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Introduction

To look at it today, once could easily think the intensity and bitterness of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict was rooted in an ancient blood feud, fueled by religious antagonism. Indeed, many media accounts attribute the conflict to just such a cause. This, however, is not the case. 

The conflict has its roots squarely in the 20th century, the first time the two groups came into any significant contact. With the rise of modern political Zionism and the ensuing Jewish immigration to Palestine at the turn of the century, the initial relationship between them was one of tolerance and frequent cooperation. Only when larger numbers of Jews arrived in Palestine did local Arabs start to be concerned that the Arab character of the land was at risk. 

As more Jews arrived and acquired more land through the 1910s, the Arabs became increasingly fearful. Soon this fear spawned open ethnic rivalry, anger and occasional violence. By the 1920s, simmering ethnic tension, exacerbated by self-serving foreign powers, boiled over. The Jews and local Arabs were in an all out fight for not only the land of Palestine, but for what they perceived as their national and cultural survival. When the United Nations imposed a solution through partition in 1947, the conflict became a war of annihilation and survival between the Jewish state of Israel and all Arabs.

Defying all efforts at peace, it wasn’t until the 1990s that major changes in the Middle Eastern political climate took place and the stage was set for a possible settlement. In 1993, the Palestine Liberation Organization and Israeli secretly negotiated the Oslo Accord. Predicated on a ‘partnership of peace,’ the Accord was hailed around the globe and major triumph and Israel began withdrawing from the occupied territories.

The agreement, however, was predicated on risky assumptions and contained fundamental flaws that could not match the euphoria or overcome the historic intransigence. Early signs of trouble eventually gave way to severe fractures and a last-ditch effort in 2000 to salvage peace laid bare the true depth of the faults of Oslo. Neither side was willing to compromise what they perceived to be critical to their national and cultural survival.

Part I of this paper gives a historical overview of the conflict for context; Part II examines the changes in the political environment that made the agreement possible; Part III looks at the negotiations of the agreement; and Part IV demonstrates how and why the agreement collapsed.
Part I: Historical Overview

To understand the current manifestation of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, it is important to know the historical narratives of both groups, historical context and progression of events. At the core of the conflict is a complex mixture of very different narratives, the rise modern political Zionism, self-serving strategic interests of European powers and ultimately, Jewish and Palestinian fears of extinction. These are critical to understanding its intractability and resistance to resolution, including the historic Oslo Accord of 1993.

   Historical Claims and Differing Narratives

The Israeli/Palestinian conflict is about two groups laying claim to the same small tract of land, the area now constituting modern Israel and the occupied territories of Gaza and the West Bank. Each group draws on the historic record to legitimate its claim. The Jews, for their part, trace their Biblical and archaeological history in the area back to approximately 1300 BC, when Moses led them out of Egypt and into the area of Palestine, which according to the Jewish faith, was designated by God as the Promised Land. There they remained and prospered in the area until 722 BC, when they were driven out by the Assyrians with most of the Jewish population going into exile. Those that remained were driven out in 586 BC when the Babylonians conquered Judah and destroyed the Temple in Jerusalem.
 

Arab claims to the land are also centered on their ancestry, the ancient Canaanites and Philistines. The Canaanites first entered the land of Palestine back in 3000 BC and were driven out by the ancient Israelites in approximately 1000 BC. The Philistines entered the area in 1200 BC and there they remained until modern times.

Over time, Jews and Arabs (Palestinians specifically) developed radically different narratives that ‘go to each side’s self-conception as a historical victim, and they have engendered much mutual hatred.’
 The Jewish narrative describes them as a land-less nation/tribe never accepted by other cultures and suffering persecution at the hands of host countries. According to their ancient religion, they are God’s chosen people, for whom there is a Divine plan to restore them to the Promised Land which would be theirs ‘for an everlasting possession,’
 free from fear and oppression.

Palestinians also have a historical narrative in which they suffered greatly at the hands of others. In contrast, however, they are not a land-less, wandering people. They are the rightful inhabitants of the land of Palestine and are being oppressed on their land, to which their cultural and national identities are attached. The preceding centuries saw the Turks of the Ottoman Empire, who governed the land for centuries, denying them independence, then the British through misdealings and betrayal around World War I. Now it is the Jews that are attempting to dispossess them of their land through Western, especially American, backed aggression. During the last 50 years of Jewish ‘occupation,’ the retaking of their land has ‘become the raison d’etre for their national existence.

   The Rise of Modern Political Zionism

The most significant development leading to conflict was the rise of modern political Zionism at the end of the 19th century. Modern political Zionism (Zionism), a call for a Jewish national homeland,
 was the product of centuries of uncertainty and persecution around the globe. Throughout the preceding centuries, Jews had attempted to live peaceably in various nations as fully assimilated, patriotic citizens while still trying to preserve their Hebrew culture. However, especially in Europe, Jews had, at best, marginally normal relationships with their host countries. At worst, they faced outright persecution and violence. Even when they experienced a measure of economic and political success and legal protection, Jews never fully assimilated into the broader culture and always risked a turn of fortune and ‘it became clear to some that complete emancipation and equality of Jews was unobtainable even in advanced and enlightened Europe.’
  

As Theodor Herzl, the architect of Zionism, stated, ‘we have sincerely tried everywhere to merge with the national communities in which we live, seeking only to preserve the faith of our fathers. It is not permitted to us. In vain we are loyal patriots, sometimes super loyal; in vain do we make the same sacrifices of life and property as our fellow citizens.’
 No longer willing to risk persecution and uncertainty, the Zionist movement was established proposing the creation of a new Yishuv—a Jewish homeland in Palestine, Biblical home of the Jewish people. Only then can Jews live free of fear and uncertainty.

Within the emerging Zionist movement, there was a contentious debate about the best strategy for creating a Jewish homeland. One faction, led by Herzl, favored a diplomatic and legalistic approach, which would give the new homeland international legitimacy and would enable Jews to take their rightful place as a fully assimilated people in the international system. The second faction favored direct action in which what mattered most was not any type of international charter, but rather the actual events and situation on the ground. In other words, the acquisition of land and immigration were essential to the creation of a Jewish homeland to give it both a demographic and geographical character.

When diplomatic efforts by Herzl failed to gain support with European powers,
 the pragmatic faction had effectively won the debate and the strategy for creating a Jewish national homeland was set. It would be brought about through immigration and land acquisition, supported by the Jewish National Fund, created in 1901 for the sole purpose of acquiring and developing land in Palestine.

   Jewish Immigration to Palestine

With the strategy determined, European Jews started immigrating to Palestine, beginning the fulfillment of the Divine plan. Initially the numbers of Jewish immigrants were quite small and were done quietly. That is to say, the immigrants simply started to move into Palestine and acquire land from Arabs
 without any sort of formal declaration of intentions or negotiations with the Arabs in Palestine. However, this migration did not escape Arab notice.

During this initial contact there was both cooperation and conflict, but this conflict appeared to be more a product of the general insecurity of the area
 rather than ethnic tensions. Indeed, there were signs that both Jews and Arabs tried to open dialogues to foster cooperation. There were also signs that the two groups may be able to work together in pursuit of a common goal, independence for the area from Ottoman rule. Jewish agricultural projects also brought economic benefits to Arabs through employment. Despite these positive elements, there still was an early and persistent fear among some local Arab leaders that the goals of Zionism were incompatible with those of an independent Palestine.

As more Jews entered Palestine, local Arabs became increasingly uneasy about their numbers and acquisition of land. This, they feared, could change the Arab character of the area and mere apprehension gave way to visible friction. Arabs complained of the equality afforded the Jews under Ottoman law and that ‘instead of integrating into the local population, Jewish settlers set up independent institutions and insisted on upon the maintenance of their own language and culture.’
 

As Arab concern increased and immigration continued, both groups started viewing immigration as a matter of survival: ‘Nothing was more important to the development of the Jewish Yishuv in Palestine than immigration, and nothing was more central to the Arabs’ fear of Zionism….like the Jews, the Arabs of Palestine saw in immigration the matter of their political and cultural survival.’

It is this period leading up to World War I where the conflict picked up momentum and took shape. The Jews were attempting to create a national homeland in Palestine and the Arabs perceived Jews as intruders steadily encroaching on Arab land, customs and way of life. Though there were still attempts to reconcile differences, they bore little fruit and Arabs starting showing signs of militancy, as evidenced by the following anti-Zionist and Arab-nationalist quote, taken from A General Summons to Palestinians: 

Countrymen! We summon you in the name of the country which is mourning, in the name of Arabia, in the name of Syria, in the name of our country….Men! Do you want to be slaves and servants to people who are notorious in the world and history? Do you wish to be slaves to the Zionists who have come to expel you from your country, saying it is theirs?

   Word War I, the British Mandate, and Early Betrayal

With the outbreak of World War I, the rising tensions between Jews and local Arabs abated, only if because both groups suffered greatly at the hands of the Turks. A number of Arab leaders were executed and Jews were sent into exile. The Turks confiscated supplies and materials necessary for their war effort. At its conclusion, Palestine was in chaos and its people on the brink of starvation.

The actions and promises made by Britain during the war only served to exacerbate the tensions and rivalries between Arabs and Jews in Palestine post-war. With pressure for victory all consuming, the British were in need of allies in the Middle East to battle the Turks and actively encouraged an Arab revolt with the reward emancipation and Arab independence in the region. After the war, however, there emerged disagreements between the Arabs and British on exactly what had been promised as far as what areas were to be made independent, raising Arab frustration.

Further complicating the situation was the secret Sykes-Picot agreement signed in 1916 between Britain and France. In this agreement, the two nations agreed to carve up the Middle East after the war into zones of influence, with some possibility for Arab independence in strategically unimportant areas. This agreement came to light only after Russia, who had initially seen and agreed to the secret pact, renounced it after the Bolshevik revolution in 1917. Palestinians rightly saw this as a ‘startling case of double dealing,’
 raising suspicions of British motives and further anger among Arabs. 

Yet another British wartime-agreement making matters worse was the Balfour Agreement of November 1917, which was an expression of support for a Jewish national homeland in Palestine. This support, which was at the cabinet level in Britain, appears not to have been born of any particular interest in a Jewish homeland per se, but rather of British strategic interests in the area. The British perceived the need to have Jewish support after the war and for any future confrontations with Germany as ‘it would be a fatal thing if, after the war, the interests of Jews throughout the world were enlisted on the side of the Germans.’ 

Further, the British worried that a Turco-German alliance might survive and jeopardize its interests. Combined with potential Arab control of Palestine, the British were quite concerned for their interests and as such, started leaning more heavily towards Jewish control, which would be more sympathetic to Britain. Suffice to say, none of these were encouraging to Arabs, who were (rightly) getting increasingly uneasy that they were being betrayed by Britain and that their hopes for independence were being dashed.

Post-war, the French and British did, in fact, carve up most of the Arab world to support their respective interests much along the lines of the Sykes-Picot agreement. Of specific interest is the Ottoman administrative area known as Greater Syria, which encompassed modern Syria, Lebanon, Israel, and Jordan. Arabs sought to establish an independent and unified state in this region but were rebuffed. Britain had designs on the southern portion of this territory to help it manage its colonization of Egypt and India. France the northern portion for its interests. To placate the Arabs and pay the sherif at Mecca for wartime support, the Arabian Peninsula was made an independent kingdom and the area known as Transjordan (modern Jordan) was closed to Jewish settlements and made an independent state, helping to isolate Palestine. Add to that France’s control from area that is now modern Lebanon and Syria, and political aspirations for Palestinians were isolated and weakened, as was the rise of the developing Arab nationalism.

In 1922, the League of Nations awarded the French and British mandates for the respective territories with the intention of bringing about the development of the each area for the betterment of local populations (see Map I, Appendix). This gave Britain and France enormous power to advance their interests, which would be done at the expense of Arab political aspirations in Palestine. Jews, overall, were encouraged by this development. Not surprisingly, Arabs in Palestine were angered with these events, resulting in increased tensions and hostilities culminating in sporadic, but widespread violence throughout the 1920s. 

In the 1930s, violence dramatically increased and ‘the six-year period from 1933 until the outbreak of the World War II was characterized by steadily mounting unrest and disorder in Palestine.’ The Arabs were ‘fearful and angry, especially in the wake of the large-scale Jewish immigration that had taken place in 1934 and 1935.’
 This era is described as the Arab Revolt/Arab Rebellion. 

During the Arab Revolt, Palestinians
 called a general strike in April of 1936, which lasted until October of that year, in which intense violence erupted in which settlers were killed in their homes, on the roads, streets, and anywhere roving bands of armed Palestinians found them. Jewish retribution soon followed and a brutal cycle of violence spiraled out of control, which included many atrocities by both sides.
 A heavy toll was suffered with 80 Jews killed and 300 wounded; 197 Palestinians killed and almost 1,000 wounded. British troops did not escape the violence either. They engaged in some of the fiercest fighting of the Arab Revolt battling Palestinians and also became occasional targets of Jewish violence.

The Arab Revolt brought about a major disruption of normal life in Palestine. The land descended into chaos as banks and post offices closed, train service severely disrupted and telephone lines were destroyed. By August 1938, according to the general officer commanding British troops, ‘the situation was such that civil administration and control of the country was, to all practical purposes, non-existent.’

As the cycle of violence escalated, both Palestinian and Jew ‘felt a need to take desperate measures in the defense of what they judged to be a matter of national survival.’ The situation had deteriorated so far that many began seeing it as unsolvable as the Peel Commission
 of 1937 stated in its report: ‘An irrepressible conflict has arisen between two national communities within the narrow bounds of one small country. There is no common ground between them. Their national aspirations are incompatible.’

This growing sentiment was echoed in a 1940 statement by Joseph Weitz, head of the Jewish National Fund:

It must be clear that there is no room for both peoples in this country….If the Arabs leave the country, it will be broad and wide-open for us….And if the Arabs stay, the country will remain narrow and miserable….the only solution is Eretz Israel, or at least Western Eretz Israel, without Arabs. There is no room for compromise on this point….There is no way besides transferring the Arabs from here to other neighboring countries, to transfer them all…..And only with such a transfer will the country be able to absorb millions of our brothers, and the Jewish question shall be solved, once and for all. There is no other way out.

   World War II 

The outbreak of World War II and its aftermath further fueled Jewish and Arab animosity and resolve and more importantly, deeper fears of extinction. Even the most optimistic could no longer escape the reality that a peaceful resolution was now impossible. On the one side, the ‘Palestinians believed they were in danger of losing their country. In their eyes, the issue was one of national survival.’
 Fearing this, they supported Nazi Germany in the hope of a French and British defeat, both of which were blocking their independence. What’s more, a key Palestinian leader in Jerusalem, al-Hajj Amin, even went so far as to (secretly) meet with Adolph Hitler in Germany in 1941, with both determining they had the same enemies: Jews, the British, and Communists. Hitler promised, in return for Arab war support, that his army would destroy the Jewish element in Arab land. 

On the Jewish side, ‘the horrors of the war led Zionists to conclude that the national survival of the Jewish people was also at stake, and that the only solution was the creation of a Jewish state in Palestine.’ This marks an important change in Zionist aspirations, which were previously centered on only the attainment of a homeland.
 Indeed, nearly 6 million Jews were slaughtered in the Holocaust and this had a profound impact on sympathies for Zionism in the West and especially among Jews. With this, ‘many overseas Jews who had once been indifferent to Zionism, or no more than apathetic supporters of its political program, rallied to the cause. This was especially true in the United States, which was now the center of world Jewry and which had emerged from the was as a dominant world power.’
 This American support would prove pivotal in the creation and stability of a Jewish state. 

   The United Nations Partition of Palestine

After World War II, the Jewish/Arab question was universally seen as an irresolvable. Owing partly to this realization, the British announced in February 1947 that they will return their mandate to the United Nations on 15 May 1948. The newly created UN accepted its return.

To resolve the issue, the United Nations Special Committee on Palestine (UNSCOP) was formed in 1947 to develop a majority and a minority recommendation.
 The majority report recommended a two-state solution giving Jews 56% of Palestine (see Map II, Appendix), required the signing of economic treaty between the two states before their recognition and established an international enclave around Jerusalem, the most intensely contested area. Each side Jerusalem as a Holy City, in which their deeply religious beliefs, a key part of each group’s identity, emanated. Also, they both wanted it as their political capital. 

The minority report put forth a recommendation for a bi-national federal structure centered in Jerusalem with full powers for foreign relations, finance, defense, and immigration. The federal government would consist of two legislative chambers, one elected on basis of proportional representation, the other equal numbers from each state. Legislation would have to be enacted by both houses. The states, in turn, would have full autonomy for education, housing, public health, and rights of taxation in support these services. (see Map II, Appendix)

While they did not immediate give approval, the Zionists did accept the UNSCOP majority recommendation. Predictably, the Arabs flatly rejected both recommendations. They vigorously objected to what they claim was the use of their lands to assuage European guilt for the Holocaust. Arabs said that the UN was an American and Western creation and it simply had no right or authority to give away Arab land.
 Over these Palestinian objections, on 29 November 1947 the UN General Assembly voted 33 to 13, with 10 abstentions, to approve the majority partition plan and thereby impose a settlement.

Arabs everywhere were incensed and fighting broke out almost immediately. On 30 November, many cities in Palestine and other Arab countries saw extensive anti-Jewish and anti-Western violence. Harsh condemnations were issued from all corners of the Arab world including the Arab League and Arab Higher Committee, which declared the UN partition plan as null and void. The Arab Liberation Army was formed by local Palestinians and volunteers from other Arab nations to fight for Arab land.

On 14 May 1948, just one day prior to the ending of the British Mandate, the Zionist Movement formed the Provisional National Council and declared Israel’s independence in the area designated by the UN resolution.
 The Jewish state was born. The next day, Egypt, Syria, Iraq, and Jordan launched a war of annihilation to push the Jews off Arab land and into the sea. Israel, in turn, used the attack as justification for releasing itself from the UN partition plan and captured additional territory allocated to the Palestinians. Palestinians fled en masse
 and have never been allowed to return. This additional land now constitutes a significant part of Israeli territory (see Map III, Appendix p. 265). 

This was the first of many major wars and a major escalation in the ferocious cycle of violence that would define the Arab/Palestinian/Israeli relationship for decades. Most of the stubborn issues that still divide the two peoples came from this general time period and the outbreak of war. They are:

· The right of return for Palestinian refugees

· Definitions/disputes of national boundaries

· Control of Jerusalem for religious and political reasons

· A general desire for a Greater Israel, which would include more Arab land

· A removal of all Jews from Palestine

Part II: Changing Political Climate and Possible Peace

After almost a century of enmity and 50 years of constant violence, the 1980s saw a rising world interest in resolving the dispute as well as the beginnings of a shift in the Middle Eastern political climate that would make peace a realistic possibility. There were three major factors: the end of the Cold War and a lessening in the strategic value of the region, a war weary Israel and an increasingly isolated and weakened PLO. 

   End of the Cold War
During the Cold War, the United States and the Soviet Union were vying heavily for influence in key strategic regions around the world, the Middle East one of high importance. This competition for Arab affection was intense and primarily took the form of financial aid and the sale of military equipment, an important form of political currency in this volatile region. Both the United States and the Soviet Union devoted billions of dollars and significant diplomatic effort to win the services of local regimes and keep the other out. 

When the Soviet Union collapsed, the United States was no longer compelled to compete so intensely for the services of local regimes. The region, while still very important to American interests, did not have the same sense of urgency. Lacking a Soviet influence in the region, the Clinton administration was very reluctant to invest a lot of political capital into a risky peace process. In its estimation, there was little chance of success and a significant chance of failure, which would cost Clinton politically and America its credibility. This assessment was not without merit as American-initiated peace plans in the 1980s produced little in the way of successes.
 The major initiatives of this period were:

· 1982 – The Reagan Plan

· 1988 – The Schultz Plan

· 1991 – Madrid Peace Plan

This American disengagement from the peace process, ironically, made possible a direct dialogue between the PLO and Israel. American sponsorship would make the process subject to American domestic politics. The powerful pro-Israeli lobby, owing to their hatred of the PLO, stood a good chance of derailing any direct talks involving the PLO and they had a sympathetic supporter with the U.S. Congress, who shared the same disdain for the PLO and its terror tactics. They could make it very difficult for Clinton through legislation by placing restrictions or requirements on any talks. Thus, with the Middle East strategically less strategically important and Clinton’s risk aversion, there was a possible path to peace through direct dialogue. 

It should be noted that the UN and the European Community (still pre-European Union in 1992) both had sufficient political clout and at times showed great interest in direct participation in peace negotiations, but any such move was rejected by the Israelis for what they saw as a ‘pro-Arab slant.’
 Israel only wanted its unwavering patron guide the talks, protecting its interests.
 In addition to Israeli opposition, the United States, though disengaging from peace efforts, still wanted to have sole control over any talks. As such, it routinely sought to marginalize the Europeans and their efforts to get involved at a variety of levels. 

The only major involvement or initiative by Europe, aside from financial aid, was its creation of the Euro-Mediterranean Partnership Agreement in 1995,
 which sought to bring stability to the Mediterranean region through economic and social development and modernization.

   A War-Weary Israel

Since its declaration of independence in 1948, the state of Israel has been surround by sworn enemies and had to remain in a constant state of readiness to guard against Arab violence. Continual terrorist attacks by the Palestine Liberation Organization (PLO) and its military wing Fatah, Hamas, Hezbollah and the Islamic Jihad and wars against Egypt, Syria, Jordan, Iraq and Lebanon took a significant toll on Israel. The major conflict Israel fought are listed below: 

· 1948 Arab-Israeli War 

-- Known to Israelis as the ’War of Independence’ and to Arabs as ‘al-naqba,’ ‘the disaster’

· 1956 Sinai-Suez War

· 1967 Six Day War

· 1969 War of Attrition

· 1973 Yom Kippur

· 1982 Invasion/Occupation of Southern Lebanon

· 1987 Intifada I

Over time, this constant state of siege and vigilance and the occupation of the West Bank and Gaza (since 1967) had become a moral, psychological an economic drain on Israeli society. 

Further adding to this was Israel’s increasing isolation and demonization in the world opinion. Its use of heavy-handed tactics (sealing borders choking the Palestinian economy; using tanks against rock throwing Palestinian children; execution without trial/political assassinations) was seen daily around the globe, creating an image of Israel as a brutish occupation force.  

This helped create a painful contradiction at the most fundamental level of Jewish identity. The motivation for the creation of Israel was predicated on Israelis seeing themselves as a perpetually oppressed and persecuted people. The Israelis, in their treatment of the Palestinians, were becoming what they fought so hard to get away from—an oppressor. Israel, in other words, was ‘facing a crisis of identity and values that strikes at the basic components and elements of [its] identity.’
 

In addition, the Israelis realized that despite their overwhelming military, economic and technical superiority, they could not break the will and determination of the Palestinians specifically and Arabs in general. The Israelis finally realized they were facing an intractable enemy they could not defeat.

Combined, these factors took a heavy toll on Israelis and ‘by the time of the Oslo accord of August 1993, the signs of exhaustion were becoming increasingly manifest…’
 In general, there was a ‘pervasive feeling that they have fought long enough, and that the time has come to settle.’

This general fatigue clearly manifested itself in Israeli national politics. Declaring in his campaign that he would make peace with the Palestinians in six to nine months, Yitzhak Rabin of the left-wing Labor party defeated the conservative Likud in 1992. With Rabin as prime minister and Shimon Peres appointed foreign minister, both strong advocates of peace, the Israelis were ready for a deal.

   PLO at Risk of Irrelevance

For its part, the PLO and Yassir Arafat, the de facto leader of the Palestinian movement, was increasingly pressured on many fronts to make progress on Palestine.  First was a general and steady decline in PLO support in the 1970s and 1980s from Arab governments, who were facing external challenges from an increasingly powerful Iran and Iraq as well internal threats from Muslim extremists. This situation was further exacerbated by Arafat’s vocal support for Iraq in the Persian Gulf War of 1991. If America wants war he said, ‘then I say welcome, welcome, welcome to war…..Iraq and Palestine would be together “side-by-side” in battle.’
 This severe lapse of political judgment drew the ire of Arab governments who were squarely on the side of the coalition,
 further costing Arafat and the PLO financial and political support. Saudi Arabia even went so far as to call for a change in leadership in the PLO.

Second, the PLO and its leadership where in exile in Tunis and had spent many years floating between Arab capitals until asked to leave. This geographic distance from the Palestinian population made it very hard to control events and politics in Gaza and the West Bank, weakening the PLO’s ability to represent the Palestinians, pushing it to the point of irrelevance. Indeed, the PLO found itself having to compete with Jordan, home to large Palestinian refugee population, and Palestinians in the occupied territories, for who would represent the Palestinians and their cause. Add to that Israel’s refusal to negotiate with terrorist organizations and a similar American view, and the PLO was becoming isolated.   

Third was a general and growing restlessness among the population in the West Bank and Gaza for action. Fourth was a general recognition that they too were facing an intractable enemy they could not defeat. And as time wore on, the Israelis were becoming more entrenched in Gaza and the West Bank. The PLO was, in fact, losing ground. It had to do something or risked fading to the point of irrelevance.

Part III: The Oslo Accord

   The Negotiations

With the United States disengaged from the peace process, Israel war-weary, and the PLO needing something to change, the stage was set for a breakthrough. This came in 1992 when Norwegian academic Terje Rod Larsen of the Institute for Applied Social Science sought out his friend Yossi Beilin, then head of the Economic Cooperation Federation (ECF) in Israel, to informally explore alternative avenues to peace. An informal setting would ‘enable both sides to explore the parameters of a deal without making irrevocable concessions. Instead, they can consider a wide range of different possibilities.’
 He communicated to Beilin, who was a close confidant of and soon-to-be deputy foreign minister to Shimon Peres, that the Palestinians indicated they were tired of the intifada and were ready to reach a deal.

Secrecy in any such talks would be of the utmost importance. The reasons are two. First, the stakes in the conflict are so high and passions so great that any public negotiations carried intense media coverage, high expectations, and with it, commensurate pressure to succeed. A quiet, informal dialogue held the potential for constructive discussions as a failure, unknown to the public, would not spark more violence. Second, it was illegal for any official in the Israeli government to have contact with the PLO without cabinet approval, which would likely have made its way into the press. This was very precarious legal and political ground the Israelis would be treading.

To begin, Beilin put Larsen in touch with Haifa professor Yair Hirschfeld and his student, Ron Pundik, to initiate a dialogue. It should be noted that at this point, Beilin thought the dialogue as little more than ‘a valuable exercise’
 and the PLO much the same. 

With this as a backdrop, an initial dialogue took place in London in 1992 with Hirschfeld, Pundik, Larsen, and Ahmad Qurai from the PLO in attendance. The initial dialogue was positive and it was suggested they continue in Larsen’s home in Oslo, Norway. Everybody agreed. While initial dialogues were positive, their potential was unclear. Only when the PLO realized how close they were to Shimon Peres, through Beilin, that they became took on importance. This was further reinforced in the minds of the PLO by Israeli insistence on secrecy. If dialogues were leaked to the public they said, the government would disavow them. To the PLO, this gave it more credibility as being the voice of the highest levels of Israeli government.

While the PLO believed the talks had the backing of the Israeli government, it, in fact, did not. Peres and Rabin both were completely unaware of the talks until March 1993 when the original draft of the Oslo Accord was presented to them. With the talks and the draft technically illegal, Rabin was receptive to the situation for his own political reasons. With Rabin 15 months into his term as prime minister and well past his pledge to make peace with the Palestinians in six to nine months of assuming office, he needed a break. Add to that the complete breakdown of the Madrid/post-Madrid talks and his popularity near at an all-time low; Rabin was desperate for a success. With this, he instructed the talks continue. 

If Rabin was to risk direct PLO negotiations, he wanted assurance he was dealing with the right people so he tested them by instructing that no official PLO representatives were to attend the refugee talks (coincidentally) being held in Oslo. When the demand was met, he was convinced and the talks now had the attention and blessing of the highest levels of the Israeli government. Uri Savir, Director General of the Foreign Ministry, became involved with Yoel Singer, a prominent Israeli lawyer in a top Washington law firm. The talks continued with the secrecy intact.
 

The talks, contentious at times, continued throughout the year and on 20 August 1993, an agreement was reached. It was signed in secrecy in Oslo by Israeli negotiators Savir and Singer. Rabin was in Oslo for an official visit and was present, but was reluctant to sign. Abu Ala signed for the PLO. 

   High-Stakes Diplomacy
The signing, however, was not the end of the negotiations nor did it mark the dawning of a new era in Israeli-Palestinian relations. Instead, it was the beginning of an intense, high-stakes game of diplomacy that over the next three weeks that would be indicative of the Oslo Accord’s future fortunes. 

When news of the historic agreement surfaced, the United States, caught completely off-guard, rushed to embrace it and pushed for a public signing ceremony at the White House, with President Clinton hosting. The United States, still wanting control of the process, was eager, at the very least, to present that illusion. A signing ceremony at the White House would serve that end and was set for 13 September 1993. But even before the ceremony there were ominous signs that the ‘partnership in peace’ would be a strained one and may not bear the weight of a century of antagonism. 

Who would sign the agreement was a sensitive issue, which the PLO cleverly used to its advantage to extract further concessions, make hollow pledges, and rehabilitate its battered image. Rabin and Beilin wanted Palestinians from the occupied territories to do the signing and not ‘PLO-Tunis.’
 However, working in concert with PLO-Tunis, the local Palestinians demanded PLO-Tunis sign or the deal was off. This put Rabin in a precarious position. Sign with PLO-Tunis, giving Israel’s clear recognition to it as the legitimate leader of the Palestinians—something Rabin and many others were loath to do—or walk away with nothing. If Rabin refused, he would have violated a long-standing taboo on negotiating with the PLO and had nothing to show for it. For this, Rabin would ‘incur an enormous political price at home.’

To make matters worse for Rabin, the PLO saw an opportunity to get Arafat, an international pariah and wanted terrorist, welcomed to the White House as head of state. This would be a monumental political coup for the PLO and a clear Israeli capitulation. And so it was demanded—Arafat signed or the deal was off.

To make this more politically palatable, Rabin demanded that Arafat publicly renounce terrorism, end the intifada, and pledge to change the PLO charter calling for Israel’s destruction. Arafat agreed only to recognize Israel and change the charter, for which no commitment timing was given. Rabin, in desperate need of a success, had no leverage over Arafat and acquiesced, dropping the demand for the end of the intifada as a condition for Israel signing. Arafat was essentially getting everything he wanted and giving only partial verbal agreements. Rabin and Israel had become an easy mark.

   The Declaration of Principles

The Oslo Accord was created to address the vital issue for each, which were different. For Israel, this was security, for the Palestinians, political aspirations of a state in Palestine. The foundation of the agreement was the concept of ‘land for peace.’ Israel would withdraw from lands occupied since the 1967 War and Palestinians would create a state. In exchange, Israel’s right to exist would be acknowledged and there would be security cooperation leading to an end to violence against Israel.

The agreement’s foundation and strength would be through a spirit of cooperation with the Israel and the newly created Palestinian Authority (PA)—an interim government led by Arafat—being ‘partners in peace.’ This building of trust was critical, given the long shattered trust and mutual hatred. This trust/spirit of cooperation would be built in phases, with each side yielding a concession to the other. Good behavior by one would be rewarded by the other, with each success providing motivation for the next phase. 

The agreement’s promise and peril was entirely dependent on this spirit of cooperation and partnership in peace to see it through the negotiations of the most contentious, and previously non-negotiable, issues: the possession of Jerusalem, the right-of-Palestinian return, and settlements. By agreeing to work them out later, both sides were implying they were now negotiable. This would prove to be fatal to the agreement. 

The spirit of cooperation, known in the Oslo Accord as the ‘Declaration of Principles,’ is outlined below:

· A desire of both sides to commit to a negotiated settlement

· Mutual recognition of each other – Israel’s right to exist and the PLO as the sole legitimate representative of the Palestinian people

· Peaceful coexistence in the form of two entities for two peoples in the land of Palestine

· Attempt to create mutual trust paving the way for a final agreement

· Continuation of the political process regardless of all obstacles

· The Palestinian-Israeli agreement is the political gate for all forms of regional cooperation

· Mutual respect for the political rights of both sides

The fundamental components, timeline and initial steps prescribed by the Oslo Accord are listed below:

· Five year interim period of Palestinian self-rule culminating in a Palestinian state

· Joint Israeli/Palestinian security measures to stop terrorism

· Permanent status issues such as Jerusalem, Palestinian refugees, Jewish settlements, security arrangements, and permanent borders are excluded from the interim arrangements

· Israel retains sole responsibility for security along international borders and crossing points into Egypt and Jordan

· Israel is responsible for the overall security of Israelis in the West Bank and Gaza, the Israeli settlements in those areas, and freedom of movement on roads

· Immediate self-rule for Palestinians in the Gaza Strip and the West Bank City of Jericho

· For remaining Palestinians in the West Bank, responsibility for education, health, social welfare, direct taxation, and tourism to be transferred to Palestinian representatives

· Creation of a democratically elected Palestinian Council and the establishment of a Palestinian police force

· Permanent status negotiations to begin no later than the third year of the interim period and completed by December 1998

That these mortal enemies had reached an agreement is monumental. Each had to summon significant political courage, face down extremist opposition and required the placing of tremendous trust in one another. For the Palestinians, ‘the two state solution represented a historical concession by the Palestinian people for the sake of co-existence and reconciliation, and no one should underestimate the significance of this Palestinian position.’
 Israel, for its part, had just agreed to ‘one of its most momentous diplomatic moves in the history of their country—without having consulted a military authority, a single intelligence officer, or a single expert on Arab affairs.’
 Rabin, then, was placing Israeli security in the hands of an enemy who for decades sought the destruction of Israel. This truly was a gamble of historic proportions.  

The historic agreement was loudly embraced around the world. Financial pledges from the European Union, the United States and others were made totaling $2.1 billion over five years to help the fledgling PA get on its feet and fulfill its part of the agreement. The World Bank was summoned to help with the rebuilding of the battered Palestinian economy, a key element in long-term stability and peace. People around the world were optimistic

Part IV: The Unraveling of a Fatally Flawed Agreement

   A Fragile Agreement

While this agreement held the hope of peace, it was also very vulnerable. Its success or failure squarely rested on two critical elements. First, maintaining the spirit of cooperation throughout the five-ear implementation. This would require keeping radical elements on both sides, which were vehemently opposed to the agreement, from undermining willingness to cooperate. Sabotage by violence was a very real possibility.

Second, as noted above, the most divisive and bitterly contested issues were ignored by the Oslo negotiators on the assumption that there would be future compromise by both. This assumption left the Accord highly vulnerable to hidden agendas and positions, such as the same intransigence as in the past. To this point, neither side had shown any willingness whatsoever to compromise.

These weaknesses soon became evident and would greatly undermine the Accord’s viability and strain its implementation to the breaking point.

   Internal Pressures and Threats to Peace

It is important to point out that the dynamics of the conflict are not simply a contest between groups, each of which speak with a unified voice. Nor is it simply a duel between rival leaders entirely free to negotiate as they deem necessary. Each is both empowered and constrained by their constituents, which hold many different viewpoints and interests and can exert pressure in various forms. These internal influences, then, condition the dynamics of the negotiations and can change the results from success to failure. 

This risk was present from the signing of Oslo. Within each side, there were ‘rejectionist’ groups passionately opposed to the agreement. They posed a serious threat to the peace process, as mentioned above, through extremist violence. These groups wielded significant power over the process and would play a major role in the outcome of the Accord.

   Early Signs of a Strained Partnership

While the world rejoiced in the news of the agreement and pledges of support were being made, signs of the same intransigence and first cracks in the foundation, the spirit of cooperation, were about to appear.  

For the White House signing, Arafat was not to wear his gun nor his standard military uniform as a symbol that violence was a thing of the past. At the ceremony he was minus the gun, but wearing the military uniform. An optimistic Israel, wanting to believe peace was at hand, refused to acknowledge this early warning sign. Instead, the Israeli apologists explained it away by calling it a ‘green suit.’

On its own, this would not be of much significance. However, Arafat had pledged to Rabin and Clinton that at the signing he would explicitly state Israel had a right to exist on television newscasts beamed around the globe. The Norwegians, Americans and Israelis listened anxiously to Arafat’s speech for the historic endorsement, but he it never came. Further indications of the unraveling, and again on signing day, was Arafat address to the Palestinian people through Jordanian TV to explain the agreement. During this speech, he neither called for a halt to terrorism nor a halt to armed struggle.
 Instead, he described, in Arabic only,
 the Oslo Accord as being the first step in the realization of the 1974 plan, known to Arabs as the ‘plan of phases’, which calls for the destruction of Israel through both political and military means.
 

In other words, the agreement was but a foothold, which ‘would now open the way in short order to an independent Palestinian state in Gaza, Judea, and Samaria with Jerusalem as its capital; and that this would make it easier to continue the struggle for the ‘right of return.’”
 The spirit of cooperation was already being violated.

Time after time, Israel apologists, wanting desperately to believe in peace, aided his deception through its own self-deception. They ignored clear warning signs that Arafat was not the ‘partner in peace’ required for the Accord to be a success. Many times they went out of their way to turn a blind eye to Arafat’s subsequent other violations
 and explain them away as a saving-face way to appease an internal audience. 

Arafat, with frequent Israeli complicity and world opinion solidly behind the agreement, had a free hand to violate the agreement to suit his needs. And Israel, already suffering from a bad public image, was in no position to criticize Arafat as they were quickly rebuked as looking for a reason to exit the peace deal. Those that did criticize Arafat or the Accord were strongly denounced as opponents to peace and any opposition effectively muted. The following quote eloquently sums up the self-righteousness of the peace advocates and how critics were silenced 

In the print media and on the air, in churches and synagogues, in universities and diplomatic circles, in foundations and international forums, the rightness of the enterprise lay stubbornly beyond question. This consensus became, in itself, a chief weapon in the hands of Oslo’s backers and apologists, wielded with effectiveness to silence any who might raise a doubt as to its origins, its course, or its likely consequences. For who, after all, could be against ‘peace?’
  

It should be clearly stated that Arafat, while guilty of continual violations of the agreement, was not the only culprit. Israel did not live up to all of its commitments. As Israeli journalist David Makovsky noted, ‘Israel may not have violated the letter of their agreements, however, they certainly broke their spirit in one particularly sensitive area: settlements in the West Bank and Gaza.’
 

Settlements, in the eyes of the Palestinians, were an outrage and indicative of Israel’s true intentions: the annexation of Gaza and the West Bank for the creation of a Greater Israel. Indeed, Rabin never did give an explicit commitment to halt the settlements nor would any subsequent Israeli governments, under each of which new settlements were started. Another Israeli fault was that even in the lands from which they withdrew, the Israeli army still retained some level of control, such as checkpoints.

 Despite violations by both sides, the Accord was able to bend, but not break. With tensions ever-present and a few outright crises, they proved manageable and many strides were made in the implementation in 1994-1995. Arafat returned to the West Bank from exile and formed the PA; Israel kept its promise to withdraw from specified areas; subsequent agreements were reached; the PA was, for the most part, honoring its commitment to cooperate with Israel in fighting terrorism. 

However, in late 1995 and into 1996, simmering tensions and previous extremist activity
 were boiling to the surface and the mood soured as negotiations stalled. Intense riots broke out following Israel’s opening of an archaeological tunnel near the al-Aqsa mosque, sacred to Muslims. 73 people were killed and 1,000 wounded before Arafat instructed Palestinians to stop. Continued extremist violence was taking its toll with many Israelis killed,
 including Rabin by a fanatical Jewish settler. The Israeli military responded to militant violence with heavy reprisals and the Labor party’s popularity was in a free-fall.

With Israelis suffering many casualties, a hard-line Likud government was elected into office in 1996, led by the outspoken opponent of Oslo, Benyamin Netanyahu. The peace process was in serious danger of collapse but managed to limp along with some successes—such as Netanyahu’s honoring the Labor negotiated transfer of Hebron to the PA. However, there also were more violence and many setbacks. 

By 1999, a battered Natanyahu was replaced by Labor candidate Ehud Barak as prime minister on a pledge to finally win peace. By July 2000, the continued violence was taking a toll on Barak’s ratings when he met with Arafat at Camp David to attempt to salvage what was left of the Oslo Accord and negotiate a final deal. 

   The Unavoidable Truth

If anybody still believed Arafat wanted peace with Israel, the Camp David talks would shatter that illusion. Here, like with Rabin in 1993, domestic politics (a war weary public and a politically vulnerable prime minister) put Israel at a disadvantage in negotiations. Israel badly wanted peace and Barak needed a deal or he would likely be replaced by a hard-line Likud candidate, which would effectively bury the last remnants the Oslo Accord.  

With a sense of urgency, Clinton pressed Arafat and Barak hard in the negotiations. In desperate pursuit of a deal, Barak crossed redline after redline,
 offering Arafat a very generous deal, but critically, not the right of return for Palestinian refugees. With no return of refugees, Arafat rejected the offer. 

To Arafat, the refugees must be allowed to return. Politically revitalized since 1993 and with the hardened resolve of the Palestinians solidly behind him, he could, and would, continue the struggle until he got his state, which clearly now was to be brought about through the return of refugees. This would create a demographic shift and thereby destruction of Israel.
 Arafat clearly still had his non-negotiable issue and it was the destruction of Israel. The ‘plan of phases,’ the combination of military and diplomatic means, was the method. 

Thus, the entire Oslo Accord—the Declaration of Principles, subsequent land transfer agreements, Arafat’s renouncing of terrorism and acknowledgment of Israel’s right to exist, were all just utilitarian tactics and the first step of a broader strategy, created back in 1974. This was not a surprise to some as Makovsky noted that ‘Arafat himself has likened peace with Israel to the Treaty of Hudabiyya, the temporary truce that the Prophet Muhammad made with the non-Muslim Quraysh in 628 AD—only to conquer those same people years later.’
 

Israelis now clearly believed that its ‘yearning for peace was shared neither by the Arab world in general nor by the Palestinians in particular – that their objection was not to anything Israel had done or failed to do, but to the very fact it existed at all.’
 The disillusionment is summed up in the words of Shlomo Avineri, an Israeli academic and early peace proponent:

Last summer at Camp David, Arafat rejected the most generous offer ever made to a Palestinian leader by an Israeli statesman….[then] it suddenly dawned on us that we do not have a partner: only an enemy, who cannot even find a humane word when our people are lynched…what came out—on streets, among the Palestinian elite on CNN—was sheer hatred, and a fundamental rejection of Israel….[So] now we know: there is no such thing as a Palestinian leadership with whom an agreement can be reached. We are at war. 

Despite these Israeli accusations and beliefs, Arafat was not the only one to blame. Israel, as mentioned above, was guilty of a number of violations of the Accord. But the one that most undermined the peace process dated back the beginning of the Oslo Accord. It would not, and could not, accept the right of return for Palestinians. This, they understood, would destroy the Jewish character of Israel. While Israel may have genuinely wanted peace and thought they were close, they would not bend on this matter. 

With neither side willing to negotiate on the issue, the peace process completely collapsed. The intifada II soon erupted and is even more brutal and destructive than the first, including the re-occupation of territory handed to the PA in the 1990s. Peace was further away than ever. The words of the Peel Commission rang as true in 2000 as they did in 1937: ‘An irrepressible conflict has arisen between two national communities within the narrow bounds of one small country. There is no common ground between them. Their national aspirations are incompatible.’

Conclusion 

Despite courage to negotiate directly, wisdom to do so secretly, the ingenuity of its phased structure and the support of the rest of the world, the Oslo Accord had fatal problems from the onset. They would take the better part of a decade to surface, but would finally destroy the agreement.

Despite clear successes in the implementation of the Accord, the reality was that both groups still feared for their national and cultural survival and held stubbornly to those issues they thought would protect them and were their right. For the Israelis, this was keeping Israel a demographically Jewish state. For the Palestinians, this was the return of its people from exile and the control over their destiny in the land of Palestine reaching to the sea.

Now with the intifada II in full swing and the violence intense, the conflict seems as intractable as ever. For there to be any realistic hope of a lasting peace, some fundamental things much once again change: 

· A change in leadership. Both Arafat and Israeli Prime Minster Ariel Sharon must be replaced by a new generation of leaders willing to make true compromise on all issues.

· A change in militancy of the Palestinians. Either this is a conscious change in mindset originating from within (such as new leaders) or imposed from the outside by general Arab pressure or the price of the fight becomes no longer worth the reward (e.g. suffering from fighting with Israeli so great, the Palestinians want a settlement).

· The United States must face down its own pro-Israel lobby and stop giving Israel unconditional support. It must use its diplomatic and economic leverage over Israel to compel them to settle.

· An end to American monopoly on peace sponsorship and more involvement from the UN and EU.
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