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A New Solution to an Old Problem
As I sat down to write this paper I saw a news program which reported that the latest suicide bombings would likely derail Israeli-Paletinian peace talks.  The much delayed meeting between the two prime ministers would once again be delayed—if it ever occurs.  Conjuring up images of this war, I envision young Arab men in what appear to be near slum conditions, throwing rocks, Molotov-cocktails, and anything else they can find at the highly disciplined Israeli army, or buildings and people demolished by a Palestinian suicide bomber.  On the other side, I see pictures of the Israeli Defense Force (IDF) leveling houses of suspected terrorists with tanks and smaller conventional bombs.  These images have been embedded in my mind, so much so that I have become disillusioned with the prospect of a peaceful resolution.  I have stopped reading about the “Peace Process” or the “Road-map” because I know that within a few days or weeks it will have disintegrated due to a violent attack somewhere. 

While I am disheartened about the prospects for peace, my objective in this essay is two-fold.  I first want to analyze why this quarrel has turned into a protracted conflict, and in light of this history consider a few of the major problems with the so-called “Road Map” to peace.  Second, while it has become trite to propose a solution to the Arab-Israeli conflict, I intend to do just that by explaining what I feel needs to occur for real and lasting peace to be established and remain in the region.

Before I begin, I want to provide an extremely basic sketch of the background and history so as to familiarize the reader with the conflict.  Conflict between Jews and Arabs goes back many centuries, so the present clash is only a tiny incident in the troubled relations between these two peoples.  The origins of the present conflict may be traced back to the waning years of the British protectorate of Palestine.  When Palestine was under British control, the British made three promises to three different peoples.  The first promise was to the Jews, guaranteeing them a Jewish national home in Palestine.  This assurance was embodied in what has become known as the “Balfour Declaration,” given to the Zionists by the British government.  However, the British also promised this land to the Arabs if they would help the British defeat the Turks during WWII.  Finally, Palestine was promised to the French and Romanians.  These three promises create the basic building blocks for the historical context of the present day conflict in the Middle East.
The current Israeli-Palestinian conflict has been going on since the United Nations declared a partition of the Holy Land on November 29, 1947.  In 1948 Israel made a formal declaration of its statehood, much to the chagrin of the surrounding Arab countries.  Soon Israel was engaged in a war with its neighbors and in 1949 an armistice was signed.  During this war, approximately 780,000 Palestinian refugees fled or were evicted from Jewish held areas.  With minor exceptions the conflict between the displaced Palestinians and the state of Israel has changed little over the last 50 plus years.
So what do the two groups want?  What the Palestinians desire has not changed over time: A Palestinian state defined by the borders of the 1949 armistice lines.  Palestinians are actively seeking a state of their own with boundaries of times long past.  Israel, on the other hand, wants to retain its current boundaries which it acquired after the Six Day War in 1967 (minus the land it has already returned).   Security of the Israeli state is a top priority and anything perceived to compromise this security will quickly end peace talks.
Each group is locked into their own narrative which leaves little room for compromise.  A major reason why this conflict has become so protracted is the particular territory which all claim is theirs.  Jews, Christians, and Muslims each make claims on Jerusalem, currently the capital of Israel, based on the unquestionable assertion that this land is theirs by Divine prescription.  Jerusalem is important to all three religions and has thus become a political object and a status symbol for politicians to show their constituents what they are fighting for.  Because this holy site is important to all three religions, it has been nearly impossible to compromise as each believes Jerusalem is their God given right to own. 
The latest attempt, in a long line of failed proposals to solve conflict in the region, is the “Road Map” to peace presented in April of 2003.  This much heralded plan put forth by the Bush administration believes:
“A two state solution to the Israeli-Palestinian conflict will only be achieved through an end to violence and terrorism, when the Palestinian people have a leadership acting decisively against terror and willing and able to build a practicing democracy based on tolerance and liberty, and through Israel’s readiness to do what is necessary for a democratic Palestine state to be established.”
While the “Road Map” does incorporate many of the past attempts at a solution, it is lacking in several respects.  First, as any reader will see, the actual document is quite thin, not providing many details on the exact steps which must be taken, but rather remaining vague as to how this solution will come about.  Further, even these vague steps to complete peace are supposed to be achieved by 2005.  This leaves only 2 years for an age-old conflict to be completely resolved, which is highly unlikely. In fact, this impossible deadline guarantees the failure of the “Road Map” before it has truly begun. 
Two other comments by experts on the Middle East conflict are quite relevant here.  The first is by Henry Siegman’s in his article “Bush and Sharon Draw a Map of their Own.”   In this article, Siegman notes that one of the strong points of the “roadmap” is that it is based on the concept of a multiplayer game in which each person moves simultaneously and does not wait to see what the other player does.  This allows the infamous Prisoners Dilemma to be avoided.  However, Bush has undermined the possibility of simultaneous process by stating Israel should not remove West Bank settlements until the terrorism has completely ceased.  The problem with Bush taking this position is that he has completely stopped the movement of the Israeli side by not making the peace process a simultaneous game anymore.  If the “Road Map” is to have any chance at all it must be followed as originally outlined by both parties and the other countries involved—especially the United States.


The other commentary of importance is by Professor LeVine in a recent article in the St. Louis Dispatch.  In his comments, Professor  LeVine makes clear that the “Road Map” is an American initiative which hurts the effectiveness of each of the two sides following it.  The Arabs have much resentment towards the U.S. as they believe the U.S. is propping up Israel which would collapse without American support.  Importantly, any solution which could succeed will need to be based on the desires of each side and not simply thrust upon them by an outside state.  The other point made by Professor LeVine is the “Road Map” leaves the most difficult issues—refugees, Jerusalem, pre-2001 Israeli settlements in Gaza and the West Bank, the delineation of the frontiers of the new Palestinian state—till the last phase in the hopes a quick solution to these problems will simply emerge.  A detailed step-by-step plan for these extremely difficult issues has not been worked out and LeVine recognizes that without these integral pieces in place the plan is doomed to fail.


Thus far I have provided commentary on the background of the current conflict and the “Road Map” to peace set forth by the current U.S. administration.  I will now change gears and propose my own solution to the conflict.  While this is no way constitutes a full solution to the problem, it is meant to be a thought piece to begin analyzing the conflict in a new way.  I first want to state my belief that while generally speaking, the conflict has not changed much over the last 50 years, in a few specific but important ways it has changed a great deal.  First, with respect to territory such as the Golan Heights which used to be strategically important during Israeli skirmishes with Syria, it is my contention that this is no longer the case.  With advancement in modern warfare, controlling “the high ground” makes little military difference.  Also, an important, although highly negative, change has occurred in the extreme sense of humiliation inculcated into the present generation of Arabs.  Bernard Lewis discuses this point at length in Semites and Anti-Semites.  His main point is that the many losses endured by Arabs in wars with this tiny scattered nation of Jews have led to a rage in Arabs built on a foundation of humiliation.  These two factors should both be extremely important when advancing a new solution to the Arab-Israeli conflict.  Finally, for the first time since Israel became a state, both the United States and Israel are now ready to accept the formation of an actual Palestinian state. This is a very new development and has the potential to completely change the possibilities of a solution.

The main principle of Search for Common Ground, an NGO that involves itself with resolving conflicts around the world, is, as its name implies, finding common ground to solve problems.  In the case of the Arab-Israeli conflict two polls are especially interesting.  A December 2002 poll found that 72% of Palestinians indicate readiness to move beyond the cycle of violence if Israel will agree to a settlement that includes the establishment of a Palestinian state based on 1967 borders.  The other survey found that 78% of Israeli Jews believe that the Palestinians have a legitimate right to seek a Palestinian state, provided that they use non-violent means.  Thus, common ground involves (with the majority of each group) stopping the violence and creating a Palestinian state.  My first proposal would not allow the actions of extremists, no matter how violent, to derail peace talks.  When suicide bombers no longer have an effect on the process, their means will change.  

As stated above, because territory does not need to be held for security reasons,  it is now feasible for Israel to revive the old (and effective) policy of “land for peace” and to give back land for the purpose of forming a Palestinian state.  Palestinian refugees should also be permitted to return to these territories.  Israel must realize that holding this land is actually not in the interest of Israeli security and that the country will actually become safer if these territories are handed over with no strings attached.


Another consideration must be the young generations of Arabs who have grown up with a passionate hatred of Israel and more generally the West.  Textbooks and education must be changed in the Arab states, and in the new Palestinian state, otherwise this collective memory of intense antipathy will persist.  Without such an intervention, hate will escalate and a permanent solution will be impossible to reach.  Arabs must realize that while they may have differing opinions than Jews this does not make either one right or wrong.  The art of compromise and understanding others is a skill that is generally lacking in this region and must be cultivated on both sides through education and dialogue.


Finally, with regards to Jerusalem, any solution is quite difficult.  Right now Jerusalem is a prized toy which three greedy children are fighting over.  Each one has a claim to it, and the importance of this toy is great.  My solution to this problem is simple.  If this toy is so important that each child wants it, and dividing the toy equally will break it, then the children must learn to share.  Simple, but effective.  Each side must recognize the importance of Jerusalem to the other and in so doing the holiness of the city should be recognized.  Understanding that other religions feel this site to be sacred should be a blessing to all parties.  Jerusalem should become a city of cross-religious fertilization instead of a city which people fight and die over.  All three Abrahamic religions teach understanding and compassion and thus it is their duty to use this site as a template for the rest of the world’s conflicts in demonstrating how differing viewpoints can come together for a common goal.
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