increasingly sceptical about the
war as the IDF entered an Arab capital for the first time, and
openly hostile following the massacres of Palestinians at the
Sabra and Shatilla refugee camps in September 1982. Some
400,000 Israelis – around 10 per cent of the total population –
gathered in Tel Aviv’s main square (renamed as Rabin Square
in 1995) to demonstrate for a full judicial inquiry into the
massacres.5

The massacres at Sabra and Shatilla were one of the modern
Middle East’s darkest hours. The resulting Kahan Committee
Report stated that, while the massacre had not been carried out
by Israeli forces, as Israel had control of the camps at the time, it
bore indirect responsibility for not having prevented the killings.6

The massacres were in essence a product of domestic Lebanese
politics, with the Christian Phalangist forces entering the camps
to seek revenge for the assassination of their leader, Basher
Gemayel. At the time the Palestinians were blamed for his killing,
though it now seems more likely that Syrian intelligence was
behind the massive car bomb that killed him and many of his
supporters. Could Israel have done more to prevent the
massacre? Absolutely. Allowing the Phalangist gunmen into the
camps – for whatever reason – was simply foolhardy, and an
illustration of Israel’s lack of understanding of Lebanese politics.



FOLLOW THY LEADER: A CRISIS OF CONFIDENCE

145

Several senior IDF officers were removed in the ensuing
investigation, and the Israeli architect of the war, Ariel Sharon,
was forced to resign as Minister of Defence and his political
career was severely hampered during the 1980s. Still today, much
of the ill will in the Arab world towards Sharon is based on the
Arab historiography on Sabra and Shatilla, which paints Sharon,
and not the Phalangist gunmen, as the murderer. In a wider sense,
much of the ill will towards Israel from Europeans stems from the
events in the camps. It seems that a whole generation was brought
up on Robert Fisk’s book, Pity the Nation – a highly descriptive,
shockingly stark, but politically loaded account.7

Within Israel the events triggered widespread demonstrations,
and on a deeper level a sense of mistrust not only of the govern-
ment, but the military as well. The actions of Ben-Gurion – as
irrational as they may have become in the 1960s – were to a large
extent governed by his attempt to ensure that the IDF that he had
helped shape was exonerated of any wrong-doing in the Lavon
Affair. There can be little doubt that Israeli civil–military
relations were compromised during the Lebanon war, with the
result that it was sometimes unclear who was in control of the
conflict. The powerful Ministry of Defence in Tel Aviv appeared
to control the flow of information to the political sector. Sharon,
in defending his position, stated that he at all times briefed the
Cabinet and the Knesset Foreign Affairs and Security Committee.
In truth, the war revealed the complex nature of the relationship
between Israel’s elected leadership and the military top brass.
Also it revealed the difficulties of Israel’s politician generals,
which in part led to the crisis in leadership.

If the small population of Israel dictates the relatively small
group of national leaders available, the Arab–Israeli conflict
represents an additional conditioning feature of the leadership.
Both the centrality of the conflict in Israeli politics and its length,
spanning as it does the entire history of the state, mean that
experience gained in the top tier of the IDF can be translated very
quickly into the political sphere. Israeli history is full of examples
of generals who have been parachuted into senior political
leadership positions soon after their retirement from the IDF.
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These range from Dayan, Rabin, Ezer Weizman, Sharon and
Barak to Shaul Mofaz, who became Minister of Defence in 2002,
only months after retiring as Chief of Staff of the IDF.

Why are so many generals parachuted into leadership
positions over career politicians? And what difficulties
has this caused?

Essentially in the pre-Lebanon war era, Israelis viewed leaders of
the IDF as being above the political fray. This trust, of course,
was not always well placed – there was a great deal of politicking
going on in the IDF, and political back-stabbing, but the vast
majority of this took place far from the gaze of the public eye. As
the leadership generation of the founding fathers started to retire
or die, the battle for succession became a central issue. It was
clear that there was not an abundance of talent among the
political élite, many of whom had reached their lofty positions
thanks to patronage networks rather than on merit. This pro-
vided the opportunity for the generals to enter politics and, with
their expert knowledge of the Arab–Israeli conflict and the
respect of the public, assume a high-ranking position.

Though this trend started mainly with the Israeli Labour Party,
once the Likud appeared to become the natural party of govern-
ment from 1977 onwards, the trend was mirrored in that party.
Indeed, since the political turnover of 1977 and the frequent
reversals of power during the 1990s, the hand of the generals has
been strengthened, in that some play the Likud off against the
Labour Party in the hope of winning a better political deal.
Usually, generals request political support from the party leader
to ensure a high place on the party list for the Knesset elections
and the promise of a leading portfolio in any government that the
party forms after the election. In a telling indictment of this
policy, only three career politicians – Shimon Peres (Labour),
Moshe Arens (Labour) and Menachem Begin (temporarily) –
have held the portfolio of Minister of Defence since 1967. The
other eight holders of the office during this period were all ex-
generals or ex-lieutenant-generals (Chiefs of Staff). In the same



FOLLOW THY LEADER: A CRISIS OF CONFIDENCE

147

period, three of Israel’s Prime Ministers – Barak, Rabin and
Sharon – were ex-generals.

Expert knowledge of military matters, however, is one thing;
ability to manage either a non-defence-related ministry or the
country as a whole are altogether very different things. In short,
the vast majority of ex-generals have – to varying degrees –
struggled to become effective Cabinet Ministers in areas such as
education, or even minor portfolios such as Minister for
Tourism. Of the three who made it to become Prime Minister,
none has shown much understanding of economics and all have
given their respective Ministers of Finance a great deal of freedom
– in some cases, such as Menachem Begin, too much rope.
Similarly, all have lacked vision of the other major issue in Israel –
that of secular versus religious rights. In terms of being classified
as good negotiators and able to play the political game, perhaps
only Sharon has excelled in this area. Rabin was mediocre, and
Barak little better. Even some of the generals who have been
appointed to the position of Minister of Defence have found it
extremely difficult to make the transition from soldier to
politician. Rabin, while serving as Minister of Defence in the
1980s, often had a difficult relationship with the General Staff of
the IDF, particularly when it came to setting policy for Israel’s
response to the Palestinian Intifada. Difficulties were perhaps at
their greatest when a Minister of Defence found himself dealing
with a Chief of Staff who had originally been passed over in
favour of him. It was largely for this reason that relations
between Ehud Barak and his successor Amnon Lipton-Shahak
were complicated.

Another charge placed at the door of the generals – and
specifically to Barak and Mofaz – is that both allowed their
decisions as Chief of Staff to be influenced by the knowledge that
one day they would enter the political sphere. In effect, Barak and
Mofaz were acting as politicians while still in uniform. This
charge was particularly relevant to these two individuals, given
the remarkably short period of time between them retiring as
Chief of Staff and assuming high political office. In the case of
Mofaz, it was clear that while he was in uniform he was being
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actively courted as a king-maker in internal Likud politics and the
battle of Sharon and Netanyahu for the party leadership. But
perhaps the worst exponent of this trait was Moshe Dayan,
whose involvement in party politics in the mid-1950s, while he
was Chief of Staff, went as far as attempting to replace the party
leadership – a blatant violation of the rules governing civil–
military relations.8

To a certain extent, the breaking of the Israeli public’s absolute
trust in the IDF as a result of the Lebanon war did damage the
credibility of generals trying to get into politics, but if the war
damaged the credibility and integrity of the military leadership, it
caused twice as much damage to the political leadership. Begin
resigned largely on his own terms on 15 September 1983, citing
an inability to continue in the job – code for a complex state of
affairs that included ill health, coming to terms with the Israeli
loss of life during the Lebanon war, and the recent death of his
wife.9 In resigning, Begin avoided much of the criticism that was
directed towards the political élite. Begin withdrew from public
life, not giving interviews or commenting on debates, and died in
1992. His son Benni (Ze’ev) Begin followed his father into
politics and was involved in a running dispute with Sharon over
the charge that Sharon had misled his father during the war in
Lebanon. Whether or not Begin was duped by Sharon before and
during the war, it was, as Conor Cruise O’Brien summed up: ‘as
sad an end as might well be conceived to a long political career,
which had been entirely devoted to the selfless service of Israel.’10

The demise of Begin heralded a new era of leadership in Israel,
despite the fact that his successor, Yitzhak Shamir, was of the
same generation as Begin. Shamir was no orator, and indeed,
even though he had served as Knesset Speaker and subsequently
as Minister of Foreign Affairs under Begin, he was seen as a stop-
gap appointment, much in the same way as Sadat was viewed in
Egypt when he succeeded Nasser in 1970. Shamir, however, was
to prove extremely durable and became Israel’s second longest
serving Prime Minister. Paradoxically, Shamir’s position during
his time in office rarely appeared secure, with numerous
challenges to his leadership made by various groupings within the
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Likud. Nationally, Shamir was never held in high esteem by the
Israeli electorate – even by his own supporters. He was, however,
an extremely intelligent and charismatic man, and for Israel a far
better leader than Begin.

Shamir’s rival during the 1980s was Shimon Peres who, like
Shamir, was not particularly admired by the majority of the
Israeli electorate. Peres had taken over the leadership of the
Labour Party following the resignation of Yitzhak Rabin in
1977, just prior to the election that saw Likud win power for the
first time. For all the rational explanations that can be applied to
Israeli history, the strange case of Shimon Peres falls into the
irrational category. Peres is simply not trusted by the bulk of
Israelis, and least of all among the Jews of Oriental origin. There
is no one event or decision that can be used to account for the
distrust – no financial, sex or other scandal. In the plain and
simple terms favoured by Israelis, Peres is seen as too aloof,
arrogant and clever. In most democracies these characteristics
would not hinder a political career. Not so in Israel. The ‘Israeli
street’, as it is called (market traders, taxi drivers and other
amateur pundits always willing to offer their opinions to fellow
Israelis and unsuspecting tourists) do not even like Peres’s
Hebrew – too wordy and clear, they argue. Their preference is for
the strong, guttural Hebrew of Rabin – who was once described
as an American general who spoke some Hebrew. The ability to
speak the language of the Israeli street is a very important aspect
of national leadership in Israel, and Peres – like the veteran
diplomat, writer and broadcaster, Abba Eban – simply didn’t
have it. In later years, the Israeli street and others viewed Peres as
being too anxious to agree a deal with the Arabs, and looking for
his place in the history books.

For much of his career, Peres adopted a much harder line in
relations with the Arabs. Though he never served in uniform –
another major point that was held against him – he was the man
most responsible for building up the IDF in terms of the purchase
of weapons and Israel’s nuclear programme. During the early
1970s he had enjoyed close links with the settlers’ movement
Gush Emunim, and during the first Rabin government he was
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seen as less conciliatory towards the Arabs than the Prime
Minister. During the 1980s his position shifted, and he soon
acquired the tag of the leading dove in the national leadership.
Just as, to a large degree, Shamir’s hands were tied by internal
party challenges to his leadership in the Likud, the same was true
for Peres and the Labour Party. Peres’s nemesis, Yitzhak Rabin,
soon returned from a brief period of political exile following his
resignation in 1977, and challenged Peres unsuccessfully on
several occasions before eventually regaining the leadership of
the party at the start of 1992.

So, just at a time when the crisis in national leadership in Israel
was developing, the two main parties – Likud and Labour – had
at their respective helms leaders who for varying reasons were
considered to have serious flaws. In retrospect, opinion polling at
the time – and Israelis are probably the most polled people in the
world – reveals the extent of the problem, with Rabin for Labour
and Sharon or Levy for Likud in more cases than not outscoring
their respective leaders in the popularity stakes. It was largely as a
result of these internal challenges and near parity between the
two parties that followed the 1984 Knesset elections that both
leaders bowed to the inevitable and formed the National Unity
Government (NUG). A failure by either Shamir or Peres to secure
at least a share of power would have cost them their job as party
leader.

Give this fact, it was perhaps unsurprising that, during the
difficult negotiations, more problems were encountered over the
allocation of Cabinet portfolios to the parties and the question of
who would be PM than in devising an agreed programme for the
government. Eventually a formula was reached whereby there
would be an equal division of portfolios between Labour and
Likud blocs, and a rotation of the position of PM. As leader of the
largest party, Peres served for the first two years, with Shamir as
Minister of Foreign Affairs, and in 1986 they switched jobs. So
strong was the fear in both leaders that they would be dumped by
their respective parties, that the formal agreement for the
rotation named Peres and Shamir just in case their respective
parties did harbour any plans to replace them.
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In terms of the performance of the NUG, the first two years
(1984–6) proved to be highly successful, in that the government
managed to address the two major issues: a withdrawal from
Lebanon, and the economy. Peres brought a new style of leader-
ship that was based on the use of technocrats rather than party
functionaries in government. He appeared to revel in at last being
number one, and even his harshest critics concede that he was one
of Israel’s most dynamic and successful leaders. In the short term,
Peres would appear to have reversed the leadership crisis. Despite
his near heroic efforts in rescuing the Israeli economy from the
brink of disaster and his clear dynamic leadership in other areas,
Peres would never have the opportunity again of enjoying an
electoral mandate to govern. Once more, events and processes
would combine to derail Peres’s ambitions and further deepen
Israel’s leadership crisis. Peres once more would suffer at the hands
of the religious parties, who by this stage were firmly established
in the Likud coalition bloc, making it extremely difficult for any
Labour Party to form a government, and by the outbreak of the
Palestinian Intifada – an event that in the short run shifted Israeli
public opinion towards the Likud and parties of the radical right.
Also, some credit needs to be given to Shamir for the success of
the Peres premiership, though it was in his interest to ensure that
the Labour Party was not provided with an excuse to quit the
government and so deny him his opportunity of becoming PM in
1986 under the terms of the rotation agreement. Indeed, the
major issue during the first two years of the NUG became this
very question: would Peres and Labour renege on the agreement
and leave the NUG after two years and not hand over to Shamir?

The NUG between 1986 and 1988 failed to function as
effectively as during its pre-rotation period, and this led directly
to the crisis of leadership at the end of the decade. There were a
number of reasons for this, which in the main centred on differ-
ences over the conduct of the peace process. In the domestic arena
there were factors that added to the paralysis of the government.
Firstly, the parties were looking forward to the elections that
were scheduled for 1988 and positioning themselves for the
coming campaign, which everyone agreed would be close.
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The question of blame came to play an important role, with
both the major parties accusing each other of being responsible
for the growing difficulties in the peace process. Secondly, key
figures in the government no longer saw the need for its continu-
ation, especially Peres who became increasingly frustrated over
Shamir’s leadership, which was of a very different nature to his
own dynamic style. The end result of all the differences was that it
appeared highly probable that the government would collapse
before 1988, and this fact heightened what effectively became a
two-year election campaign. Within Israeli society there was a
palpable sense of frustration at the state of the government, and
both of the major parties were held to blame, a point that was
confirmed by the relatively poor showing of both the Likud and
Labour in the 1988 elections.

Almost unnoticed during the years of National Unity Govern-
ment, significant changes were taking place in the relationship
between the leadership of the major parties – but especially the
Labour Party – and their Members of the Knesset (MKs). Indeed,
the changes within the Labour Party were, in part, to help provide
the impetus for the growing pressure on the leadership both to
start talking to the PLO and to accept the concept of a two-state
solution to the Israeli–Palestinian conflict. In other words, this
was the real political starting point of the road that was to lead to
the Oslo Accords and subsequent agreements with the PLO.

In the Labour Party, the decision to join forces with the Likud
led to only one MK leaving the party, Yossi Sarid (later to become
leader of Meretz). Within three months of the formation of the
NUG, however, there were clear signs of the emergence of a
strong doveish element within the parliamentary party, with its
new Secretary General, Uzi Baram, as its unofficial head. In the
long term, the growing independence of the parliamentary party
from the leadership became highly significant. With a govern-
ment comprising around 85 out of the 120 seats in the Knesset, it
was natural that much of the opposition should come from
within the Labour Party itself. Mapam was the largest opposition
party, and had only six seats in the Knesset. The long road to the
Oslo Accords has its origins in this growing independence of
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MKs, and the way in which the ‘young guard’ of the party used it
to develop and put forward alternative strategies and visions to
those of the leadership.

In a development that helped cement this new-found indepen-
dence, the Labour Party introduced American-style primary
elections to select and order its election list. Though the process
was, at this stage, restricted to members of the Central
Committee, it was a clear sign that the process of internal
democratisation of the party was under way. This in effect made
it harder for the party leadership to prevent any dissenters by
evoking the threat of placing the relevant sinner in an unrealistic
place on the party list for the Knesset. The importance of this
change cannot be over-estimated, as it altered the political culture
of Israel. Whether or not the changes improved Israeli democracy
is another question. There was widespread attempted political
fixing, and primary leadership elections could produce a leader
such as Amram Mitzna, who was highly popular with the party
faithful but clearly not a potential Prime Minister.

In the wider sense, the consequences of the formation of the
NUG for the Israeli left became clear almost immediately with
Mapam’s decision to leave the Alignment and return to oppo-
sition. This split represented a major realignment in the Israeli
left, with the Labour Party leadership drifting further to the right
in pursuit of power while Mapam started to offer an alternative,
more radical path. By 1988, the extent of these differences was
apparent, with Mapam becoming the first Zionist party to accept
the notion of direct negotiations with the PLO and, under certain
conditions, to accept the establishment of a Palestinian state.

The period following Mapam’s withdrawal from the Align-
ment also saw the start of attempts to forge a new party of the left
uniting Mapam, RATZ (the Citizens’ Rights Movement Party)
and parts of the peace movement, which eventually resulted in
the formation of Meretz in 1992. Yossi Sarid, a senior figure in
Meretz, quipped after the secret negotiations between the Israeli
government and the PLO became public that he felt like a para-
trooper in a war lying on a barbed wire fence so his colleagues
could run over the top of him. He went on to say that he was lying
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on his back so he could see who was running over him to talk to
Arafat. This comment says a lot about the role of parties to the
left of the Labour Party on the political spectrum in paving the
way for the Oslo Accords. Sarid and others were both privately
and publicly reconciled to the concept of the two-state solution
long before the more pragmatic centrist leadership of the Labour
Party. In this respect, Meretz helped fill the void caused by the
growing crisis of leadership from the mainstream parties in Israel
who, in coming together to agree a joint platform, had in effect
postponed the difficult decisions that needed to be taken about
peace.

What role did the ongoing crisis in Israeli leadership play
in the Palestinian Intifada? And how did this Intifada
impact on Israel?

The popular uprising known by its Arabic name ‘Intifada’ started
on 9 December 1987, after four Palestinian workers from the
Gaza Strip were killed by an Israeli agricultural vehicle. In the
highly charged atmosphere of the time, rumours soon started to
spread that it was not an accident, and during the funerals violent
demonstrations broke out in the Jebalya refugee camp and other
parts of the Gaza Strip. This incident proved to be only the
catalyst, and the popular uprising in the West Bank and Gaza
Strip that followed took both the Israeli government and the
PLO leadership by surprise. The deeper socio-economic and
political reasons for the Intifada are complex, ranging from a
marked decrease in economic prospects to political issues such
as the effects of rising Israeli settlement in the West Bank and
Gaza Strip.11 The Intifada was to last for nearly six years, and it
came to have a profound impact upon the peace process and the
eventual decision of the Israeli government to open a dialogue
with the PLO.

The Intifada started against a general background of increas-
ing Palestinian frustration in the Territories over the failure of the
peace process, and amidst signs that the PLO was adopting a new
and more pragmatic approach to dealing with Israel. Yasser
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Arafat declared that the PLO accepted the two-state solution to
what he termed the Palestine question. In addition, he also
appeared to embrace the diplomatic path to achieving the goal of
a Palestinian state. Though the US administration of Ronald
Reagan had some concerns over Arafat’s phrasing in the state-
ments he made to confirm this new position, they eventually
accepted that this marked a positive development in the peace
process.

During the initial weeks of the Intifada, there were widespread
demonstrations and strikes throughout the West Bank and Gaza
Strip. Such events had taken place before, but this time there was
no sign that they would subside, and indeed the demonstrations
grew progressively more violent. At first it appeared that no one
in particular was organising them, a clear sign that this was
a genuine uprising and not a PLO-orchestrated manoeuvre.
Indeed, it was some time before the PLO mobilised its members
and took over the running of the Intifada from its headquarters in
Tunis. The Israeli Minister of Defence, Yitzhak Rabin, was on a
visit to the US at the time of the outbreak of the Intifada; he failed
to understand the implications of the outbreak and did not cut
short his visit. When he did return, he found the IDF struggling to
deal effectively with the situation. In the early months of the
unrest the IDF, untrained in dealing with young Palestinians
throwing stones and firebombs at them, responded with force. As
a result, during the first two months of the Intifada, at least 51
Palestinians were killed.

From day one, the crisis was given extensive coverage in the
international media, and the images shown, particularly in the
USA, caused concern even among some of Israel’s strongest
supporters. The fact that the international media tended to paint
a one-sided picture of events and grew increasingly hostile
towards Israel further damaged the Israeli position. Israel’s two
senior leaders, Shamir and Rabin (in Israel, Minister of Defence is
number two, with Foreign Affairs number three), were not
particularly effective spokesmen at countering the increasingly
effective PR machine of the PLO. Over time, the IDF learnt new
methods of dealing with the stone throwers, and to some degree
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the violence levelled off. Although the unrest never disappeared,
Israel managed to contain it without the Intifada developing into
a wider regional conflict.

By the end of the first year of the Intifada, the number of
Palestinians killed had passed the 300 mark, and the number of
wounded had reached 20,000. During the second year, the
Intifada took a more sinister turn, with widespread intimidation
aimed at preventing any Palestinians from co-operating with the
Israeli authorities, and the brutal murder of around 150
Palestinians for allegedly collaborating with Israel. On top of
this, some 300 more Palestinians died in clashes with the IDF.
Despite the high numbers of Palestinians being killed by their
own people, the international media continued to focus on the
confrontations between the IDF and Palestinians. Many of the
former type of killings took place at night and a long way from
the assembled galleries of cameras. Still, the lack of coverage of
these killings reinforced the belief of many Israelis that all the
media were interested in was the sport of Israel-bashing.

It was against the background of a worsening of the Palestinian
uprising and the election of President Bush Sr in the United States
in November 1988 that the four-point Rabin–Shamir Peace Plan
was put forward on 14 May 1989. Both events had had a pro-
found impact on Rabin and Shamir. Rabin had gradually come to
realise that force alone could not end the Intifada, and that there
was a need for a negotiated solution from within the framework
of the NUG. Shamir was also extremely concerned about Israel’s
deteriorating image abroad, and especially in the United States,
where the 24-hour news media was bringing disturbing images
from the West Bank and Gaza Strip to homes around the nation.
After eight years of warm relations with the Reagan admini-
stration, there was concern over whether Bush would prove to be
such a strong supporter of Israel. Shamir’s staff had monitored
Bush’s statements during his time as Vice-President and during
the Presidential campaign, and forecast (correctly) more prob-
lems dealing with him than with Reagan. Consequently, Shamir
saw the need to act in order both to improve Israel’s image
abroad and to win over the new US administration.
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The Rabin–Shamir Peace Plan called for elections in the West
Bank and Gaza Strip leading to a degree of autonomy for
Palestinians. The plan cleared its first obstacle, the Israeli
Cabinet, only after attacks from two Labour Party ministers who
felt the plan did not go far enough, and from three ministers from
the Likud who felt that the consequences of the plan would be
detrimental to Israeli interests. Stalemate once more. The three
Likud ministers, Ariel Sharon, David Levy and Yitzhak Moda’i –
known collectively as the ‘shackle ministers’ – rejected the plan
because they felt that it would lead to a Palestinian state in the
Territories. At the time there were increasing calls from some
elements of the Labour Party to open a dialogue with the PLO,
and indeed one minister, Ezer Weizman, actually attempted to
start such a dialogue despite the fact that under Israeli law
contacts with the PLO were illegal. Meanwhile, the ‘shackle
ministers’ attempted to insert four new clauses into the plan: no
participation of East Jerusalem Arabs in elections; an end to the
Intifada; no dialogue with the PLO; and no Palestinian state and
the continuation of the Israeli settlement programme in the West
Bank and Gaza. The central aim of their strategy was to keep
Jerusalem away from the negotiating table and to prevent the
slide to a PLO-led Palestinian state.

Eventually, Shamir was forced to back down and include the
new clauses in the plan, a fact that made it totally unacceptable to
the Labour Party. Shamir’s decision marked the beginning of the
end of the NUG and relations between himself and Rabin
deteriorated from here onwards. As a result, the NUG came to be
dominated by Peres and Sharon, who for ideological and
personal reasons wanted to see its demise. The emergence of two
externally sponsored peace initiatives further destabilised the
Israeli government.

The peace initiatives put forward by President Mubarak of
Egypt on 4 September 1989 and by US Secretary of State James
Baker on 14 October 1989 brought matters to a head, and the
US-sponsored plan led to the eventual collapse of the government
in Israel in March 1990. The Likud was concerned that the US
administration was trying to move the NUG too far from its
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agreed positions. Shamir, who had supported the Rabin–Shamir
Plan, was against the two external initiatives and accepted the
view of the ‘shackle ministers’ that no Palestinian representatives
from East Jerusalem be allowed to take part in the Palestinian
electoral process. Yitzhak Rabin attempted to find a compromise
formula that allowed for Palestinians from East Jerusalem to take
part in the process but not vote. However, Shamir rejected the
compromise, a decision that led Rabin to conclude that there was
little point in remaining in the government. In a last-ditch
attempt to solve the crisis, the Likud Minister of Foreign Affairs,
Moshe Arens, came to a private agreement with Secretary of State
Baker. They concluded that Israel would consider the Palestinian
participants on a name-to-name basis and accept that the list
would include people who were not officially resident in Jeru-
salem but who merely had a second address there. However,
when Arens took the plan to Shamir he rejected it out of hand,
and this proved to be the final nail in the coffin of the NUG.

More importantly, the moment when Shamir said no to Arens
marked one of the key turning points of Israeli history.12 For the
next decade, the consequences of it would be felt from Oslo to
Washington. In the short term it soured relations between Israel
and the US, and led to the formation of a narrow-based ruling
coalition in Israel that for the first time included parties from the
far right. In the long term this was the moment when the
leadership of the Labour Party started on their road to Oslo and
direct negotiations with the PLO. Other pieces of the jigsaw
remained to fall into place, but from this point onwards it was
clear that either Peres or Rabin would have to talk directly with
the PLO, as there were no other options for partners. The Likud,
on the other hand, moved towards a more hard-line position,
with Shamir now seemingly in tune with the wishes of the
‘shackle ministers’ and their radical right-wing allies. Despite
this, a strange twist of history was to present Shamir with the
opportunity of becoming the first Israeli PM to hold direct
negotiations with the Arab governments of Jordan and Syria, the
PLO being indirectly represented in the delegation of the former.

During 1990, it was clear that the popular enthusiasm that had
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driven the first two years of the Intifada was in decline. There
were still large-scale demonstrations and outbursts of sporadic
violence, but not on the scale seen in the first two years of the
uprising. This was partly due to new tactics that the IDF started
to employ, which called for the avoidance of what they termed
confrontation points. There were, however, increasing tensions
among the Palestinians in the Territories between the supporters
of the PLO and those who supported Islamic fundamentalist
groups such as Hamas. These tensions, which resulted in many
deaths of Palestinians under the charge of collaboration with
Israel, were in essence turf wars mixed together with a degree of
nationalist politics. As the PLO appeared to shift towards a
negotiated settlement with Israel, these divisions turned to
violence, Hamas rejecting any notions of compromise with Israel.
Another factor in the decline of the intensity of the Intifada was
the ‘war weariness’ of the international press, who were now
looking for new stories to cover. CNN, along with liberal papers
such as The Guardian and New York Times, ran out Israel-
bashing television reports and column inches.

What role did the religious parties play in the
downfall of the NUG?

The era of the National Unity Government was finally brought to
an end by Peres’s ‘unholy (dirty, smelly) exercise’, a phrase coined
by Rabin. Peres’s master-plan was to end the NUG and then
replace it with a narrow-based Labour-led government which
included one or more of the religious parties, without holding
fresh elections. The dirty exercise became one of the most
unsavoury episodes in the history of the Knesset, and its ramifi-
cations were to be felt for much of the 1990s.

The most likely coalition partner for Peres was Shas, the ultra-
orthodox movement which had shown signs of moving closer to
the Labour Party’s position on the peace process. The spiritual
leader of Shas, Rabbi Yosef, had commented while on a visit to
Cairo that the saving of human life was more important than the
issue of land. In addition, during his stay at the Ministry of



WHY BLAME ISRAEL?

160

Finance (1988–90), Peres attempted to soften up Rabbi Deri, the
parliamentary leader of Shas, with increased funding for the
development towns where Shas’s support was strongest, and for
Shas-related educational projects. Yet despite all the ground-
work, the establishment of a grand coalition between the Labour
Party and Shas proved impossible to achieve. True, Shas did help
Labour bring down the NUG, but when it came to supporting the
second part of Peres’s exercise they withdrew their backing. In
short, Shas could join Labour only if the latter held a winning
majority – otherwise Shas supporters drawn from the ultra-
orthodox/Oriental/low-income groups would not have tolerated
the move.

Unfortunately for Peres, just as he was about to present his
winning coalition to a packed Knesset, with his wife in the
visitors’ gallery, it became clear that two members of the religious
party Agudat Israel would not support the coalition. This
reversal happened despite the fact that they had signed a deal live
on Israeli television that they would do so. Clearly, Peres had not
calculated for the intervention of non-parliamentary Rabbis and
spiritual leaders, many of whom were not even based in Israel.
Both Shas and another party, Degel Hatorah, were prevented
from helping any Labour-led coalition by the intervention of
their supreme mentor, Rabbi Schach (even Rabbi Yosef, the
spiritual leader of Shas, deferred to him). In effect, a few senior
Rabbis were determining the political colour of the next govern-
ment in Israel.

Israeli democracy had reached one of its lowest points.
However, things went from bad to worse. The extent of Peres’s
desperation led to unprecedented offers, such as potential
Cabinet portfolios and financial incentives being made to Agudat
and to various so-called rebels whom he approached. Such offers
led to a heated debate about the very nature of the Israeli electoral
and political system, as well as widespread public condemnation
and protest. In the end, President Herzog passed the baton to
Shamir, who was able to form a narrow-based Likud-led
government. This happened only after another attempt at NUG
collapsed due to internal opposition from within both the Likud
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and the Labour Party. Unfortunately for Shamir, in order to form
an administration he had been forced to match Peres’s offer, but
when – as he put it – the religious parties came ‘to cash their
cheques’, he simply said that he could not do it. For Shamir,
trying to keep an increasingly hostile coalition together, the next
two years proved to be very difficult.

Even prior to the dirty exercise, there had been a growing sense
of unease from Israel’s mainly secular élite that the religious
parties were gaining too much influence, and that their actions
were turning Israel into a strongly religious country. Headlines at
the time included ‘Israel’s Ayatollahs’ and ‘Is Israel the next
Iran?’. These types of headlines were wild exaggerations, but
nonetheless there was a sense in Israel that the best way to clip the
wings of the smaller political parties – code for religious parties –
was through a process of electoral reform that would prevent the
situation of the minority holding effective control over the
majority. The question of religious parties and the wide issues of
secular versus religious rights and Israeli law versus Jewish law
have always been complex in a state that, after all, defines itself as
a Jewish state. The fact that many of the parties do not even
recognise the state does not appear to stop them demanding
generous government handouts for their schools and social
activities. One of the major failings of the period of the various
NUGs was that a rare opportunity was missed for the secular
parties to frame a written constitution free from the fear that the
religious parties would be able to topple the coalition. Leaders
from both the Likud and Labour, however, had one eye on future
coalition negotiations with Israel’s religious parties (who were
strongly opposed to the imposition of a written constitution), and
chose not to pursue constitutional reform.13

Israel’s leadership crisis was characterised by a state of inertia
that in many ways mirrored the period between the Six Day and
Yom Kippur Wars. Back then, the deep divisions and lack of
meaningful debate were encompassed within the ruling Labour
Party. This time, the divisions lay both within and across the two
major parties, which were bound together in a marriage of
convenience to preserve the position of key leaders. In retrospect,
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looking at the elections held during the period, the lack of choice
being offered to Israelis by the major parties was conducive to
maintaining position rather than advancing any radical peace
proposal.

In some respects, the period of the 1980s in Israel can be
characterised as one of coming to terms with what needed to be
done to try to solve the Arab–Israeli conflict, and to deal with the
pressing issue of economic liberalisation and the growing gap
between rich and poor, without actually being able to take the
resulting required action to help resolve the issues. The phrase
‘Israeli democracy under stress’ is often used to describe this
period. A more apt title would simply read ‘The wasted years’.
Luckily for Israel, its leadership was to a degree saved from
having to make decisions by the lack of a real partner for peace.
Yasser Arafat’s statement in 1988 calling for a two-state solution
and renunciation of violence was greeted with a great deal of
scepticism in Israel. While Arafat talked peace, the Palestinian
Intifada continued, with PLO-sponsored violence being used
against both Israeli soldiers and other Palestinians. Any hope the
Israeli leadership had clung to of talking to local Palestinian
residents of the West Bank and Gaza Strip all but evaporated.
From here on, the question was when – and if – the Israeli
government would be willing to talk with Arafat.

The failure of Israeli leadership was further seen in the growing
international consensus that a solution to the Arab–Israeli
conflict would have to be imposed by the outside world. This
view was prevalent among many of President Bush’s advisers, in
Europe and in the Soviet Union under Gorbachev, and was mani-
fest in such international institutions as the Socialist International
(at this time still a powerful body of which both the Israeli
Labour Party and Mapam were members, and in which the PLO
enjoyed observer status). These pressures were brought to bear
on Israel during the 1990s, which saw major developments both
in the Arab–Israeli conflict and within Israeli society.
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CHAPTER SIX

Waiting for Godot: False Dawns
and Shattered Dreams

To many people in Israel, the 1990s will be remembered as the
decade of false dawns and sad realisations about the nature of the
hatred that is directed towards Israel from the Palestinians, Arab
states, and other parts of the world. If one were writing an entry
for an encyclopaedia, the account would focus on the drama of
the Rabin–Arafat handshake, which the then British Foreign
Secretary Douglas Hurd described as the Middle East equivalent
of the fall of the Berlin Wall, and the peace agreements that
followed that handshake. In the years to come, someone who
read such an entry might easily conclude that the 1990s were
characterised by a growing sense of building towards peace and
reconciliation between Arab and Jew that all went horribly
wrong at the end of the decade. Others would no doubt view
the 1990s as a period of coming to terms with the past and a
maturing of the Israeli state – illustrated by the increase in the
number of non-fiction and fiction books written by Israelis that
adopt a critical approach to Israel.

The reality is of course very different. In political terms, the
period could equally be characterised as the decade of con-
cessions, starting with Yitzhak Shamir’s decision to attend the
Madrid Peace Conference in 1991 – when he knew that the PLO
would be in Madrid as part of the Jordanian delegation – and
moving on to the recognition of the PLO and the general accept-
ance of the disastrous land for peace formula that Israel either
made or was coerced into making – concessions that when taken
together came close to amounting to a collective form of national
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suicide. Predictably, these concessions did not satisfy the aspir-
ations of the Arabs, but rather fuelled them to new heights. The
Israeli return on these concessions was diminished even further
by the fact that once the outside world had persuaded Israel to
accept the notion that compromise was the only way forward, it
did not give it due reward or offer it the kind of reassurances that
it needed to help convince an increasingly sceptical Israeli public
that such moves were in the best long-term interest of the Jewish
state. But perhaps the greatest mistake was made by Yitzhak
Rabin, who pioneered the policy of continuing to make conces-
sions even while his designated peace partner was doing little to
stop violent attacks on Israelis, the ‘concessions under fire’
formula. The message behind this decision was not lost on the
Palestinian leadership, who throughout the decade continued to
use tactical violence in order to apply pressure on Israel and win
additional concessions to the ones already placed on the table
by Israel.

People who say that an election victory in itself doesn’t change
a country are absolutely right. But just as the victory of
Menachem Begin and the Likud in the 1977 elections was a
defining moment in Israeli history, so the same can be said of
Yitzhak Rabin’s and the Labour Party’s triumph in the 1992
elections. Israeli television hailed the result as an upheaval or
earthquake, while the international media described it as a
victory for peace – or the ‘peace camp’, as some label the left-of-
centre parties in Israel. In truth, it was a narrow win caused, to a
large extent, by the reduction of votes for the Likud and the frag-
mentation of the nationalist camp vote. Indeed, the nationalist
camp actually won more votes than the so-called peace camp. So
what?, you might ask. It is important, however, to remember that
the election did not produce the mandate for the radical changes
that were to follow. More significantly, the election confirmed
important changes that were taking place within Israeli society.

The arrival of immigrants from the Soviet Union at the end of
the 1980s and the start of the 1990s naturally transformed Israeli
society and culture once more, just as the arrival of the Orientals
had done previously. Prior to this influx, the ethnic Jewish balance
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of the state had been shifting away from Ashkenazi Jews towards
the Orientals and their descendants. The arrival of the ex-Soviets
– the vast majority of whom were of Ashkenazi origin –
readjusted this ethnic balance. In truth, the Soviet Aliyah to a
certain extent led to a redefining of the divisions within Israeli
society, the labels of ‘new immigrant’ versus ‘veteran immigrant’
replacing the old ethnic divisions. The challenge of absorbing
750,000 immigrants in a period of less than a decade was
considerable for Israel. Not only this, but the aspirations of this
Aliyah were higher and more immediate than those of most
previous Aliyahs. As a result of this, and the almost inevitable
period of alienation that new immigrants in Israel experience,
there was soon widespread dissatisfaction among this group –
despite the fact that the economic indicators pointed to this
Aliyah as being the most successful of all immigrant groups.
Politically speaking, this group were initially seen as natural
Likud supporters, and Likud leaders had hoped that the arrival of
this Aliyah would help cement their position as the dominant
force in Israeli politics. In the minds of the Likud leaders, the
arrival of the Soviet Aliyah had other implications for Israel.
They hoped that the new immigrants would settle in the West
Bank, and consequently reshape the demographic balance of the
area in favour of Jews. Such a change would have strengthened
Israeli claims to incorporate these lands into Israel proper.
Leaders such as Yitzhak Shamir hoped that by stalling the peace
process they could buy time to help create these additional
realities on the ground. The Likud was to be disappointed by the
Soviet Jews on both counts. In 1992, the vast majority of the new
immigrants – angry at their absorption process led by a Likud
government – supported the Labour Party, and the vast majority
did not settle in the West Bank but chose Israel proper.

The introduction of a new electoral system in Israel for the
1996 elections, in which voters cast two ballots – one for Prime
Minister and the other for the Knesset – had a profound impact
on Israeli political culture during this crucial period of the state.
The new system was – not to mince words – a disaster, giving
more power to the smaller parties and weakening the hand of the
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Prime Minister. While the outside world, and in particular
President Clinton, called for additional concessions, consecutive
Prime Ministers from the Israeli left and right – regarded as the
best of the young turks – struggled with the seemingly impossible
task of balancing the pressures of the outside world with keeping
their rainbow coalitions of eight or more parties intact. In Israel,
each sector of society demands an increased share of a decreasing
central government economic pie. At the top of the list were the
Immigrant Party, a new party founded by the veteran refusenik
Natan Sharansky who was pushing for increased funding and
political influence for the Soviet immigrants, and the ultra-
orthodox Jews led by Shas, who were pushing strongly for
additional funding for their social and education programmes.

In 1994 the Labour Party lost control of the Histadrut for the
first time since its creation in 1920. In reality, the Histadrut was
by this stage little more than a relic of a bygone age, with its
oversized Russian-style headquarters in Tel Aviv living on past
glories and uses. The Histadrut had been the central agency in the
battle to build the economic structures for a Zionist state. To
many, the decline of the Histadrut marked the death of the
socialist dream for Israel. At the height of its power the Histadrut
had played a role in the life of most Israelis, and even today its
health fund is the most heavily subscribed in Israel. Along with
the Kibbutzim (which came under its umbrella), it was perhaps
the most potent symbol of the Labour Zionist economic miracle.
From a wider perspective, the 1990s saw profound changes in the
structure and performance of Israel’s economy. A decade that
started with the arrival of the wave of immigrants from the
former Soviet Union, an economic recession and the blocking of
the loan guarantees by the Bush administration, ended with the
Israeli economy in seemingly better shape than at any time during
its 55-year history.

Israel’s so-called hi-tech miracle, however, obscured a much
more complex picture of the economy, one in which the dual
conditioning factors of Zionism and the Arab–Israeli conflict still
play a central role. In statistical terms, between 1990 and 1996
there was a rapid 6 per cent annual average increase in GDP and a
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very strong 7–8 per cent expansion of business sector product. By
the end of 1996, per capita income in Israel had reached a level
similar to that in developed countries such as Great Britain and
Ireland, and higher than that in Greece, New Zealand, Portugal
and Spain. Exports of goods increased by 7–8 per cent on annual
average during this time, although there was an increasing
balance of payments deficit that rose to nearly 5 per cent of GDP
at the end of 1996. However, these statistics paint only a part of a
much more complex picture of the development of the Israeli
economy.

How did the Israeli economy change over the years
to create this situation?

The Israeli economy has changed substantially since the forma-
tion of the state, with the economic well-being of the majority of
the population increasing significantly, to the extent that by the
end of the 20th century the standard of living in Israel was on
a par with that of the United Kingdom and other Western
European countries. These changes are all the more remarkable
given the fact that Israel has never had any real natural resources,
and has faced the difficult burdens of dealing with massive waves
of immigration and constant Arab hostility which, in the
economic sphere, has manifested itself as a boycott of Israeli
goods. The successes of the Israeli economy, however, cannot
hide other less impressive facts such as the failure to develop an
egalitarian society (as the founding fathers had intended). The
gap between rich and poor has continued to widen throughout its
history, and the number of Israelis living below the poverty line at
the end of the 20th century was greater than in the US and
Western European countries. The non-Jewish population of
Israel has not developed at the same economic pace as the rest,
leaving it far behind. Among the Jewish population, the major
inequalities are largely based on ethnic origin.

Central to the quest of the Zionist movement for a Jewish
homeland was the awareness of the importance of developing a
strong economic sector. A country had to be not only sustainable
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in terms of its ability to defend itself, but also economically viable
– and as far as possible self-sufficient. This was particularly true
in a country such as Israel (and in the pre-state period) which
relied upon the arrival of immigrants to maintain its population
development. A drop in immigration due to an economic down-
turn, or an increase in emigration from Israel, was a security
issue; it endangered the development of the state through
unfavourably altering the demographic balance between Arab
and Jew. On top of this, the role of the Arab–Israeli conflict has
been important in determining the development of the Israeli
economy. For example, Israel has traditionally had to invest large
sums in defence, and more recently in developing a military
industrial complex in order to maintain its qualitative edge in
weaponry over the Arab states. There has been little or no trade
with Israel’s neighbours, who have imposed boycotts on such
economic activities, some of which remain in place at the start of
the 21st century. These two factors meant that there was a very
direct relationship between the economy and the nation’s
security, and this fact has been at the centre of the development of
the Israeli economy since 1948.

The structure and development of the economy was largely
determined by the founding fathers of the state from the Second
and Third Aliyahs. The development of a strong public sector
economy was seen as vital in securing the future of the state, and
this remained largely unchanged until the mid-1980s and the
onset of economic liberalisation (deregulation and privatisa-
tion).1 The fact that many of the newly arriving immigrants to
Israel (and Palestine) brought little capital with them meant that
strong dependence ties formed, as the immigrants relied on the
state for their basic economic needs. Even those immigrants that
did bring capital were still dependent upon the state in the short
term in terms of absorption and education.

As previously discussed, realising the extent of the dependency
ties is vital to understanding the development of the Israeli
economy. The individual was dependent on the state for their
everyday needs, while the state itself became increasingly
dependent on foreign aid to meet the economic needs of Israel. In
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terms of ideology, the mainstream leadership of the Labour
movement was social democratic in nature, rather than socialist
as some claimed. This was clearly shown by the reluctance to
redistribute economic resources to the newly arriving immigrants
and away from the established population. In simple terms, this
meant that the economic position of the first immigrants was
stronger than that of those who arrived later. This fact has
continued throughout the history of Israel, with each new Aliyah
entering the economic ladder at the bottom, and over time
working its way up to a higher position.

The historical characteristics of the Israeli economy can be
summarised as follows: highly centralised, with a high degree of
government influence and interference. Despite attempts at
encouraging enterprise and the development of new business
élites, the economy has always been dominated by a small
number of actors, many of whom have close connections to the
political élite. Many of the economic high flyers can be seen
socialising with the political big guns at the 4 July party held by
the US Ambassador at his residence in Herzliya, the high point of
the Israeli social party season. Repayment of debt has been a
major burden on an economy that has been heavily dependent on
gift capital (loans and grants) from foreign countries, especially
the United States. The cost of the defence effort is the single
largest expenditure, and influences the rest of the budget. At
times of high tension in the Arab–Israeli conflict there is a marked
increase in defence spending at the expense of other sectors of the
economy, such as in the periods prior to the Suez War (1956) and
the Six Day War (1967). Another important characteristic has
been the subsidising of basic consumer goods and transport by
both the Labour Party and the Likud. The relationship between
the economy and politics is more direct than in many other
developed economies. Politicians from all parties have taken
political and organisational benefits from manipulating the
economy in terms of increasing distribution of state funds to their
constituents, or simply by the process of pre-election spending
increases, known locally as ‘electionomics’.2

In terms of political economy, the impact of the economy in
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determining the outcome of national elections was not really seen
until 1977 with the rise of the Likud. Before the 1967 Six Day
War, economic and social issues had played an important role
in determining the composition of the various Labour-led
coalitions, but without threatening the dominance of Mapai in
the short term. After 1967, the future of the territories captured
by Israel during the war came to dominate the political agenda,
with economic and social issues pushed more and more into the
background. By the late 1990s, with the emergence of a broader
and stronger national consensus on the future of the Territories
and the peace process in general, socio-economic issues started to
play a much greater role in determining the political colour of
Israel’s governments. This was compounded by the introduction
of direct elections for Prime Minister which, as we have seen,
allowed Israelis to cast two votes: one for PM and the other for
the Knesset. Israelis appeared to use their ballot for the Knesset to
cast a vote on economic issues. For instance, a voter from a lower-
income group could cast one ballot for a right-wing candidate for
PM to reflect his own hawkish views on the peace process, while
casting another vote for a different group such as Shas, who are
perceived as representing the interests of the ultra-orthodox and
lower-income earners in Israel.

The Israeli economy has not developed as Shimon Peres’s
vision of the new Middle East originally intended. This vision
foresaw Israel providing the technological expertise helping to
harness the financial resources of the Gulf States and the labour
of Arab and North African countries to develop a Middle Eastern
version of the Common Market.3 There are a number of reasons
why, even during the period of accelerated peace-making in the
early to mid-1990s under the Rabin and Peres governments, such
visions did not reflect the political and economic realities of the
region. There was Arab suspicion that Israel’s efforts to integrate
itself into the Middle East and develop regional financial infra-
structures similar to the EU model marked an attempt at a form
of economic colonisation.

These suspicions were partly based on the size of the Israeli
economy, whose GDP is greater than that of all its Arab
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neighbours put together. The majority of trade does not presently
take place between countries in the region (Israel–Arab or
between Arab countries), but rather between individual countries
and external powers, for example the US. In short, Israel’s
economy is not yet fully normalised, but has taken significant
steps in that direction over the last decade. On the downside, as
the economy becomes more immersed in the global markets so it
will be more vulnerable to international downturns. For example,
if the US sneezes, Israel will catch a cold. In the long term, as the
levels of US aid to Israel are reduced, its economic dependence on
the US will shift to a more indirect inter-dependence on the health
of the American economy.

How did the questions of secular versus religious rights
shape Israel during the 1990s?

If Israeli leaders were being constantly pressurised into making
concessions in order to attempt to reach peace with Israel’s neigh-
bours, and on economic matters to keep governing coalitions in
place, the same can certainly be said in the area of secular versus
religious rights. During the 1990s, the changes in Israel’s election
system helped dramatically increase the number of members of
the Knesset from orthodox or ultra-orthodox parties. Ironically,
the framers of the changes had devised the new system to reduce
the level of representation for the smaller parties, which included
the religious ones. Admittedly, it would be superficial to argue
that the growth in representation for religious parties was based
solely on electoral politics. Demographically, the orthodox and
ultra-orthodox were growing at a much faster rate than secular
Israelis. The average number of children within an ultra-
orthodox family was twice that of a secular family. In a country
where the demographic balance between Arab and Jew is so
central to the continued existence of the state, large families are
encouraged by government agencies.

In recent years, the birth rate among Israeli Arabs (living
within the Green Line – i.e. in Israel proper) and the West Bank
and Gaza Arabs has been rising much more rapidly than the
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Jewish birth rate. As a result, it is highly likely that by 2020 there
will be an Arab majority in the lands from the East Bank of the
River Jordan to the sea. So, yes, Israel’s religious Jews – whether
or not they accept the legitimacy of the Jewish state – are
extremely important to Israel’s future security. Politically, Shas,
the largest of the ultra-orthodox movements, started to attract
votes on ethnic and socio-economic grounds as well as religious
ones. With its linkage to the Orientals, Shas became the natural
home for many traditional Likud supporters of Oriental back-
ground who had become disillusioned with the party’s attempts
to provide economic solutions for the constituency.

The increase in Knesset representations raised important
questions about the very nature of Israeli democracy. Should
Shas, for example, be able to effectively hold the casting vote in
ratifying peace agreements signed by Israeli leaders? To some
Israelis, particularly on the left, this was almost too much to bear.
Yet perhaps the most historic and controversial decision in Israeli
history was taken in September 1993 with Shas Members of the
Knesset (MKs) holding the decisive votes. To outsiders it would
appear strange that MKs who did not even accept the full
legitimacy of the government in which they served would ratify a
peace accord. In Israel, however, it has become the norm, as
parties such as Shas have become the political king-makers. The
fact that the ultra-orthodox do not serve in the armed forces
further upsets many Israelis. It should be remembered that the
linkage between army service and citizenship is very strong. For
example, the other grouping that does not serve in the army, the
Israeli Arabs, are considered not to be full citizens of the state of
Israel, while the ultra-orthodox are considered full citizens. The
question of army service for the ultra-orthodox has become a
political hot potato, with leaders such as Ehud Barak calling for
them to serve. In essence, while there has been some movement
towards a limited number of ultra-orthodox Jews serving in the
army, Israeli leaders have yet to take a strong stand on the issue
for fear of antagonising religious leaders and their political
representatives. All of this poses difficult questions for the long-
term development of Israeli democracy – questions on which
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many in Israel appear resigned to postponing debate until after
the resolution of the Arab–Israeli conflict.

In the meantime, Israel needs to be careful to check the growing
political power of the ultra-orthodox – the new mayor of
Jerusalem is an ultra-orthodox Jew – and make sure that any
future debates and votes on peace agreements between Israel and
the Palestinians and Israel and Syria are not held hostage to
the whims of Shas and other ultra-orthodox parties. In short, the
future of the state of Israel must not become a bargaining chip or
concession that Prime Ministers offer to appease such parties.
Thankfully, at present, there is growing evidence that the political
influence of the ultra-orthodox at the heart of government may
prove to be on the decline. It must be remembered that while
Israel is a Jewish state – or a state for the Jews – it was founded
along secular lines by secular members of the Zionist movement,
and has taken its place among the democratic nations. Israel must
not allow itself to be hijacked into becoming a Jewish version
of Iran.

The general viewpoint of the Arab world is that Israel has
already taken that path – that it is, in effect, a strongly observant
religious state that does not tolerate non-Jews. The perception is
heightened by the linkage between religion and the land –
particularly the West Bank – which is highlighted in the Arab
media, and the role of settlement in the Israeli political agenda.
Arab papers talk of the lack of civil marriages in Israel – all
marriages, to be legal, must be performed by a Rabbi. Likewise,
the Arab media also highlights what it sees as the decadence of
Western democratic values such as divorce, abortion, prosti-
tution and pornography in Israel. To many Arabs, Israel is a
mixture of the worst of both worlds. Perhaps the clichéd Arab
picture of an Israeli is of an observant Jew wearing a kippa who
indulges in all the nationalist vices of Israel, as well as all the
sexual ones too.

Both perceptions are of course somewhat misguided, but it is
clear that Israel underwent important cultural change during the
1990s, partially as a result of the peace-making activities of
the political leadership, and in part due to the wider trends of
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globalisation from which Israel was not immune. Perhaps the
central development was that of the Israeli yuppie. Okay, so this
was perhaps the defining characteristic of the 1980s in the UK
and USA, with films such as Wall Street and books such as The
Bonfire of the Vanities chronicling the thirst for money and
power. On a deeper level, the term ‘yuppie’ implied a preference
for the individual over notions of collective good. In Thatcherite
Britain and Reagan’s America these values dominated the decade,
the downside of the yuppie get-rich culture not being felt until the
end of the 80s. In Israel the yuppie culture arrived in earnest in the
1990s, and if anything its impact was much greater than in the
UK or USA. Israel was a country that was founded and built by
the principles of self-sacrifice and the collective good. The notion
of sacrifice was never more apparent than in the battlefield,
which had been part of the national ethos since the 1948 War of
Independence.4

While it is questionable just how socialist Israel’s founding
fathers were – they were forced to put nationalist goals above
socialist ones – nevertheless with the ever-present threat of war
and destruction of the state, personal advancement (while still an
important feature of Israeli society) was not the dominant feature
it became in the 1990s. The rise of the yuppies was indicative of a
trend in Israel of the individual coming before the state, which
manifested itself in areas such as the growing number of middle-
class families attempting to get their sons exempted from army
duty (currently three years followed by around 60 days each year
until middle age). Though Israel’s protracted war with Hezbollah
may have had something to do with this, it remains perfectly clear
that many Israelis appeared unwilling to put themselves in the
line of danger. Many of the recruits who served in combat units
were new Soviet immigrants who viewed army service in the IDF
as less stressful than undertaking their national service in the
armies of the former Soviet Union.

To many veterans, young Israelis were simply becoming too
soft. The presence of cable television and channels such as MTV
appeared to have hypnotised many Israelis, who aspired to the
kind of lifestyle enjoyed by young Americans. Record numbers



WAITING FOR GODOT: FALSE DAWNS AND SHATTERED DREAMS

175

bought Levi jeans, drank Coke and visited fast-food halls.
Even McDonald’s arrived in 1994, opening up in Tel Aviv and
Jerusalem. The Tel Aviv Stock Exchange, with new liberalisation
and further deregulation, became an investment game for Israelis
eager to see quick returns on their money. The national lottery
craze took off, with some people buying excessive numbers of
tickets (here Israel was no different to the UK or USA). All these
developments were not lost on the Arabs, many scholars fore-
casting that Israel was sowing the seeds of its own decadent
destruction.

The clear message that such cultural developments sent out to
an Arab world was that if they (the Arabs) made life as difficult
as possible, the Israelis were not ready for the fight. To put it
another way, war weariness had set in in Israel. The first
successful exploiters of this situation were Hezbollah, who used
PR gimmicks such as filming attacks on Israeli soldiers in
Lebanon and distributing them to news agencies in the full
expectation that Israel’s liberal television channels would show
them in prime time. The effect of such videos was both an
increase in draft dodging – or at the very least the avoidance of
combat unit duty – and a marked increase in the debate in Israeli
society over whether Israel should remain within its self-declared
security zone in Lebanon.

Eventually, under intense pressure from key segments of
middle-class Israeli society, Ehud Barak withdrew the army from
Lebanon in a lightning manoeuvre that, while no doubt saving
the lives of retreating Israeli soldiers, created an image of the IDF
withdrawing with their tails between their legs. This image was
not lost in the Arab capitals, which noted that Israeli leaders, if
pressurised by the use of violence, would make additional con-
cessions in order to placate an Israeli public increasingly yearning
for an end to the conflict. Put in political terms, elements of the
Arab leadership sensed the start of the endgame with Israel,
wanted to obtain maximum concessions from it, and were
seemingly prepared to use any tactic in order to secure them.

Crucially, Yasser Arafat was one such Arab leader who
thought he understood the new Israeli frailty. As he walked away
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from the Camp David summit – at which Barak had offered
concessions that went far beyond anything that Israel had put on
the table up to that point – his mind was already made up to use
violence – or residence, as he terms it – to extract further
concessions from Israel. Central to Arafat’s strategy was his
belief that Israeli society would not tolerate being blown up on
buses and would force its leaders to return to the negotiating
table and offer additional concessions. Many Palestinian leaders
were quite open about the fact that they were employing the same
model used by Hezbollah in its war with Israel. Palestinians
talked about the decay of Israeli society and about the increase in
homosexuality in places such as Tel Aviv. In truth Israel, and in
particular Tel Aviv, has in recent years always had a thriving
vocal gay scene, much of which takes place in the middle-class
bars and parks near the beach. The fact that an Israeli trans-
sexual, Dana International, won the Eurovision Song Contest
contributed to this impression of decadence and an increasingly
hedonistic society. Arafat’s advisors were filling his head with
stories of the well known Shenkin area of Tel Aviv, where Israel’s
café society had stopped talking about politics and started talking
fashion and other normal topics. To this extent, the return to a
state of war between Israel and the Palestinians came as a great
shock to those Israelis who had either wholeheartedly presumed
or hoped that wars were a thing of the past. For Arafat, the great
shock was that Israelis did not buckle, but rather, as we shall see
later, were in the short term reinvigorated with a new sense of
resistance.

The change to a more individualised society may have been
the most important change within Israeli society, but the most
curious must surely have been the reaction to the murder of
Yitzhak Rabin in November 1995. Rabin’s assassination by
Yigal Amir, a Jewish zealot, left Israeli society and the political
élite in a state of shock. Prior to the killing, the Rabin administra-
tion had been struggling, and the Oslo peace process was in deep
trouble. On 20 October 1994, a Hamas bomber had blown
himself up on the number 5 bus just as it came out of the under-
pass at Dizengoff Street. The resulting carnage was shown live on
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television for hours on end, while Israeli protestors gathered at
the scene shouting death to the Arabs. There had been other
suicide attacks before this one in the northern towns of Afula and
Hadera, but this was something else. Suddenly, Israeli cities had
become war zones. In the past, the war stopped at the front line,
in the desert in the south or on the Golan Heights or the West
Bank. Attacks had taken place in Jerusalem, which was con-
sidered to be the front line by Israelis, but nothing on this scale
had taken place in Tel Aviv. As more attacks followed, with no
discernible pattern except to kill as many Israeli citizens as
possible, so Rabin’s government looked more shaky. The with-
drawal of Shas – over a long-running dispute with the fiercely
secular Meretz coalition partner – left Rabin dangerously
exposed to votes of no confidence in the Knesset. In short, this
was a government living on borrowed time. As in America, Israeli
leaders are addicted to polling, and Rabin’s internal figures
had him at best running neck and neck with Netanyahu in the
contest for direct elections for Prime Minister. Israeli society, as
previously mentioned, was deeply split over the concessions that
Rabin was offering, and was even more divided about the kind of
compromises that appeared necessary in the coming months
and years.

Rabin’s death changed all this in the short term. Suddenly there
was a new consensus among Israelis to continue making conces-
sions in the hope – rather than certainty – that they would bring
peace. Rabin’s immediate successors – Peres, Netanyahu and
Barak – all made concessions, although only Peres enjoyed over-
whelming support for the concessions he offered between Nov-
ember 1995 and February 1996. The murderous cycle of suicide
bombings carried out by Hamas and Islamic Jihad in February
and March 1996 put an end to this consensus.5 The only differ-
ence between before and after the Rabin killing was the tone. The
debate about the extent of the concessions that were required
within the land for peace formula was muted, partly out of respect
for what had happened to Rabin, and also as a result of the blurring
of the differences between the candidates for Prime Minister.

What appears on the surface difficult to explain, however, is
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that in the elections held only six months after the assassination
of Rabin, only 22 per cent of voters cited his killing as having
influenced ‘to a great extent’ how they cast their vote, with some
19 per cent stating that it had ‘to a certain extent’ affected their
vote.6 In truth, as soon as the suicide bombings started in
February 1996, Israelis moved on from the trauma of the assassi-
nation and started to deal with the trauma of the bombings. This
is of course extremely unhealthy, but in a country where one
collective trauma has rapidly followed another, it is the norm.
There is a tendency among Israelis to internalise traumatic events
and deal with them only on a superficial level. This, for many,
helps keep them sane and able to focus on another strong Israeli
trait – getting on with it. So, in the long term, the death of Rabin
did not impact on the implementation of the Oslo Accords as
much as many had originally predicted.

A direct consequence of Rabin’s death was that Palestinian
elections were held on time in the areas governed by the
Palestinian Authority in January 1996. Prior to this, Shimon
Peres and the government had used Rabin’s death to give impetus
to the withdrawal of IDF forces from several Palestinian towns
and villages, placing them under either joint control or sole
Palestinian control. The Peres government viewed Rabin as a
victim in the search for peace and they saw it as their duty to
continue, and indeed speed up the process in order to commem-
orate their fallen leader.7 The resulting elections produced the
expected victory for Arafat and his political faction, Fatah. The
international media were quick to dub the election a popular
Palestinian endorsement of the Oslo Accords. Israeli politicians
added that their partner for peace had been given a degree of
legitimacy by the people in order to move the process to the next
stage – final status talks that were to start, briefly, in 1996. Many
Israelis hoped that Arafat would use his mandate to launch a
more pro-active policy against Hamas and Islamic Jihad. He did
not. Instead, Palestinian jails continued to operate a ‘revolving
door policy’, with the Palestinian justice system resembling
Captain Renault’s system in the movie Casablanca, characterised
by the shout of ‘round up the usual suspects’.
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Following the failure at Camp David in 2000, Arafat threw in
his lot with the suicide bombers – a decision that on the surface
appeared an irrational one politically. On closer examination it
was rational, given the continuing context of the United States
granting concessions to the Palestinian Authority, many of whose
members by this stage were privately endorsing attacks on Israeli
civilians. As more and more evidence came to light linking Arafat
and his close aides with attacks on Israelis, there were calls to
isolate him, expel or even kill him. While the Bush administration
moved to find an alternative, European countries continued to
deal with him. Many used phrases such as ‘cycles of violence’ –
thus giving credibility to the argument that Israeli responses to
violence were no better than the original attacks.

At the centre of much of Europe’s beef with Israel was the
policy of targeted assassinations, or ‘extra-judicial killings’. This
policy was not new in Israel: the perpetrators of the killing of the
Israeli athletes at the Munich Olympic games in 1972 had been
tracked down and assassinated by Israeli agents. Likewise, ex-
Nazi scientists working on Arab nuclear programmes had met a
similar fate. What was different this time was the increased use of
this weapon by Israel, and the fact that it was being carried out
under the full glare of the international media, who had returned
to the West Bank and Gaza following the start of the war in 2000,
equipped with motorcycle crash helmets, flak jackets and Arab–
Israeli Conflict Made Simple guidebooks at their side. On top of
this was the frequently pointed out fact that Israeli security forces
routinely torture Palestinian detainees. Torture still takes place,
despite the fact that the Israeli Supreme Court ruled to disallow
any form of physical pressure on detainees – even those that are
considered to be ‘ticking bombs’ (have information that could
prevent an imminent attack, thus saving life).8 Such forms of non-
lethal torture were used by the British in Northern Ireland and by
many police forces in other Western-style democracies during the
interrogation of suspected terrorists. In Northern Ireland, IRA
prisoners were routinely tortured by Special Branch officers –
particularly at the notorious Castlereagh Interrogation Centre.9

Torture methods included beatings, sleep deprivation and cold
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hosing down. European courts were extremely critical of such
actions, and ruled that all interrogations had to be recorded or
monitored. Among even moderate elements of the nationalist
community in Northern Ireland, the torture issue was the cause
of much hostility towards the security services. Similarly, British
security forces employed at varying times in Northern Ireland a
shoot-to-kill policy that included the infamous ‘death on the
rock’ episode when the SAS shot an active IRA unit in Gibraltar.
In truth, Israeli and British security forces learnt much from each
other’s modus operandi.

In a general sense, just as Israel arrests Palestinians it suspects
of being members of organisations such as Hamas and the PFLP
(Popular Front for the Liberation of Palestine) and – in the old
days – the PLO, the British did exactly the same in the mid-1970s
in Northern Ireland through the policy of internment, which saw
hundreds of suspected IRA members arrested and imprisoned
without trial. Indeed, to suggest, as many do, that Israel is uniquely
hard on what it terms terrorists is really rather misleading. On the
contrary, it may come as a surprise to hear that Israel – which is
famed for its tough stance against terrorists – has a history of
freeing hundreds of prisoners from its jails in prisoner exchange
deals, often just to get the bodies of dead Israelis back.

On a human level it is easy to understand such decisions, given
the Israeli doctrine of getting all their boys back home. Israel is a
small country of only 6.5 million inhabitants. Despite all its
problems, it is a small, closely-knit society in which everyone
knows someone who has been hurt or killed in action. This,
together with traditional Jewish values of wanting to give every-
one a decent burial, have meant that over the years Israel has
gone to great lengths to get its prisoners of war and its dead
returned to the country.

This casualty issue has always been Israel’s Achilles heel. Arab
leaders have always known this, and have acted accordingly.
Hezbollah, however, have in recent years taken this to new lows.
As we saw earlier, during Israel’s occupation of southern
Lebanon the organisation filmed its attacks against Israeli
soldiers, often showing in graphic detail the bloody aftermath of
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its actions. Tapes were quickly distributed to Arabic news
organisations and shown on cable channels in Israel. The aim of
groups like Hezbollah is two-fold: to create fear and doubt
among Israelis and to help translate this into public pressure on
the government to release their prisoners (and Palestinians) from
Israeli jails.

While it is easy to understand the action of the Israeli govern-
ment on humanitarian grounds, it is more problematic to
understand how they pushed aside the political and security
considerations of the deal. In Northern Ireland under the terms of
the Good Friday Agreement, nearly all paramilitary prisoners
have been released from jail, on licence that their respective
organisations stick to the terms of the agreed ceasefire. The
attitude of the vast majority of these prisoners is that the war is
over, and they have not returned to violence.

Sadly, it appears that the war is not over for the Hezbollah and
Palestinian prisoners that Israel unleashes back into the free
world. The brutal reality is that, of those released, a sizeable
majority will carry out additional attacks against Israelis.
Following a recent wave of prisoners released by Israel – as a
goodwill gesture to the then Palestinian Prime Minister, Abu
Mazen – some six have been involved in serious crimes since their
release, including several in organising suicide bomb attacks
against Israeli cities. One wonders what the attitude of the
families of the future bereaved will be when they learn that the
attack was carried out by someone whom Israel released from
prison.

Despite all the violence and killing, the political framework
of the deal between Israel and the Palestinians has remained
in place.

Back in 1996, Yasser Arafat’s deputy, Abu Mazen, and the
main Israeli architect of the Oslo peace process, Yossi Beilin and
his academic friends, held a series of secret meetings in Stockholm
and Tel Aviv to produce a blueprint that was to form the frame-
work for a final agreement between Israel and the Palestinian
Authority.10 The resulting Beilin–Abu Mazen Plan (or Stockholm
Document) was not published at the time, and never officially



WHY BLAME ISRAEL?

182

endorsed by either Arafat or the then Israeli PM, Shimon Peres.11

The reason that its importance still resonates today is that it is the
main indication of what the Palestinians will settle for to end the
conflict, and what the Israelis are willing to offer. The Beilin–Abu
Mazen document also formed the basis of the talks between Ehud
Barak and Yasser Arafat at Camp David in 2000, and more
importantly the current negotiations between the Israeli and
Palestinian Prime Ministers. The agreed content of the plan will
shock many, particularly its section on the status of Jerusalem,
which has appeared an intractable issue up to now.

The centrepiece of the plan was the linkage of the status of
Jerusalem to an Israeli acceptance of a Palestinian state in the
West Bank and the Gaza Strip. The key articles are listed below:

1 A Palestinian state to be created in Judea and Samaria (West
Bank) and the Gaza Strip.

2 The capital of this state would be called Al-Quds, namely
those parts of Jerusalem that are located outside the municipal
borders of Israeli Jerusalem, but which are considered by the
Palestinians to be part of the city.

3 The PA would recognise Israeli sovereignty over West (Jewish)
Jerusalem, while sovereignty over East (Arab) Jerusalem would
remain open for discussion.

4 The Palestinians would respect the principle of the open city of
Jerusalem.

5 The Temple Mount would come under Palestinian control and
a Palestinian flag would be raised on the site.

6 The Old City would be without official sovereignty, but Israel
would maintain control over it.

The ambiguity over the amount of the West Bank to be included
in the Palestinian state was later cleared up, with between 88 and
95 per cent to be handed over. Though not discussed in the plan,
its consequences would lead to control of key water sources in the
West Bank – which Israel is highly dependent on – being handed
over to Palestinian control.

It is the issue of Jerusalem, however, that is the most interesting.
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The idea that the Palestinians would accept Al-Quds as the
capital of their state was not borne out at the Camp David talks
in 2000, where the negotiations collapsed over the failure to
reach agreement on this issue. In 2003, when the Palestinian
delegation was led by Abu Mazen, it is clear that there had been
significant movement on this issue by the Palestinians – a return
to the Beilin–Mazen formula – but whether this is a long-term
commitment remains to be seen. A Palestinian flag flying over the
Temple Mount sends shivers down the spine of most Israelis, and
many non-Palestinian Arabs. This appears, however, to be the
price that Israel will have to pay to reach any accord over the
status of Jerusalem.

Commentators such as Daniel Pipes are absolutely right in
suggesting that Israel is winning its current war with radical
Palestinian terror groups. Like all previous Arab–Israeli wars,
however, it looks like Israel will not be able to turn a clear-cut
military victory into political gain. There is a widespread
misconception that because the current Prime Minister Ariel
Sharon is considered to be a hawk, he will be able to drive a
harder bargain with the Palestinians than his predecessor, Ehud
Barak. This is complete nonsense. The truth is that Sharon will
strike a deal that resembles the Beilin–Abu Mazen Plan. The only
difference between the current PM and his predecessors lies in his
ability to sell the deal to a sceptical Israeli population.

Few are more acutely aware of this point than Sharon himself.
His astonishing comments when he referred to the Israeli ‘occu-
pation of the West Bank’ were not a slip – or a sudden change of
ideological perspective. Rather they were part of preparing
Israelis for the shocks that will come in future years. They also
marked a brave admission that the status quo is untenable for
Israel, and that the Jewish state must move to protect its most
sacred lands such as Jerusalem. The terms of the deal based on the
Beilin–Abu Mazen Plan are already in place. The ‘road map’
peace plan presented by the Americans in May 2003 must create
the conditions that allow each side to sell the deal to their
respective constituencies. Both Arafat and Peres failed to endorse
the original plan back in 1996 because they believed that they
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could not successfully achieve this and survive politically. It
is here that the US-sponsored road map for peace is intended
to step in.

Will the road map end the violence? And does it have
any chance of long-term success?

The answer to the first is no. Even before the statement of rejec-
tion by Hamas, secular militant Palestinian groups – some close
to Yasser Arafat – concluded that they would continue with the
violence as well as the political dialogue. From their perspective,
this is easy to understand. Why change a winning formula? The
United States, Russia and Europe have, in effect, rewarded the
Palestinians for two years of murderous violence, much of it
directed against innocent Israeli civilians. In Ireland we refer to
this as the ‘bomb and ballot box’ strategy, in Israel as the ‘suicide
bomb and political concession’ strategy. In a perfect world, there
would be no room for any of these killers at the negotiating table.

Ignoring the moral issue of dealing with killers, the road map
has little practical chance of being implemented. Just like a dumb
schoolboy who makes the same mistakes time and time again, so
the US State Department (the main framers of the plan) continue
to fail to learn the lessons from the disastrous Oslo peace process.
Even the most strident supporters of Oslo now accept that
interim stage agreements are a bad idea – given that there are
rejectionist forces such as Hamas at large who thrive on derailing
timetabled agreements, particularly ones in which progress from
one stage to another depends on ‘performance’ (a ludicrous US
phrase) at the previous stage.

To call a new international conference, as the road map
proposes, is foolhardy when we are still trying to get over the last
one, held in Madrid in 1991. In Madrid the parties almost came
to physical blows when the Syrians accused the then Israeli PM,
Yitzhak Shamir, of being a terrorist. Imagine the scene this time
around, assuming, as appears highly likely, that Ariel Sharon
leads the Israeli delegation into the conference room: Palestinians
waving their Sabra and Shatilla banners, shouting ‘killer’ and
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‘fascist’. With all this showboating going on, there will be little
chance of real progress.

So what is the alternative to the ‘shiny suit’ school of
State Department diplomacy?

We are already seeing the alternative at work (or rather we are
not). Sharon has had a working relationship with key members of
the PA leadership, excluding Arafat, for some time. Indeed, their
contacts can be traced back to the pre-Oslo period when it was
illegal for Israelis to meet with PLO officials.12 Today, both sides
are keen to talk in private, and to agree solutions to the key issues
before presenting them to the outside world. Both, for domestic
reasons, prefer secret diplomacy. The key to progress, however,
remains any Palestinian leader’s ability to rein in Hamas and its
international network of bombers and financiers. Though both
parties have signed up to the road map, the real diplomatic action
will be taking place in private meetings at Ariel Sharon’s official
residence in Jerusalem, where key Palestinian leaders are regular
visitors.

Perhaps the greatest contribution of the road map will be to
help provide a smokescreen, and a safety net, to direct talks
between the Israelis and Palestinians based on the Beilin–Abu
Mazen framework. In the meantime, Israel must be given all the
necessary international support to destroy the increasingly inter-
national infrastructure of Hamas and other radical Palestinian
groups. Israel, however, must find ways of getting out of the
culture of making concessions in the hope of securing peace. The
formula ‘land for possible peace’ simply doesn’t add up. In recent
times, Israeli society has shown itself to be much more resilient
than appeared possible during much of the 1990s. By taking the
battle into the heart of Israel, the Palestinians may have made a
historic tactical mistake.

Finally, an issue that came to greater prominence during the
1990s was the question of the role of women in Israel, and the
relatively few women who are in the Knesset or who occupy other
political leadership roles. This imbalance is indicative of deeper
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issues and problems that surround the position of women in
Israeli society. Here, two images come to the mind of the
outsider. The first is of Golda Meir, Israel’s fourth Prime Minister
and one of the first female leaders of a Western-style democracy,
and the other is of the Israeli army – the people’s army – in which
women serve compulsory national service alongside their male
colleagues. Neither image, however, reflects the real picture.
Golda Meir was the exception to the rule.

In Israel, women remain greatly under-represented within the
élite.13 So unique was Meir in terms of gender that she was
considered almost asexual. While in private she had a string of
lovers and enjoyed the nickname of ‘the mattress’, in public she
acted as a traditional Zionist leader. Since Meir’s resignation in
1974, no Israeli female has held high office or been involved in
areas of the security establishment. During the 1990s, vocal MKs
such as Yael Dayan spoke of the need to increase the repre-
sentation of women in the Knesset. Debates have taken place
about the merits and pitfalls of quotas – in which women have
specially reserved positions in a party’s list of candidates for seats
in the Knesset.

In the arena of extra-parliamentary politics women have
proved more successful, with groups such as the Four Mothers
being very influential in helping pave the way for a withdrawal of
the IDF from southern Lebanon. But apart from this and other
notable exceptions to the rule, women in Israel remain far more
politically alienated than in almost any democratic country. Why
is this? Once more, it is a case of the survival of the state coming
first, with other causes such as women’s issues a poor second. The
key argument put forward once more by the male-dominated
élite is that ‘once we have peace, then we can address these
issues’. The trouble is that Israeli women have been waiting for
peace for 55 years, and it is commonplace now for even the older
generation of women who lived in the so-called egalitarian
Kibbutzim to argue that they were given the worst jobs to do.

The IDF, as the central social conditioning agent and shaper of
attitudes, has a very poor record in terms of women. Most young
girls doing army service are given administrative jobs, and few
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occupy the kind of position that could help their long-term career
prospects in the civilian sector. Recently, a young air cadet won
the right to train to become a fighter pilot, but again she is a high-
profile exception to the rule. In recent years, there have been a
number of cases of sexual wrong-doings coming to light involving
Israeli commanders at the highest level.

Female immigrants arriving from the former Soviet Union
during the 1990s found Israel to be backward in terms of women’s
rights. Israeli women have much more in common with their
Palestinian counterparts, who are given the same message from
their male-dominated élite – nationalism and the battle for the
state comes first, and all else will follow. In the meantime,
Palestinian women are murdered in ‘honour’ killings, and raped
and beaten in one of the most repressive regimes for women in the
world. So much for the Palestinian Authority offering new hope
for the women of the Middle East. In Israel, despite the growing
awareness and reassessment of the role of women in winning and
developing the Jewish state, reflected in the output of a new
generation of female writers, there is much work to be done if
Israel is to fall into line with other democratic nations in this
respect. In truth, with Jewish culture promoting the values of
women staying at home cooking and having children, it may
never come into line. At the very least, in the short term women
need legal protection from the increasing number of violent
attacks at home. At a political level, more funds are needed to
launch the careers of female candidates. It takes around $150,000
minimum to fund a successful primary election campaign to win
a place on the Knesset list.

Perhaps the best name for Israel during the 1990s is ‘Israel
waiting for Godot’. So much in terms of the development of
Israeli society has been suppressed by the conflict with the Arabs.
During a brief window when it appeared possible that the Oslo
Accords – which appeared at first to provide Israel with a
negotiating partner – could really succeed in ending the conflict,
we got a taster of the things to come in the future. To those
Israelis who say that we cannot wait for peace before making
substantial changes to social and political frameworks, it is worth
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pointing out that though Israeli society is far from perfect, in an
era when the political élite is offering substantial concessions to
the Arabs, social cohesion at home is vitally important. Any
breakdown in this, as the Rabin assassination confirmed, can
lead to disaster.
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CHAPTER SEVEN

Learning the Lessons and
Crystal Ball Gazing

Currently, there are signs that Israelis are not sure which lessons
need to be learnt from the collapse of negotiations with the
Palestinians. Perhaps, with Hegel’s belief about a lack of learning
from history, it is important to debate rather than jump to
conclusions at this stage about what needs to be learnt. The
underlying subtext to the lesson-learning debate is the desperate
search to fill the political void caused by the demise of the Oslo
peace process. The philosophical parameters of the debate over
how best to bring peace to Israel remain partially obscured by
political rhetoric. The debate centres on the definition of ‘strong’
and, in terms of the Israeli–Palestinian conflict, the fundamental
difference between a military victory and a political one.

On the one hand, the Israeli left emphasise that past military
victories – and present-day military might over the Arabs – have
not resulted in peace, and that political victory (recognition of the
right to exist) will come only through negotiation and conces-
sion. The left also stress the centrality of the economy to Israel’s
security, citing the need for a peace-time economy in order to
attract new immigrants and to prevent emigration of other
Israelis. With Arab birth rates still much higher than Jewish ones,
this issue has taken on new resonance. In short, the left highlight
the importance of the linkage between security and the economy,
arguing that the Zionist priority is that of immigration, not
maintaining control over lands captured in 1967. In short, there
is no viable alternative to negotiations and compromise with
Yasser Arafat and the PLO.

On the other hand, the Israeli right argue that the actions of the
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left raise the political aspirations of the Arabs and reduce the
strength of Israel’s military deterrents. They cite the withdrawal
of Israeli forces from Lebanon in 2000, and the proposals that
Ehud Barak put on the table at Camp David, as compelling
evidence to suggest that the Israeli left has failed to learn basic
lessons from history and experience. The basic lesson, they argue,
that needs to be absorbed is that Arafat, and the vast majority of
Arabs, do not want to make peace with Israel, and will do so only
when they have realised that they cannot destroy it by military
force or through economic isolation. For the right, any negoti-
ations must take place under optimum conditions for Israel.
These conditions include a weak and divided Arab world in which
Arab political aspirations have been previously clipped. In terms
of Zionist priorities, they place the retention of land over the
absorption of immigrants. They perceive the acquisition of addi-
tional lands as enhancing Israeli security, not as a burden on it.

Transposing the often hijacked and abused term ‘third way’
into Israeli politics, we are essentially talking about identifying
the natural successors to David Ben-Gurion and Moshe Dayan.
While both were part of the Labour movement, they were the
pioneers of the Israeli ‘third way’ not in terms of party politics,
but rather in developing a workable, pragmatic framework for
dealing with Israel’s relations with the Arabs that drew inspir-
ation from both sides of the Israeli philosophical debate. To a
certain degree, the current Prime Minister, Ariel Sharon, and the
Minister of Foreign Affairs, Benjamin Netanyahu, can be classed
as the natural successors to Ben-Gurion and Dayan. Both have
shown resolve during respective premierships in checking Arab
aspirations and maintaining Israeli military deterrents, while
making also, at certain junctures, tactical concessions in order to
try to reach a political settlement with the Arabs.

Writing in 1859, John Stuart Mill, the great libertarian
philosopher, argued that ‘a party of order or stability, and a party
of progress or reform, are both necessary elements of a healthy
state of political life’. If Israel is to exceed Hegel’s expectations of
government, its leaders need to develop – and articulate – a third
way that contains elements of both parties outlined by Mill.
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So, what lessons need to be learnt?

The stark reality is that peace-making efforts have actually led to
an increase in terrorism in Israel. Personal security has become a
major issue within Israeli cities that hitherto were considered
safe. When President Clinton, Ehud Barak and Yasser Arafat
made their way home from Camp David in 2000, conventional
wisdom appeared to point to the summit having confirmed the
deeply held belief that the Israeli–Palestinian conflict was intract-
able and would last for at least another generation. This does not
have to be the case, providing that both sides learn the lessons of
what went wrong. As a result, it is timely to examine the deeper
issues at stake here.

Why have peace agreements – signed in seeming good
faith – failed to end conflicts? What are the root issues
that have largely determined the causes of these
conflicts? And how has the international community
got its peace-making attempts wrong?

In the search for peace, it is generally presumed that the signing of
peace agreements is the best method of securing an end to a
conflict. This is wrong. Recent history has taught us that peace
agreements primarily serve the purpose of securing the legacies of
political leaders rather than actually bringing an end to the
violence and bloodshed. Indeed, peace agreements can actually
lead to a worsening of a conflict. Note, for example, the Middle
East where, since the signing of the Oslo Accords in 1993, the
number of Israelis and Palestinians who have died in the conflict
has increased dramatically. As a result, there is a clear need to
identify alternative strategies of peace-making that do not rely on
such crude devices of conflict resolution.

Before applying the remedy, it is important to identify the root
causes of these conflicts. What forces lead a man to plant an
explosive device intended to kill and maim? What leads men to
send suicide bombers into centres of towns to cause carnage?
The traditional view is that there are two forces at play here:
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nationalism and religion. This is true, but there is a lack of under-
standing as to what is meant by these vague terms. Religion, and
in particular religious fundamentalism, is often cited as a major
factor in conflicts in the Middle East, Ireland and the Balkans.
However, nationalism remains the most important determining
factor in these conflicts. Contrary to the accepted wisdom of
policy-makers, nationalism is not simply a struggle for statehood.
In this increasingly complex globalised world, nationalism takes
a very different form. Nowadays the winning of statehood is
viewed as only a provisional stage of a national struggle, and not
the endgame that politicians appear to believe it to be. In the
Middle East, Hamas and Islamic Jihad seek legitimacy to create
an Islamic fundamentalist state. In this respect, their war against
Israel is directed as much against secular Palestinians as it is
against Israelis. As for the PLO, after nearly a decade of control
they still have not secured a degree of legitimacy among the
Palestinian population for a secular Palestinian state. Indeed,
within the Arab world the question of legitimacy of rule has been
the major issue in the development of states since the creation of
the Arab state system. In order to govern with any degree of
legitimacy, the ruler must enjoy the support of either the majority
of the population or, as in many Arab cases, a powerful minority
(usually the economic and military élite).

Related to the issue of legitimacy are questions of economic
nationalism or, put simply, the need to develop a strong economy
if a national struggle is to survive. Currently, this is particularly
relevant within the areas controlled by the Palestinian Authority,
where it has clearly not materialised. The Palestinian business
élite, the majority of which is based outside of Palestinian areas
(in the Diaspora), has not been motivated by nationalist reasons
to invest in a future Palestinian state. The brutal economic
realities are that this group prefer to invest in the world markets
based on economic – not nationalist – motives. Consequently, the
perilous position of the Palestinian economy makes the threat of
a declaration of a state appear like an empty vessel. In this case,
the creation of a state would merely increase the alienation of
society from its leadership and lead to a crisis of legitimacy of
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rule. This in turn would fuel the Israeli–Palestinian conflict, with
the Palestinians increasing their ambitions to grab hold of an
Israel that appears like a land of milk and honey in contrast to
their own economic position. Hence the notion that even secular,
more moderate Palestinians will never accept a two-state solution
to the conflict.

The most important consequence of the emergence of what we
can loosely term ‘new nationalism’ and the question of legitimacy
is its effect on peace-making. It would appear that traditional
approaches to peace-making are out of date. What is required is
in effect an attempt by mediators to reduce the aspirations of
national struggles and not – as currently happens – increase their
desire for creating new states. Mediators such as the USA need to
reinforce the message that such states are largely unsustainable
and are likely to lead to civil strife or anarchy, which is liable to
spill out into neighbouring countries. In short, such states
constitute a danger to themselves and to others.

Current peace-making is very much based on the dictate of
Woodrow Wilson, who said that there should be a state for each
individual ethnic group or religion; or, as Elie Kedourie points
out, Wilson wanted self-determination as the basis for the new
and better world order.1 This policy, although framed during the
First World War, became more entrenched following the Second
World War, and even more visible following the demise of the
Soviet Union in 1991, with the new Central Asian Republics and
the fragmentation of the Balkans. However, this policy has not
reduced the number of nationalist-based conflicts in the world. In
truth, it has had the opposite effect. The international community
needs to move to stop the creation of further new states that are
likely to become destabilising influences.

Peace agreements that lead to the creation of such states will
prove to be unworkable in the medium to long term. Nationalism
will remain a strong negative force upon mankind, with new
groups of fanatics ready to take over when those who carried out
the attacks are buried or put behind bars. Deal with the problem
at source, and do not merely fuel the flames of the problem by
creating more unsustainable states.
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Are there any specific lessons we can learn from the
failure of the Oslo Accords?

There are currently two schools of thought about the failure of
the Israeli–Palestinian Oslo Accords. First, that the Palestinians
and Arafat didn’t want peace and duped the Israelis. There is
growing evidence to suggest that this was the case. The second is
that the technical failings of the Oslo Accords were so great that
they never provided any real chance for peace to take root. My
argument concentrates on the latter, and suggests that the
Accords were so flawed that Arafat’s own personal motives
and actions were of secondary importance in determining the
outcome of the ten-year process.

History

Few will forget the moment on the White House lawn in
September 1993, when a reluctant Yitzhak Rabin, encouraged by
then US President Bill Clinton, offered his outstretched hand to a
beaming Yasser Arafat. The ceremony marked the culmination of
eighteen months of secret diplomacy between the Rabin govern-
ment and the Palestine Liberation Organisation in the signing of
a formal peace agreement, meant to end nearly a century of
conflict. What became apparent from the White House ceremony
was that the image of the handshake had taken on almost as great
an importance as the details of the agreements, if not more. The
famous handshake was not, however, a spontaneous act. Presi-
dent Clinton’s advisers had spent the previous Saturday planning
just how to ensure that it took place. George Stephanopoulos
described the planning: ‘Then the President would turn to his left,
shake Arafat’s hand; take a half step back with his arms slightly
lifted from his sides and hope that Arafat and Rabin reached
across his belt for the picture of the decade.’2 Even the expression
that Clinton would have on his face was rehearsed, with a prefer-
ence for a closed mouth smile.3

The agreement, officially entitled The Declaration of Principles,
was followed by a second agreement signed in Cairo in 1994.
Both agreements dealt with the transfer of parts of the West Bank
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and Gaza Strip to Palestinian control, but postponed discussion
of the core issues of the conflict, such as the future of Jerusalem
and the fate of the Palestinian refugees, until the ‘final status’
talks, scheduled to start three years later. The agreements con-
tained a series of interim stages that aimed at achieving peace
through a gradual, carefully timetabled process. Collectively, the
agreements are better known as the Oslo Accords, after the city
where the initial negotiations had taken place.

From the outset, however, the Oslo process started to go
wrong. In analysing why, it is important to avoid playing the
blame game, or even identifying the winners and losers. With
hindsight, it is clear that the process was technically flawed from
the very beginning, and those who cling to what remains of the
process – the Mitchell Report or Tenet Agreement – are, to say
the least, misguided. Oslo may have failed to end the conflict and
may have helped escalate it to the level of violence we are
witnessing today, but there are important lessons, both positive
and negative, to be drawn from it.

I have identified seven key aspects of peace-making, Oslo style,
that we need to learn from.

1. Secret diplomacy

As one of Israel’s greatest diplomats, Abba Eban, writing in
1983, pointed out: ‘There has hardly been a success for inter-
national conciliation in our time without the option of secrecy
having been used at a crucial stage of the negotiating process.
Many breakthroughs in conciliation would have been impossible
if the negotiators had not found at least temporary shelter from
public scrutiny.’4 Some twenty years later, during the Oslo
negotiations, both parties considered the use of a secret channel
to be essential in securing an initial peace agreement that included
statements of mutual recognition. Secrecy allowed direct
negotiations to take place despite an Israeli law forbidding direct
contacts with the PLO. Moreover, both sides agreed to complete
deniability, making it easier to put forward ideas and discuss
positions and potential trade-offs.
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The secret channel obviated the need for public posturing and
playing to domestic audiences that had marred previous public
negotiations such as the Madrid Peace Conference in 1991. The
secret nature of the talks helped to deepen relationships between
the participants, enabling them to come up with creative solu-
tions for previously intractable issues. One of the major problems,
however, was that when details of the clandestine meetings
slowly and inevitably started to emerge, the parties had to secure
an agreement quickly before their cover was totally blown.
Finally, as even Edward Said acknowledges, part of the Rabin–
Arafat handshake’s moment of beauty was the realisation that
the Israelis and Palestinians had achieved this agreement
themselves, and without the help of the United States.5

2. Interim staged agreements

It was the Palestinian side that insisted on the interim stages in the
Accords. The idea was to give the Palestinian Authority time to
increase the territory it controlled and to develop the Palestinian
economy before final status talks. The Palestinians wanted to
go into these final status negotiations in a stronger position
than when the talks began in Oslo in 1993. They were not
government-to-government talks, but rather government-to-
revolutionary-movement negotiations. Consequently, the PLO
wanted time to develop the foundations for the Palestinian state
which it saw emerging at the end of the process.

In theory, the idea of interim stages held several advantages for
both sides. It allowed for the postponement of difficult com-
promises until the latter part of the process, and it provided time
for both sides to develop support for the deal at home. In
practice, however, the interim stages provided the groups that
opposed the Accords (rejectionists) ample opportunity to derail
the process through suicide bomb attacks against Israeli cities
carried out by such Islamic radical groups as Hamas and Islamic
Jihad. Thus the interim stages actually weakened the prospects
for peace. The terrorist attacks damaged the level of support for
the Oslo Accords in Israeli society and brought about a strong



LEARNING THE LESSONS AND CRYSTAL BALL GAZING

197

economic and security response from the Israelis, such as closure
of the borders between Israel and the West Bank and Gaza Strip,
which damaged the already weak Palestinian economy. The final
failure of the notion of interim stages was that the Palestinians
saw them exclusively as a way for the Palestinian Authority
to strengthen its position. But Israel made similar efforts as
well, apparent in its renewed expansion of key settlements in the
West Bank. There is a strong case, in fact, for arguing that Israel
benefited much more from the interim agreements than the
Palestinians, who did not gain the amount of territory in the
West Bank they originally believed they would prior to final
status talks.

3. Opponents of peace

In retrospect, more careful consideration should have been given
to methods for dealing with the rejectionist groups that resorted
to violent attacks. A major charge against the Oslo Accords by
the Israeli right was that successive Israeli governments had to
leave the job of preventing such attacks to Palestinian Authority
forces, an approach that clearly did not work. All Israeli govern-
ments since 1993 have accused Yasser Arafat of not doing
enough to dismantle the infrastructure of such groups, and Israeli
military action in recent years – especially the surrounding of
Arafat’s compound in Ramallah – is a direct consequence of this
failure. Though there are no easy solutions to dealing with such
groups as Hamas and Islamic Jihad, Arafat needed to make a
more concerted attempt to solve this problem, and to back it with
increased co-operation with Israeli security forces (particularly in
intelligence gathering). In the prevailing climate of mistrust,
however, such co-operation was neither easy to develop nor to
maintain.

4. Mutual trust and confidence

The late Yitzhak Rabin said that you cannot choose your partners
for peace, and that on the White House lawn in 1993 he would
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rather have shaken the hand of anyone else than Yasser Arafat.
He argued that you make peace with enemies, not friends.
However, once partners for peace-making have been identified
and accepted, then there is a need for a sea change in political
thinking to help create an atmosphere of mutual trust between
the two parties. The Oslo Accords highlighted the importance of
mutual trust and confidence by including much ‘constructive
ambiguity’ in its wording. This was initially designed to allow
both sides slightly different interpretations of certain points.
Under the government of Yitzhak Rabin, there was enough trust
to make the process work. This trust, however, was based on the
somewhat false assumption (particularly on Arafat’s part) that
the Palestinian Authority would obtain the majority of its goals
in the final status talks. Under Benjamin Netanyahu and Ariel
Sharon, Israel’s positions have not radically altered, but the
element of trust between the two sides has collapsed.

5. Problems of mediation

As the primary external party in the Middle East peace process,
the United States was meant to play three interrelated roles: that
of mediator, messenger and guarantor of agreements. The role of
the United States in the current crisis in Israel has highlighted
three important lessons for future negotiations. First, the need for
mediation is a sign of weakness and should not lead to the
external party’s over-involvement if there is little prospect of
success. Next, there has been an over-reliance on shuttle diplo-
macy involving US special envoys or Secretaries of State, which
tends to mask the distance between the parties. The US support of
Israel disqualifies it in the eyes of some (mainly Arab and Third
World) countries from its role as mediator. But at the moment, no
other country qualifies, and any other willing parties, such as the
European Union, are viewed by Israel as biased toward the Arab
side. Even US President George Bush’s call for Israel to pull out of
Palestinian areas in the West Bank has not altered the Arab
perception that Israel is, in effect, the United States of Israel.
Neither the Israelis nor the Palestinians maintained commitments
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that were made in the Hebron Agreement (1997) and Wye
Memorandum (1998), commitments that the United States was
meant to guarantee. Consequently, the US was drawn ever deeper
into the endless accusations and counter-accusations from each
side. As Margaret Thatcher concedes, despite all these problems,
the US remains the only viable mediator for the conflict.6

6. Peace-making in democracies versus dictatorships

The election of Benjamin Netanyahu in Israel in 1996 was
expected to put the Oslo Accords at risk because, as leader of the
opposition, Netanyahu had rejected the Accords. During the
1996 election campaign, however, he changed tack, and after
assuming office he moved to implement the accords, albeit at a
slower pace. The Oslo Accords had survived a change of govern-
ment in the only Western-style democracy in the region.

Would this continuity have happened had Yasser Arafat been
replaced? Probably not, and herein lies the crux of the problem of
signing peace deals with non-democratic parties. Palestinian
critics of the Oslo Accords argued that they were a private
agreement between the Israeli Labour Party (supported by big
business) and the right-wing part of the Fatah movement (also
with large business interests). Clearly, the failure to expand the
basis of support for the agreement on the Israeli side almost led to
its downfall. Thus, the biggest lesson we can learn in this area is
the need for both parties to build as wide a base of support as
possible for the agreement.

7. Building a new society and region

Clearly, a central, if negative, lesson of the Oslo Accords has been
the need to translate political advancements in the peace process
into visible economic improvements in the lives of the majority of
the populations. This failure to provide any peace dividend gave
the rejectionist groups an opportunity to further their radical
agendas – particularly in areas controlled by the Palestinian
Authority, where the radical Islamic groups are funded by the
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Gulf States – and attract local support by investing these
resources into infrastructure such as Hamas hospitals, charitable
works and services.7 The provision of social services became one
of the biggest sources of influence that the organisation had on
many Palestinians. It was vital for Israel and the Palestinian
Authority to create conditions likely to attract investment. For
Israel, this meant not using closures of the West Bank as a
political weapon. For the Palestinian Authority, this included
developing a modern system of government and successfully
addressing the problem of corruption.

Once the war is over, both sides will have to find a new peace-
making framework within which to work. Initially, this will
involve questions of disengagement, but one day the parties’
attention will return to peace-making. This time around, policy-
makers should take note of the real lessons of Oslo, and devise
much more sophisticated methods of peace-making.

Summarised, they are:

1 Secret diplomacy offers the best opportunity for the most
rapid advancement of a post-Oslo peace process, providing
the will and means exist on both sides.

2 A new peace deal that includes interim stages needs to be more
clearly defined. At the very least, provisions need to be made
for dealing with rejectionists who would use the period of the
interim stages once again to destabilise the situation on the
ground.

3 A degree of personal trust must be developed and maintained.
This can be partial, as in the case of Rabin and Arafat, but it
should take the form of confidence-building measures such as
reinstating security co-operation. Such trust is even more
significant when agreements (such as the Oslo Accords)
contain a high degree of ‘constructive ambiguity’, which
should be kept to an absolute minimum. Both sides need to
make it clear to their respective constituencies exactly what
concessions are being made in signing an agreement – no more
deception or smokescreens.

4 The role of the external parties in the peace process needs to be
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more clearly defined. In short, they should act either as
mediators or messengers, but not as guarantors of agreements.

5 An economic peace dividend must underpin any political deal.
This is increasingly important because the Palestinian econ-
omy is close to collapse and the Israeli economy has moved
into recession. Where leaders have had to make significant
political compromises, there needs to be the carrot of econ-
omic improvement.

By incorporating these five points, any agreements will stand a
greater chance of success. The bottom line remains, however:
both parties must be motivated to reach an agreement, and the
Israeli and Palestinian leaderships must be politically strong
enough to implement a prospective deal. Today, both factors are
absent. When conditions are ripe, however, there will be fewer
excuses for getting it wrong the next time.

Thought also needs to be given to the deeper problems that lie
behind this failure. Ignoring the nuts and bolts of the Accords, the
key philosophical aim of Oslo was to integrate Israel into the
Middle East. Underpinning this hope was the perception that the
Arab world was shifting towards political and economic liberal-
isation, and that the Palestine Liberation Organisation would be
at the forefront of the development of democracy and improved
human rights (including rights for women) in the Middle East.
Palestinians, like Israelis some 40 years earlier, were deemed to be
a special case. Surely these people, many of whom had lived in
refugee camps for nearly half a century, would demand more
than rule by a despot or family dynasty?

The development of Palestinian civil society was, in turn,
central to the success of the peace process. Peace between Israel
and the Palestinians would be impossible without the develop-
ment of strong democratic institutions. Leadership was also
viewed as a pre-requisite. In the heady days of 1993, it was
presumed that the Palestinian leadership, most of whom lived in
exile, would come flooding back to the West Bank to develop the
political and economic infrastructure for a future state. The
reality was different. Those who returned were the political and
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security élite – one cannot survive without the other. In effect,
Yasser Arafat, his political cronies and the various military
elements of Fatah set about constructing an elected dictatorship
that has come to dominate Palestinian life. The economic élite
remained in the Diaspora, reluctant to invest in what many saw
as a corrupt regime, while others did try but got burned and
withdrew their initial investments. Ironically, it was this group
that was keenest to see the peace process succeed. Economic
leaders had long since stopped viewing Israel as an obstacle to a
strong regional economy. Rather, they viewed it as the gateway
to economic success through the development of joint projects
that used the region’s two greatest commodities: Israeli high-tech
knowledge and cheap Arab labour.

Without the needed investment from its own élite, together
with the non-arrival of most of the promised aid from Arab
countries, Palestinians living in areas under PA control saw their
economic position worsen, not improve. In the absence of any
economic improvement and with increased potential for civil
strife, Arafat and the PA turned their backs on any real
democratic reforms (if they had ever embraced them in the first
place). Monies were increasingly diverted into developing the
two rival security forces which Arafat deemed necessary to
maintain power. Opposition was not tolerated. Journalists who
attempted to expose the corruption in the PA were barred or
thrown in jail.

The PA came to resemble other Arab dictatorships that shape
their myths and their place in history through control over the
print media and television. Arafat turned to Israel-bashing during
times of internal crisis. Since the signing of Oslo – at a time when
the leadership of the PA should have been preparing Palestinians
for peace – we have witnessed the most overt use of the media for
propaganda purposes (anti-Israel) in the Arab world for some
time. Even children’s cartoons were not exempt from this: one
famously depicted Israelis as pigs. Stories that Israel was
routinely poisoning the Palestinian water supply were given
coverage in news bulletins.

As a result, Palestinians today are no more prepared for peace
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than before the peace process started. Israel is blamed for the
economic ills – the PA leadership is careful to talk up the effects of
Israeli closures of the West Bank and Gaza Strip that routinely
follow a terrorist attack in Israel. This blame game deflects from
the real source of the ills of the Palestinian people – the PA. The
Palestinians should put their own house in order before talking
peace. In addressing the economic ills, the PA must launch a
massive programme of public works to help, for example,
alleviate the chronic shortage of housing in the West Bank and
Gaza Strip. Research indicates that over 450,000 new housing
units are needed to meet demand.8

To be fair, democracy in Israel is also under great stress, but at
least there is a relatively free and lively press and people hold
governments accountable for their actions. The message to the
Palestinians should be clear: embrace democracy and human
rights, spend less on ensuring the continuation of Yasser Arafat’s
regime, and develop a genuinely free press that is prepared to
debate the issues surrounding peace in a mature and open way.
Failure to address these problems will mean that any future peace
process or agreement will be a road to nowhere, just as, with the
benefit of hindsight, Oslo was from the outset.

Sadly, despite the best intentions of ‘the peace-makers’, it is the
schoolyard bully who continues to dominate in the world of
international conflict. The difference between a schoolyard bully
and a tough gentleman is that the latter may drive a hard bargain,
may even refuse to come to an agreement; but when he does, he
gives his word and keeps it. With the schoolyard bully, you must
require him to deliver before you do. If you are persuaded to
deliver before he does, then chances are he will make you deliver
time and time again on other issues before he keeps his side of the
original deal – that is, if he ever does.9 Morally, we must, as the
former Mayor of New York, Rudolph Giuliani points out, stop
treating the schoolyard bully on the same level as the tough
gentleman, as ‘roughly morally equivalent’. Sometimes there is
a need to negotiate with people who ‘are maybe evil, but we
shouldn’t treat him [Arafat] the same way we treat Rabin, Peres
or Barak or Sharon or Netanyahu … [who] all roughly share our
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sets of values’.10 Sadly, Colin Powell appears to differ from
Giuliani’s position, lumping Arafat and Sharon together, as Bob
Woodward points out, as ‘two bad guys’.11

These bullies strike at the soft underbelly of Western demo-
cracy, against targets where attempts at co-existence between
two sets of people have resulted in a degree of normalisation that
is wholly unacceptable to the mind-set and ideology of the bully.
If Israel and other Western-style democracies are to emerge
victorious in this conflict, then they must find ways of dealing
with these people who specialise in perpetrating the cruellest acts
in the name of nationalism or religion.

Cut to the Hebrew University in Jerusalem, an institution
famed for its efforts in bringing Arabs and Jews together. The
shock of the attack in 2002 on its Frank Sinatra Cafeteria was
compounded by the revelation that the bomber was an Israeli
Arab employee of the university. Indeed, the following day the
very same person was asked to help clean up the blood-covered
room and decorate the cafeteria so it could re-open. It transpires
that his accomplices came from East Jerusalem, where the
university is located. They planted the bomb knowing that it
could kill Arabs as well as Jews. The university was chosen
because of its openness and the fact that it represented one of the
few places in Israel where Israelis and Arabs can easily meet.

The sad conclusion from this example (and countless others) is
that the schoolyard bully can always wreck the work of others
trying to co-exist. From this we can also deduce that while such
people are at liberty there is no hope for meaningful peace in any
of the world’s major conflicts. Many argue that the best way to
get rid of the bully is to form coalitions to oust him. This achieves
little other than replacing one bully with another who, given
time, will become just as sadistic as his predecessor. What is
required is a concerted attack on all bullies (real and potential)
using all the military and judicial tools available in the West.

In philosophical terms, the underpinnings of the Western
world lean too much towards the libertarianism of John Stuart
Mill and the consensualism of Jean-Jacques Rousseau. What is
needed is a return to a more Hobbesian approach of the ‘absolute
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sovereign’. More specifically, we need to acknowledge the key
problem that Thomas Hobbes underlines: that man is naturally in
a state of war, and ceases attacks only when he fears the penalty
for getting caught. In practical terms, if we are to protect
Western-style democracy, then we must have the courage to
actively defend ourselves. This starts at home, with a stronger
emphasis on law and order. Here, there are two current problem-
atic trends. The first lies in policing, where too often police and
paramilitary forces are not able to take a hard enough line with
known bullies. The second concerns the liberal tendency of some
judiciaries in terms of applying and interpreting the law. All too
often, a smart defence lawyer can work the many loopholes that
exist in legal systems to get their client off the hook.

In Israel, robust police and army operations have resulted in
many successes against terror networks, both in terms of
preventing attacks and in bringing those such as the Hebrew
University bombers to justice. The liberal-dominated judiciary,
however, has prided itself on overturning government and
security force initiatives on security. Israel’s Supreme Court is
probably the most liberal of any in Western democracies, and
clearly needs reforming if Israel is to win its war on terror. Israel
needs more coherent and aggressive strategies for dealing with
schoolyard bullies. To be sure, this will involve changing our
current liberal-based strategies, and will lead to some short-term
infringements on civil liberties. The latter, however, is a price
worth paying if it prevents barbaric attacks such as those that
have taken place in Jerusalem and elsewhere. Perhaps our leaders
need to start reading more Hobbes and less Mill and Rousseau. If
they did, they might learn that we have not yet inflicted heavy
enough defeats on the schoolyard bullies to be a position to solve
international conflicts through written political agreements.

Ironically, for years, Israel has been derided by liberal elements
of the international community as paranoid about its security.
All it had to do to solve its terrorist problem was to make
increasingly generous concessions to the Arabs. How wrong this
was. Important lessons need to be drawn from the Israeli experi-
ence if international terrorism is to be contained. You cannot
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reduce levels of international terrorism without concerted action
– in terms of military intervention, intelligence gathering and
political co-operation. In short, a large part of military budgets
needs to be devoted to the fight against terror in all nation states.
This battle is likely to define the first part of the 21st century, and
may take decades rather than years to resolve. Pre-emptive strikes
against terrorists and their supporters are vital in preventing
attacks.12 Here, the key question remains: will the American
population be able to stomach more aggressive defensive actions
being undertaken on their own soil?

The multi-national links of terrorist organisations mean that it
is misleading to talk of only one country being singled out as
responsible for harbouring terrorists. We live in a global era, and
terrorist groups are drawn from many different tribes and states.
Intelligence gathering in Israel concentrates more on the
individual than on the organisation. US intelligence agencies have
over-concentrated on tracking organisations that often change
name. Identify likely targets and protect them. In Israel these are
perceived as air travel, public transport and major shopping
malls. Anyone who has been through security at Ben-Gurion
airport in Tel Aviv can vouch for the fact that it would be very
difficult for terrorists to get onto a plane. Israel also places an
armed guard on each El-Al flight as an added precaution. All
Israeli planes (El-Al and charter companies) are fitted with state-
of-the-art defence systems, including anti-missile devices. The
presence of such technology prevented an Israeli charter plane
from being shot down in Kenya in 2002, when terrorists fired
heat-seeking missiles at it.

It is vital not to enter into negotiations with terrorist groups
or their supporters. Any form of dialogue will be viewed as a sign
of weakness by the terrorists.

The bottom line, however, is that it is impossible to eradicate
all forms of terrorism, particularly that directed against Israel.
There will also be deranged radicals willing and able to mount
attacks against soft targets. We need to start talking in realistic
terms of containing terrorism and cutting off its supply lines. This
is where countries that sponsor state terrorism still need to be
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brought to book. There are major difficulties, however, in
achieving this goal. Many of these countries have weapons of
mass destruction. Libya’s unilateral decision in December 2003
to get rid of its WMDs is an illustration of the results that such
international pressure can bring. A recent assessment of Iran
claimed that it would have nuclear bombs within five years.
Israel adopted a two-pronged approach to dealing with these
states: attempting to make the world aware of the links
between these states and terrorists, and using military action
to destroy the nuclear menace. In 1981, Israeli jets bombed
Iraq’s nuclear installation near Baghdad. Experts claimed that
Saddam Hussein was only months away from becoming a nuclear
power. In the long run, Israel may need to take similar action
against Iran.

Unfortunately, it is clear that some weapons of mass destruc-
tion may have already fallen into the wrong hands. New missile
technology means that terrorists in the near future could fire
missiles from the relative safety of Iran at targets across Israel. As
a result, the next terrorist attack will in all likelihood be different
in nature to the September 11 attacks in New York and
Washington DC – perhaps a missile fired at an urban population
centre or, as many leading Israeli security officials predict, a
missile armed with a chemical or biological warhead. In short,
Israel needs to put in place mechanisms that first contain the
levels of violence. This is more important than a simple one-off
military strike on a single state or on training camps – most of
which will be empty anyway.

Israel has not succeeded in defeating terrorism. It is able,
however, to prevent a lot of the attacks that are mounted. Other
countries need to learn quickly that there will be a price to be paid
for implementing such preventative measures. Those that argue,
for example, that the United States should not abandon its open
society are wrong. It must. The nature of the conflict means that
US citizens will have to get used to a more intrusive security
presence on the street and a more aggressive military campaign
abroad. This is a price worth paying if it prevents attacks and
saves innocent human life.
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Accepting that a political solution to the Israeli–
Palestinian conflict is a long way off, what practical
steps can be taken to help de-escalate the conflict?

There are clear and compelling arguments for physical separation
of Israelis and Palestinians as the best means of reducing the
violence in the West Bank and Gaza Strip. Any measure short of
this is doomed to failure, and may actually inflame a deterior-
ating situation. A potential plan for achieving separation, in the
form of the construction of a security fence between Israel and the
PA areas, has taken shape as a last resort to avoid all-out war, and
was endorsed by the Israeli Prime Minister in 2003. Below is a
basic outline of the complex plan.

Understandings

Agreement is reached over a series of unilateral withdrawals and
annexations based on the basic principle that Palestinians –
wherever possible – should live in areas under Palestinian Auth-
ority control, and that Israelis should live under Israeli sovereignty.

Borders

A slight redrawing of the Green Line – the line between Israel
proper and the West Bank – would take place. Israel would seek
to expand its coastal plain eastwards and to widen both sides of
the Jerusalem corridor, the narrow area that connects Jerusalem
with the coastal plain.13 Israel is at its most vulnerable in these
areas, and previous Israeli governments of all political persua-
sions have called for this modification. Some Palestinian villages
that lie within Israel proper would be handed over to the
Palestinian Authority. This handover of land that is not in the
West Bank would help the process of separation and would be
compensation for Israel’s annexation of the lands.

There is a philosophical problem here, however, as well as
an issue with defining Israeli identity. Writing back in 1986,
the Israeli writer and fully paid-up member of the Israeli left,
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A.B. Yehoshua, in a magazine interview addressed a well known
Israeli Arab poet, Anton Shammas: ‘I say to Anton – if you want
your full identity, if you want to live in a country that has an
independent Palestinian personality, that possesses an original
Palestinian culture, rise up, take your belongings, and move 100
metres to the east, to the independent Palestinian state that will
lie beside Israel.’14

In response, Shammas stated that if and when such a state is
created, he did not wish to leave his country and kindred and his
father’s house for the new lands of a Palestinian state. From this,
Shammas aspired to create a single Israeli nationality that would
be common to all those living in Israel, both Arab and Jewish.15

For Yehoshua, however, Israeli identity was inseparable from
Jewish identity. In recent years, it has become clear that it is not
only the question of the dual identity of Israeli Arabs that drives
their desire to remain in Israel, but also economics. The economic
position of Israeli Arabs is not very strong, but it remains much
better than that of their Palestinian brothers across the Green
Line. Consequently, it might prove difficult to convince the Israeli
Arabs that a moving of the Green Line is in their best interests.

Settlements

Israel has some 144 settlements in the West Bank and 22 in Gaza.
Of the 170,000 residents of these settlements, more than half live
in the nine largest settlements. As 90,000 settlers live in the area
of greater Jerusalem and in settlements near the Green Line, it
would require only relatively minor changes to the Green Line for
the majority of settlers to live within Israeli sovereign territory.
The settlements in Gaza should be abandoned by Israel, as should
other outlying and isolated settlements in the West Bank.

Water

Over 60 per cent of Israel’s water originates directly from the
West Bank or from aquifers that are connected to the West Bank.
Israel does not trust the PA in this area, and will have to supervise
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the sources or turn to the international community to act as
monitors – though many Israelis fear this would set a dangerous
precedent. Alternatively, Israel will have to be encouraged, both
politically and financially, to develop desalination technology,
which in recent years has come down in cost and now produces
much more water. It is conceivable that with the correct
investment, Israel might not need the aquifers in the West Bank
after all.

Physical barriers

Once there is agreement, the physical building of fences and walls
– complete with guard towers – can take place along most of the
border. Palestinian workers would be prevented from entering
Israel. Israelis, in turn, would be barred from PA-controlled areas.

Outstanding issues

This plan makes no attempt to reach agreement on issues related
to the peace process, such as the future of Jerusalem and the
right of return for Palestinian refugees. The plan resembles an
armistice agreement more than a peace plan.

Separation of peoples leaves some deeper questions that
obviously need to be addressed.

Critics argue that in Israel it would lead to an almost
apartheid-style state in which the rights of the Arabs who
remained under Israeli control would be in grave danger. With
the United Nations once more debating the ‘Does Zionism equal
racism?’ question, liberals in Israel argue that this is not the time
to give the Arabs and the UN ammunition by addressing such
emotive subjects. Unfortunately, however, time is running out.
The Israelis and Palestinians are at war in all but name, and
action needs to be taken now. Separation would, in all proba-
bility, lead to the creation of a Palestinian state, with all the
problems that would bring. At present, however, this is not the
major issue. There is a de facto state already in existence, and
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separation may force Palestinian leader Yasser Arafat’s hand.
Today, he is telling his people they are involved in a war of liber-
ation for a Palestinian state. Separation may just expose this myth.

On the ground, it will be difficult to enforce separation. There
will be terror attacks as groups try to destabilise the situation.
The violence, however, will be more limited and localised than
we are witnessing at present. One of the major successes of the
Israeli army in recent years has been to avoid causing serious
Palestinian casualties by withdrawing from potential flashpoints.
If the forces were further separated, this would increase the
chances of reducing the violence to more acceptable levels. In
Israel, separation would vindicate those who argue that Israel
will have to rely on an ‘iron wall’ to protect itself, over those such
as Shimon Peres who advocate integration and co-operation.
Former Prime Minister Ehud Barak’s recent comments on the
subject in Newsweek were very telling. Barak does not believe
that Arafat will ever agree to peace, and consequently separation
is inevitable. Policy-makers need to abandon the dead end of the
current peace process before it is too late and accept that, given
Arafat’s reluctance to end the conflict with Israel, separation is
the only real way of preventing a major war.

What are the demographic implications of any
separation plans?

By the year 2020, Jews will constitute a minority in the geographical
area between the River Jordan and the Mediterranean sea. This
startling fact has sent shock waves through the Israeli political
establishment and is already having a profound effect in
reshaping the political map of Israel. According to a recent
report, Jews will constitute around 40 per cent of the population
in this area, while Arabs and ‘others’ will make up around 60 per
cent. The report, published by an academic at Haifa University in
Israel, proposes a map of separation between Arab and Jew as the
best way of ensuring the future of the Jewish state. Today, the old
political lines in Israel – between those that favour exchanging
land for peace and those that believe in Greater Israel (a Jewish
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state on both banks of the River Jordan) – are being redrawn. As
no deal appears likely with Yasser Arafat in the foreseeable
future, many leading Israelis have called for Israel to unilaterally
address the demographic time bomb. This is code for a separation
plan – the current hot potato, as politicians argue over how
effective it would be at increasing Israeli security. In private,
however, security is code for demography – the two are highly
related. Israeli leaders are concerned that the higher birth rate
among the Arab population is the biggest threat to Israeli security.

Two well known right-wing proponents of ‘Greater Israel’,
President Katsav and the Mayor of Jerusalem, Ehud Olmert, both
came out in favour of unilateral separation from the Palestinians.
On the surface, their reasons for supporting the plan were
populist – the plan enjoys strong support among an increasingly
anxious Israeli population. Most Israelis believe that by separ-
ating themselves from the major Palestinian population centres
and building physical barriers such as fences, they will be allowed
to go about their daily business without the fear of being killed or
maimed. On a deeper level, however, we are witnessing the
realisation among the Israeli right that the dream of ‘Greater
Israel’ is over. The cost in terms of the threat to the Jewish nature
of the state of Israel is too high a price to pay. Today, the choice is
simple: Zionism or Greater Israel. You can no longer have both.
Many leading members of the right in Israel had clung to the idea
that even after Israel’s troop withdrawal from the West Bank,
Israel would one day return and exercise full sovereignty over
these lands. These dreams are unrealisable unless we witness an
exodus of Palestinians from these areas on a par with that of the
1948 war. Another leading Likudnik, Dan Meridor, has endorsed
the separation plan, despite his well known personal commit-
ment to ‘Greater Israel’. Meridor argues that Israel has to deal
with the dual problems of security and demography now – and
that this will entail the evacuation of some of the Israeli settle-
ments in the West Bank and Gaza Strip.

The left in Israel is experiencing other tensions. It is struggling
to come to terms with the fact that Yasser Arafat duped them. In
his first political speech since leaving office, former PM Ehud
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Barak stressed that he now knows that Arafat was never a partner
for peace, and never will be. If Barak has learnt his lesson, many
on the left have not. Leading architect of the Oslo Accords Yossi
Beilin still clings to the hope that there will be a peace deal
reached between Israel and the Palestinian Authority along the
lines of the 2000 Camp David summit. Beilin and the left are
taking a big gamble. If no agreement is reached in the next twenty
years – as appears a distinct possibility – then, as we have seen,
Jews will be a minority in the lands from the River Jordan to the
Mediterranean. Beilin counters this argument by stating that, if
Israel does instigate a unilateral separation from the Palestinians,
then it would be closing the door on ever reaching a peace agree-
ment with them. For many Israelis, this particular risk appears
well worth taking.

New groupings are being formed in Israeli politics that
transcend party colours. We have already seen the formation of a
group that supports separation and that draws leading names
from across the political spectrum. Even Ariel Sharon called for a
copy of the report and the accompanying separation map that
details how Israel can defuse the demographic time bomb. Many
argued that the price that Israel paid for making peace would
transform its political and party systems. What was unforeseen
was that the price for not reaching peace is likely to be just as
significant. The transformation needs to come quickly, as Israel
needs to regroup and make its choice between separation or the
long-term gamble that Arafat or his successors will make peace
with Israel. For the Palestinians there is no hurry, but for Israel it
is a race against time. Israeli leaders need to act decisively and,
despite all the logistical and political problems involved, opt to
unilaterally separate the Jewish state from the Palestinians.

What about a re-division of Jerusalem?

Today, as in most of its long history, Jerusalem is at the centre of
a war between two peoples who wish to control it and its holy
places. For Israelis, the majority of whom are secular in nature,
Jerusalem represents the crowning glory of the Zionist dream to
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build a state for the Jews. For the Palestinians, Jerusalem also
represents the centrepiece of their nationalist aspirations. In the
nationalist literature of both sides, a state without Jerusalem as
its eternal capital is described as a body without a heart. Delving
deeper, the issue of the future status of Jerusalem is not exclusively
about nationalism or even religion, but rather the myths, rituals
and symbols that dominate Middle Eastern history and shape
contemporary opinions and events. Perhaps the most significant
of these are the symbols. In this world of winners or losers in
conflicts, whoever controls the city at the top of the mountain is
seen as the victor, while the defeated party has to make do with
Jericho or Ramallah. In short, Jerusalem is a symbol of strength
and a link with past conquests, a living reminder of everything
that went before and the perils of losing control over the city.

Somebody once asked me why so many attacks and counter-
attacks have taken place in Jerusalem, or within its wider
municipal boundaries. The answer is simple: attackers tend to go
for the heart. The symbolism involved in launching a successful
attack on Jerusalem has, in history, made or broken military
campaigns. In Israel’s War of Independence in 1948, the Arabs
devoted much of their resources to ensuring that the siege of the
city was not broken. Without Jerusalem, they argued (correctly),
there would be no meaningful Jewish state. West Jerusalem held
out against all the odds and thus became one of the most
important Jewish symbols of that war. In the contemporary
world, Jerusalem is the front line of the Arab–Israeli conflict – in
this case, the Israeli–Palestinian war of attrition. It is important
when analysing recent events to place them in the deeper context
outlined above, if one is to fully understand their significance.

Israel’s seizing of the unofficial Foreign Ministry of the
Palestinian Authority in Jerusalem’s Orient House in 2002 was
undertaken on one level to remind the Palestinians that Israel still
controls the entire city. The current Israeli government regards
the previous government’s decision to hand over land on the
outskirts of the city to full Palestinian control as a terrible
mistake. On a deeper level, it was intended to send a clear signal
that the current government will not accept, at this stage, an
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official PLO presence in the city. Israeli actions in taking over
Orient House were undertaken not for strategic or political
reasons, but rather for these deeper symbolic reasons. The
Palestinian leadership fully understand the deeper message
behind the Israeli actions. For them, a state without a heart is not
worth having. As previously mentioned, the Palestinians view
Israeli housing projects as political settlements with the aim of
encircling the city and cutting off Arab East Jerusalem from other
nearby Palestinian population centres such as Ramallah. Despite
Israeli efforts in Jerusalem, it is losing the demographic battle for
control of the city. Birth rates among the Arab residents of East
Jerusalem, while lower than among the Palestinian Arabs of the
West Bank, remain considerably higher than among the Jewish
population of West Jerusalem (including the ultra-orthodox
Jews). On top of this, in recent years there has been something of
a backlash from secular Jews living in the city about the increas-
ing dominance of the culture of the ultra-orthodox. Many secular
Jewish residents of Jerusalem are choosing to move outside the
city. This has, as a result, further weakened Israel’s long-term
prospects of Jerusalem becoming a Jewish city.

The culture of language and the meaning of war

There are three seemingly quite separate wars being fought in the
Middle East at present. For the sake of simplicity, let’s say that
one is being conducted in Hebrew, another in Arabic and a third
one in English. Each is clearly illustrated in the media coverage of
the conflict in Israel, the Arab world and the West. The basis and
subtext of each war is different, but few people appear able to
read between the lines and deduce the true nature of the conflict.
The differences are apparent in the terminology used by the
protagonists. For Israel, this war is a continuation of ‘ebb and
flow’, the term it uses to describe the Palestinian violence which
started in October 2000. The Palestinians prefer the more loaded
term Intifada (uprising). Israel terms its actions as defensive, the
Palestinians’ as offensive. Israel defines its operations as reprisal
raids, the Palestinians’ as reoccupation. Israel defines the conflict
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as being about Palestinian nationalism, while the Palestinians
talk in terms of a state (this is meant to reassure Israelis that they
still subscribe to a two-state solution). Israel makes the demand
for reciprocity, the Palestinians for more concessions.

These linguistic differences are important when examining the
deeper rationales for the war.

The Hebrew version of the war is not about Israel attempting
to defeat the Palestinians. Rather, it chronicles a defensive
response to the widely held belief among the Israeli political and
military élite that Yasser Arafat is attempting to impose a
solution on Israel by unleashing tactical violence to win political
concessions. In this respect, Arafat has done what no Arab leader
since the late President Nasser of Egypt managed some 35 years
ago – namely, unified Israelis. On a recent visit to Israel, I was
struck by the return of a feeling of national awareness and
solidarity. Arafat, in attempting to push Palestinian nationalism,
may have woken a sleeping giant. Yes, there are disagreements,
but these are over tactics, and not war aims.

In Arabic, the war is viewed as one of national liberation of the
Palestinian state from Jewish occupation. Surprisingly, given the
fact that Arafat and the vast majority of the PA are secular in
nature, there has been a strong religious streak to the justification
for the war. This may well be because, in terms of justification,
there is very little less that a Palestinian leader who was offered
such a state by an Israeli Prime Minister at Camp David in 2000
can do. In recent speeches in Arabic, Arafat has increasingly used
religious and historical references to Islamic lands, sending
martyrs to Jerusalem, and talking of Palestine in terms of all the
lands to the west of the River Jordan.

The Arabic press does not mention the Camp David summit of
2000, or the fact that some 80 per cent of Israelis still accept the
creation of the Palestinian state. Ehud Barak, the then Israeli PM
who offered these concessions, is portrayed as a hard-liner, and
the veteran dove Shimon Peres as a puppet of Ariel Sharon.
Interestingly, the press in some Arab states argues that Arafat was
duped by Israel into signing the Oslo Accords in 1993, and that
Israel has done little to enhance Palestinian security – a novel
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departure from Western conventional wisdom. In closed, non-
democratic societies, however, the power of such messages
remains very strong. Most Arabs I talk to (and these tend to be
academics) really believe that Israel is to blame for most Arab
hardships.

The English version of the war is the crudest, with complex
issues analysed in black and white. At the centre is the good guy–
bad guy division, questions of right and wrong, and subjective
interpretations of the concept of justice. Israel is often portrayed
as the bad guy, and its actions in the West Bank are viewed as
wrong. Many Western journalists attempt to give balance to
what they see as the two central issues of the conflict – Israeli
security needs and Palestinian nationalism – but, like their politi-
cal leaders, they fail to comprehend the deeper issues involved. At
times, their reporting is too underpinned by Western rational
thought. They call for both sides to agree to address both security
and nationalist issues, or in other words for an Israeli withdrawal
in return for a promise by Yasser Arafat to end Palestinian
violence. If only it were that simple.

The truth is that this very Middle Eastern war is about gaining
strategic advantage prior to agreeing political terms. Israel is
saying to the Palestinians, ‘remember you cannot destroy us, and
that you must lower your expectations in the political negoti-
ations to come’. In layman’s terms, Arafat and his paramilitaries
cannot lay siege to Israeli cities and settlements and force it into
political concessions. For the Palestinians, the war represents the
completion of the strategy started in October 2000 of using
violence to obliterate the memory of Camp David and win back
Arab and international sympathy for Arafat and the Palestinian
cause. The international community seems to miss these simple
points. It needs to wake up to the true nature of the conflict if it is
to help disengage the two sides and start some form of political
dialogue in the future.

Perhaps if Arafat, Barak and Clinton had all spoken the same
language at their meetings in the hut at Camp David, then they
would have at least understood the futility of continuing with the
negotiations. This could, to some degree, have prevented raising
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the expectations of their respective constituencies that there was
a chance for a final agreement to emerge from the talks. Instead,
Arafat spoke as someone who saw the need for national struggle,
Barak spoke as victor, and Clinton spoke the international
language of ignorance. At a recent academic conference in Tel
Aviv University that analysed the events of Camp David, a rather
defensive-looking Barak sat through nearly the entire proceed-
ings. His input at the end says much about this language of the
victor. To summarise, in basic terms he argued that he would not
have done anything differently. In earlier comments he argued
that the talks were a useful laboratory experiment that showed
Arafat once and for all to be an enemy of Israel. It is fair to say
that much of what Barak says today is done with one eye on his
future return to public life in Israel, but still it resonates as the
language of the victor.

To many Arabs, Ariel Sharon is the cheerleader of the victors’
club. In reality, this is far removed from the true picture. Sharon
lacks the bravado and arrogance of a Barak-type figure. His is the
language of the insecure. Israel, for all its progress over its 55-
year history, remains extremely isolated and vulnerable in a
dangerous neighbourhood that is growing increasingly hazardous
as natural resources such as water become scarcer, and where
long-term demographic trends favour the Arabs. Sharon knows
that Israel needs to both strengthen its position in the region and
achieve some type of settlement with the Arab states and the
Palestinians. The trick for Israel, and his leadership, is to buy a
little more time in the hope that future generations of Arabs will
soften their stance to the presence of Israel among their brothers.

To those who view Sharon as a hate figure – and here there are
many Jews as well as Arabs – a tale comes to mind from the
Knesset. During the post-Oslo period, Sharon was the only leader
of the right who recognised that the clock could not be turned
back, and he spent much of the period walking around the
lobbies of the Knesset carrying armfuls of maps, pausing to show
them to anyone who would listen. The maps contained his vision
of a political solution to the Palestinian problem and they
embraced, albeit in code (‘entity’ was the substitute word used for
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‘state’), the concept of a Palestinian state. Years later, in the
summer of 2003, Sharon made his daring comments to a packed
Likud meeting about the Israeli ‘occupation’ of Arab lands. To
say this in the lions’ den of Israeli nationalism took courage and,
most of all, vision. If Sharon can find a Palestinian partner who
shares the language of the insecure, then there may be a chance
for progress. At the time of going to press, it remains unclear
whether the Palestinian Prime Minister Abu Ala is such a figure.

Throughout Israel’s history, the clock has appeared to be
resting at one minute to midnight. In retrospect, much of the
decision-making that has taken place in Israel over the years has
been governed by the need to secure the state’s survival. This has
placed a great deal of emphasis on the short term over more
sophisticated long-term planning. As a result, Israel has made
more than its fair share of mistakes, ranging from the Lebanon
war to Rabin’s decision to negotiate under fire. Israelis continue
to grumble about health care and the cost of living, while facing
increasing risks to their personal security. The gap between the
rich and poor in the country continues to grow at an alarming
rate. The middle class do all they can not to catch a bus, while
those in poorer neighbourhoods have little choice but to play the
Russian roulette game of taking a bus back and forth to their
place of work. Though there are no figures on this, it is fairly
certain that of those 750 Israelis who have died in the recent war,
a disproportionate number could be classified as poor.

Israel needs peace to address its growing poverty gap and other
issues. But most of all, Israel needs the conflict with the Arabs to
end in order to secure its existence. The question remains: how
much do Arab regimes need the conflict to end? If history has
taught us one thing it is that the Arabs do not respond well to
military defeat, and in the political arena the Arab–Israeli conflict
remains a useful card to play in times of trouble for many Arab
leaders.16 Until this changes, there would appear to be little
chance of a comprehensive peace in the region. Despite improve-
ments in Israel’s situation over the past decades, the clock today
still rests at one minute to midnight.
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Postscript

At the time of this book going to press, there were signs that at
least some of the lessons of the Oslo Accords had been learnt by
the original negotiators. The signing of the Geneva Accords on 1
December 2003 by an Israeli delegation that included many of
the architects of the now defunct Oslo Accords (now sitting on
the opposition benches in Israel) and a Palestinian delegation that
included individuals close to Yasser Arafat, however, raises
important questions about peace-making strategies. Ignoring the
polemic arguments about whether or not these negotiations
should have taken place at all, to the casual observer of the
conflict the most salient question remains: why can’t the respec-
tive Israeli and Palestinian governments adopt this agreement as
the basis for a final status deal? Deeper questions surround the
issue of how the Accords’ sponsors aim to develop public support
for the difficult concessions that the agreement calls for both
sides to make. And how useful – or otherwise – are the Accords to
both the Israeli Prime Minister Ariel Sharon and his Palestinian
counterpart, Abu Ala?

Critics of the agreement have pointed to the fact that the
negotiators from both sides acted independently of their respec-
tive governments, and consequently that the agreement does not
reflect the political realities of the day. Much has been made in
the local media about the so-called cynical motives of the partici-
pants who, it is charged, were looking to re-invigorate their
political careers. Take, for example, Yossi Beilin, the main Israeli
architect of the Oslo Accords, who is charged with blatantly
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using the publicity from the Geneva Accords to aid his campaign
to become leader of the new Social-Democratic Party in Israel.
Anyone, however, who has met Dr Beilin would not doubt his
commitment to peace-making and the personal danger he has put
himself in. The same can equally be said about the Palestinian
delegation. The disturbing images of some members of the
delegation being jostled and spat at by Palestinians as they left
Gaza to attend the signing ceremony serve as a timely reminder of
their political and physical bravery.

The high-profile signing ceremony in Switzerland, attended by
Jimmy Carter, Mikhail Gorbachev and a who’s who of inter-
national peace-making, was clearly designed to maximise the
public pressure on Sharon and Arafat to endorse at least parts of
the agreement. Here, neither Sharon nor Arafat want to comment
on the substance of the Accords for fear of weakening their
respective negotiating positions in future talks.

In private, Arafat would accept the Accords as the basis for
ending the conflict with Israel. Unlike the Oslo Accords, which
reflected the political and economic weakness of the PLO at the
time – allowing Israel to effectively attempt to impose a solution
to the conflict – the Geneva Accords take their precedent from the
Camp David Agreement signed by Israel and Egypt. There, Israel
offered more than the political realities of the day dictated they
had to, in order to secure a deal with President Sadat. For
Palestinians who have not been using the peace process as a cover
for the piecemeal destruction of Israel, the Geneva Accords offer
almost everything they demand, except the full right of return for
refugees: a state including nearly all of the West Bank and Gaza
Strip (the latter expanded in exchange for Israel keeping two
large settlement blocks); half of Jerusalem (including the Dome of
the Rock); and control over the water sources in the West Bank.
In short, the guiding principle of the Israeli team was to create a
just and therefore stable peace between the two sides. Better to be
generous now rather than see an unstable peace collapse in ten or
twenty years. Others, of course, would say that such thinking is
like playing Russian roulette with Israel’s future. The current
Israeli Prime Minister, in private, sits somewhere between the
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two viewpoints here. Remember, it was his support for Mena-
chem Begin during the Camp David negotiations that persuaded
Begin to offer Egypt all of Sinai, and for Israel to agree to
dismantle the Jewish settlements there.

Learning an important lesson from the Oslo Accords, both the
Israeli and Palestinian delegations have already started to educate
their respective populations about the merits of the agreements,
and the extent of the concessions that each side has to make.
There has already been a mail-drop to every Israeli household
with leaflets detailing the plan and asking for support. Details of
the Accords have been published in the Palestinian press (the
small print of Oslo was never publicised in this way).

In public, both Israeli and Palestinian leaders make all the
usual noises about the US-sponsored road map for peace being
the only peace plan in town. In private, however, both are keen to
use the impetus that the Accords have generated to push for an
agreement. Both leaders also understand that when an official
government-to-government agreement is eventually reached, it
will resemble the Geneva Accords. It is for this reason that the
agreement may prove to be historic. Only time will tell if this is
the case, or whether the Accords merely represent another false
dawn in bringing about an end to the conflict.
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Glossary

Alignment: An election list that in 1965 comprised Mapai, Achdut
Ha’avodah and Mapam, and in 1969 the Labour Party and Mapam.

Aliyah: A wave of Jewish immigration to Palestine/Israel. Each Aliyah is
said to have a set of distinctive characteristics and period of time.

Ashkenazim: Jews whose background is usually from Eastern Europe.
Balfour Declaration: A frequently quoted statement made by the then

British Secretary of State for Foreign Affairs in 1917 that gave
support to the establishment of a Jewish homeland in Palestine.

Basic laws: In the absence of a formal written constitution, Israel has a
series of these laws which are of a constitutional nature, for example
on its elections.

Dominant party: A party that enjoys a long period of power; in
ideological terms, this power includes a degree of spiritual
dominance.

Eretz Yisrael: The Land of Israel that denotes the biblical Promised
Land.

Greater Israel: Related to Eretz Yisrael: a Jewish State on both banks of
the River Jordan.

Gush Emunim: The major settlers’ movement in the territories that
Israel conquered in the 1967 war. It is of a largely religious nature
and is opposed to major territorial concessions.

Histadrut: The General Federation of Hebrew Labour, important in
both the pre-state Yishuv and the state of Israel. Almost uniquely, it
served as both a trade union and an employer, with large industrial
and agricultural companies attached to it. In recent years, many of
the companies that operated under the umbrella of the Histadrut
have been sold off (privatised). The Labour Party (under various
names) controlled the Histadrut until 1984, when a coalition of
RAM–Meretz and Shas won control of it.

IDF: Israeli Defence Forces, founded in 1948.
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Intifada: Palestinian uprising in the West Bank and Gaza Strip that
began in 1987 and lasted until 1993.

Jewish Agency: An agency that concentrates on developing Israel using
funds from world Jewry. Since 1971, it has worked in partnership
with the World Zionist Organisation.

Kibbutz: A communal settlement with collective holding of property
and earnings (pl. kibbutzim).

Knesset: The Israeli Parliament, which has 120 members.
Labour Alignment: An election list that included both the Labour Party

and Mapam, 1969–84.
Moshav: A co-operative association of Israeli smallholders (pl.

moshavim). The term is generally applied to agricultural settlements,
many of which still exist today.

White Paper: British Government policy statement.
World Zionist Organisation: Founded by Theodor Herzl in 1897 to

promote plans for Jewish nationalism.
Yishuv: Jewish settlement and organisations in Palestine in the pre-state

period. In essence, this amounted to a state-within-a-state, and the
institutions of the Yishuv transformed into the framework of the
state of Israel in 1948.
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Websites

There are a number of websites of mixed quality that cover Israel
and the Middle East. However, the ones listed below are excellent
sources of information. Type the exact title given below into a
search engine and use for both reference and analysis of current
events. A few of the search engines that deal specifically with
Israel and the Middle East have been included to help you search
further afield.

Arab Internet Directory Media List
Begin–Sadat (BESA) Center for Strategic Studies (Middle East strategic

and political issues)
Center for Palestine Research and Studies (polls, Israel studies, research

papers)
The (almost) Complete Guide to WWW in Israel (news, politics,

government, peace)
The Leonard Davis Institute for International Relations (Hebrew

University)
Moshe Dayan Center for Middle Eastern and African Studies (very

good free database of materials)
Globes Business Magazine (daily coverage of Israeli and regional

economic issues with good archive)
Globes Arena Middle East Press Review (guide to media sources in

region)
Ha’aretz (English edition)
Haifa University Middle East History Department (links to newspapers

and Islamic studies sources)
Institute for Palestine Studies (Washington-based, publication lists)
Israel Defense Forces (only official site of Israel’s military)
Israel Internet News Service (daily free e-mail publication with archives)
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Israeli Central Bureau of Statistics (Israeli economic, census data,
statistical abstract)

Israeli Knesset (English version) (Israel’s parliament)
Israeli Ministry of Foreign Affairs (a good starting point)
Israeli Prime Minister homepage (official policy statements and more)
IsraeLine (government daily news summary, subscribe by e-mail)
Israel’s Government Press Office (press clips, releases, e-mail list, links

to government sites)
Jaffee Center for Strategic Studies (Israeli and Middle East strategic

issues)
Jerusalem Post (main English language daily newspaper)
Jerusalem Report (fortnightly magazine)
Libraries with MidEast Collections (an overview of university libraries)
Palestinian National Authority Central Bureau of Statistics (official

site, laws and statistics)
Palestinian National Authority (official site: statements, speeches, press

summaries)
PALNET media links (Arabic) (includes al-Quds, al-Ayyam, al-Hayat

al-Jadedah, al-Bilad)
UNSCO site (economic data and UN reports)
Washington Post, Middle East articles (Washington Post and AP

articles, by country and finding engine)
Who’s Who at the PNA (PNA Information Ministry) (lists/contact data,

ministers/Assembly members)
Zionism: The First One Hundred Years
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