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These people are naturally good-hearted and intelligent, and with education and liberty, would be a happy and contented race. They often appeal to a stranger to know if the great world will not some day come to their relief and save them.


—Mark Twain, on first encountering the Arabs of Palestine, The Innocents Abroad; or, The New Pilgrim’s Progress, 1869
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Introduction




If men could learn from history,


What lessons it could teach us!


But passion and party blind our eyes.


And the light which experience gives us


Is a lantern on the stern,


Which shines only on the waves behind us.


—Samuel Taylor Coleridge








Today, with headlines from the Middle East dominated by bloodshed, terrorism, sectarian warfare, civil strife, and threats to destroy Israel, it’s hard to imagine that not so long ago the politics of the region were punctuated by signing ceremonies at the White House where Arab and Israeli leaders expressed their common commitment to peace and reconciliation. Critics and cynics would later come to mock such occasions as mere “photo ops,” as if they had no greater significance. But now, given the deplorable state of Middle Eastern affairs, those ceremonies should be remembered as indicators of what was possible when Arab and Israeli leaders, under the auspices of an American president, committed their nations to settle their grievances through peacemaking.


The handshake between Yitzhak Rabin and Yasser Arafat on the White House lawn on September 13, 1993, is usually considered the climactic moment of that era. But that was at the beginning; Rabin seemed quite reluctant to shake Arafat’s hand. The high point of the peace process actually came two years later, on September 28, 1995, when Rabin and Arafat came to the White House again, to sign the “Oslo II Accord,” which provided for Palestinian rule to replace the Israeli army in the major cities and towns of the West Bank. Hosni Mubarak, the always-cautious president of Egypt, turned up this time to bear witness. King Hussein bin Talal of Jordan stood proudly next to Rabin—a year earlier they had signed the Israel-Jordan Peace Treaty. Even the foreign minister of Saudi Arabia in traditional Arab head-scarf and robes was there for the entire world to see.


This time, the audience was treated to a spontaneous gesture quite different to the stiffness of the first occasion: Arafat put an affectionate arm on Rabin’s back, and Rabin, a shy and gruff man who normally had no time for demonstrative gestures of affection, had left it there as they departed the room together.


Later that evening, President Bill Clinton hosted a reception for the peacemakers at the Corcoran Gallery, across Seventeenth Street from the White House. In the ornate, Doric-columned main hall, Washington’s politicians, diplomats, and lobbyists mingled with representatives of the Jewish and Arab-American communities. After a time, Clinton and Vice President Al Gore appeared with the leaders on a podium at the southern end of the cavernous hall to address the crowd. Arafat and Rabin had not expected to make speeches. Given the opportunity to stray from his usual mantra of demands for justice for the Palestinian people, Arafat actually delivered warm words about the importance of peace with his Jewish cousins.*


Rabin responded in kind. He noted that Jews were not famous for their sporting abilities, except when it came to speechmaking, at which he averred they were Olympic champions. Turning to Arafat, he said, “It seems to me Mr. Chairman, that you might be a little Jewish!” The crowd laughed and a Cheshire-cat grin spread across Arafat’s normally pouting lips as he declared: “Yes, yes, Rachel is my aunt!” How exactly Arafat calculated that he was related to the biblical matriarch was a mystery, like so much else about this strange man. But it was emblematic of the occasion that someone who prided himself on being a Muslim world leader would choose publicly to claim Jewish ancestry.


For the first time, Rabin spoke about the right of the Palestinians to self-determination. It may sound strange now, when statehood is commonly accepted as a Palestinian right, that Rabin opposed a Palestinian state, insisting that the Oslo Accords make no mention of it. But this night was different. Feeling that the Palestinians had committed themselves to living peacefully alongside Israel, Rabin outlined his vision of a peace in which Palestinians would have an independent state of their own. What was needed, Rabin explained, was “separation, not because of hatred, [but] because of respect.”


At that moment, many thought the Arab-Israeli peace process had reached a tipping point. It seemed only a matter of time before a Palestinian state would be established in most of the West Bank and all of Gaza. A peace deal between Israel and Syria was also in the works, painstakingly negotiated in secret between Rabin, Clinton, and Syrian president Hafez al-Asad. If it too could be finalized, the Arab-Israeli conflict would be over.


Five weeks later, Yitzhak Rabin would lie dead in the emergency room at Tel Aviv’s Ichilov Hospital, murdered by a Jewish religious extremist. The assassination of the principal Israeli architect of peacemaking would set Israelis and Palestinians on a path of destruction that would eventually engulf the whole peace edifice. Try as he might, with Rabin gone, Clinton was unable to salvage the peace process.


 


HOW FAR WE had traveled in such a short time. Clinton and his peace team—of which I was a member—had entered the White House full of optimism. A student of history, Clinton understood that the stars were aligned for a breakthrough that could end the Arab-Israeli conflict and provide a lasting legacy for his presidency. That heroic endeavor would in the end turn into a blinding obsession to complete the task he started with his slain Israeli friend, and to burnish his own tarnished presidency.


Bill Clinton attempted to transform the Middle East by making peace, committing his energies and prestige to an objective that befitted the idealism and optimism that underpins American foreign policy. He sought to convert far-off provinces bound in conflict and mired in tribalism into a land of peace and harmony. In contrast to his successor, George W. Bush, Clinton chose to operate within the traditional bounds of statecraft, preferring the instruments of diplomacy to the weapons of war, as he attempted to drag the region across the threshold of the twenty-first century.


Clinton was hardly oblivious to the ills that afflicted the Middle East: a rogue predator plotting his revenge in Baghdad; revolutionary mullahs in Tehran using terror and violence to spread their Islamist ideology to the rest of the Middle East; Israeli politicians struggling to survive in the harsh world of coalition politics; and corrupt and un-representative Arab regimes that failed to meet the needs of their people and allowed no political space for them to express their disaffection. But Clinton chose to contain and limit the impact of these negative influences rather than confront them, in the belief that a breakthrough to peace would do more than anything else to change them. He did not ignore the American impulse to spread democracy abroad, but he believed that peacemaking would be the catalyst for unleashing the region’s potential for political and economic liberalization.


Clinton had some important successes. The negative influences of Iraq and Iran were neutralized and the security of America’s oil-rich, Gulf Arab clients enhanced. He helped ensure stable successions in Morocco and Jordan and the eventual defeat of Islamic extremists in Algeria. He persuaded Muammar Qadhafi to get out of the terrorism business, laying the groundwork for Libya’s eventual abandonment of its weapons of mass destruction. He brokered a peace treaty between Israel and Jordan, capitalizing on the statesmanship of Yitzhak Rabin and King Hussein. He brought the Israeli-Syrian negotiations to the point where the disposition of barely two hundred meters on the northeastern shore of the Sea of Galilee was all that separated the parties from an agreement. And he took the Oslo Accords, the framework Israeli-Palestinian agreement that had been negotiated behind his back, and diligently translated it into a series of interim accords and parameters for a permanent peace that could have ended the decades-long conflict between Israelis and Palestinians.


It was a wholehearted diplomatic endeavor in which for eight years President Clinton and his peace team invested more time, energy, and prestige than in any other area of American foreign policy. But ultimately it failed.


Instead of peace, Israelis and Palestinians became locked in a bloody conflict, which over the next five years managed to destroy the framework of comity that had taken three decades of dedicated American diplomacy to construct. By the end of President Clinton’s second term, the Middle East had already begun to revert to its violent, tribal, fundamentalist tendencies, a trend that erupted in Gaza and the West Bank but found its most explosive expression in the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001. With Clinton gone, his successor chose to forsake peacemaking for war-making in the belief that it could provide a more effective catalyst for transformation.


This is a story laced with irony. Clinton and his peace team believed they were involved in a noble effort to remake the Middle East in America’s image. However, their best efforts were inadequate to the task and the consequences were the opposite of those intended.


I have recounted this tragedy in three parts. In the first, Clinton uses his diplomatic energies to reach the peak, that moment in September 1995 when it actually seemed as if the valley of peace was opening out before us. To reach that point, Clinton developed a strategy that combined the pursuit of peace with a policy of “dual containment” to deal with the Middle East’s rogue regimes in Iraq and Iran.


The second part details the fate of “dual containment,” that other branch of our strategy, underscoring the symbiotic relationship between developments in the Gulf and the fate of Clinton’s primary strategy of peacemaking in the Arab-Israeli arena. The interconnected nature of the political dynamics in the Middle East that this experience reveals provides an important lesson for future American policy makers. And as the policy of regime change pursued by Clinton’s successor gives way to new ideas for containment of Iraq’s civil strife, and engagement with Iran, Clinton’s experience with both those approaches provides salutary schooling.


The third part of this book chronicles the downward spiral that began with Rabin’s assassination and culminated in Arafat’s rejection of Clinton’s parameters for an Israeli-Palestinian final settlement put forward in the last days of his presidency. How we arrived there, via Shepherdstown, Geneva, and Camp David, is a dramatic story in itself. More important, though, are the lessons to be learned from the bold but ultimately unsuccessful attempt to reach the goal of a comprehensive end to the Arab-Israeli conflict.


 


THE ULTIMATE FAILURE of Clinton’s efforts was a very personal one for me. I could never have imagined when I arrived with my wife, Jill, and my infant daughter, Sarah, in America in 1982—as a visiting professor from Australia on sabbatical at Columbia University—that ten years later I would join the White House staff of a new president and become responsible for helping to craft Clinton’s Middle Eastern strategy as his special assistant in the National Security Council.


Twenty years earlier, as a student at the Hebrew University in Jerusalem, I had been caught up in the 1973 Yom Kippur War. It was a defining moment in my life. As I lay awake listening to BBC radio broadcasts of Henry Kissinger’s efforts to negotiate a ceasefire, I came to understand the pivotal role of the United States as the one party that, through its diplomacy, could help resolve the Arab-Israeli conflict. From that point on, I had become obsessed with the U.S. role in promoting Middle East peace—studying, writing and teaching about it. Suddenly, there I was at the epicenter of that effort.


Even then I could not have imagined that two years later I would become America’s first Jewish ambassador to Israel, dispatched by Clinton and Secretary of State Warren Christopher to work with Rabin on completing the Israeli-Syrian peace deal. Two years after that, Madeleine Albright would appoint me as the first Jewish assistant secretary of state for Near Eastern affairs, responsible for developing and implementing Clinton’s strategy toward the Arab world. And then in July 1999, on his first visit as Israeli prime minister to Washington, Ehud Barak would ask Clinton to send me back to Israel again as ambassador to work with him on the comprehensive end to the Arab-Israeli conflict that they had set as their common objective.


The climb up that mountain seemed so natural and destined that I never thought of looking down to contemplate how easily and how far we could fall. Like Icarus, only after the wax on my wings finally melted could I begin to understand the precariousness of the whole enterprise.


That getting of wisdom should have begun five months after I arrived in Israel, the night Rabin was assassinated. I was in the emergency ward at Ichilov Hospital with Leah Rabin on that fateful night, just as I had been privileged to be with President Clinton for every meeting he had held with the slain Israeli leader. But I convinced myself that Rabin’s decisions had rendered the peace process irreversible. Even the electoral defeat seven months later of Shimon Peres, Rabin’s peace partner, with whom I had worked closely, did little to dent my assumption of inevitability. The subsequent Netanyahu era became the winter of our peace process discontent, as we struggled to negotiate the Hebron and Wye agreements, shore up Saddam’s containment cage, and chase after an illusory engagement with Iran.


But just as spring’s warmth so quickly erases the memories of winter’s chill, so too did Barak’s election rekindle my belief in manifest destiny as I returned to Israel for a second chance to complete the deal. It was only as George W. Bush’s interim ambassador, working with Ariel Sharon, the newly elected Israeli prime minister, did I begin to appreciate the real impact of Rabin’s assassination and the profound implications of our inability to complete the peace deals in Clinton’s last year.


Because I was intimately involved in Clinton’s peacemaking efforts and in his wider strategy for the Middle East, I have felt a keen sense of personal responsibility, not least to understand and explain from an insider’s perspective what went wrong. That journey has been a difficult and humbling one. Along the way, I came to appreciate that good intentions backed by America’s immense influence are on their own inadequate to the complex task of shaping the course of Middle Eastern history. One also needs to imagine the possible consequences beyond the ones we hoped for. Indeed, hope and optimism are critical components of the innocence that is the hallmark of America’s engagement with the Middle East. Why would we bother to try to transform such a troubled region unless we somehow believed we could, and should? But the dark side of that innocence is a naïveté bred of ignorance and arrogance that generate a chronic inability to comprehend the multiple ironies of the Middle East. Bill Clinton tried to make comprehensive peace there and ended up with the intifada instead. George Bush tried to make the Middle East democratic, and look at the result.


Of course, Bush had no intention of following in Clinton’s wake. He was convinced he could achieve better results by setting course in the opposite direction. To make the Middle East over in America’s democratic image, Bush stepped outside the bounds of traditional statecraft and deliberately eschewed time-honored American concerns for stability in a volatile region of vital interest.


Like Clinton, Bush had some important successes along the way, removing Saddam Hussein, one of the most effective practitioners of the Middle East’s violent ways, and pressing Bashar al-Asad, one of the most ineffective, to end Syria’s thirty-year occupation of Lebanon. But the unintended consequences of Bush’s ambitions are already in plain view: the chaos and sectarian warfare in Iraq, the paralysis and rising tension in Lebanon, an Iranian bid for hegemony in the Arab world backed by its defiant pursuit of nuclear enrichment, a Sunni-Shiite divide opening up across the region, and the filling of the political space that George Bush helped open by armed Islamist groups, notably Hezbollah in Lebanon and Hamas in Gaza, both of which reject Israel’s right to exist.


What is it about the United States that its leaders feel obliged to sally forth with such virtuous determination to transform the bazaars and back alleys of the Middle East? And what is it about the Middle East that holds them up, sets them back, and sucks them down into its swamps? My purpose here is to answer those questions, illuminating them with my own experience during the Clinton years.


By dissecting the successes and failures of Clinton’s diplomacy in the Middle East, by examining what happened when American and Middle Eastern cultures, values, and power met on the diplomatic battlefield, my purpose is to provide an understanding of why this region is so resistant to the transformational change that America is so insistent on promoting—an understanding that has practical applications for any future effort.


In one sense, Clinton’s use of traditional statecraft was inadequate to the task of transformation because it meant that he had to work within the existing Middle Eastern order. On the rare occasions when Arab and Israeli leaders chose to break with that order, Clinton’s diplomacy could achieve breakthroughs. But most of the time he had to work with Arab leaders paralyzed by their lack of legitimacy or preoccupied with their own survival rather than the well-being of their people, and elected Israeli leaders constrained by the dictates of fractious coalition politics and a suspicious public. That was the heart of the problem, notwithstanding the missteps of Clinton and his peace team.


In another sense, however, the conclusion George W. Bush reached—that the only way to effect the transformation is through regime change—was more fundamentally mistaken than any of Clinton’s errors. A new Middle Eastern order could not be created merely by the ripple effect of the removal of one of its most egregious leaders. War-making could reshape the strategic context and thereby create opportunities for the United States to attempt the transformation we seem bound to seek. But agile and astute American diplomacy must be used to exploit it, as Bush learned the hard way.


In the process, all hope of resolving the Arab-Israeli conflict through negotiated compromise seemed to evaporate. Years of blood-soaked confrontations between Israelis and Palestinians, while Bush lectured from the sidelines, generated the opposite of the peace process that Rabin had championed and Clinton had relentlessly pursued. Instead of the “separation because of respect” that Rabin foresaw, Israelis and Palestinians are separating out of the very hatred that he sought to expunge.


Future American administrations will have to devote a good deal of their energies to digging out of the crater left by the Bush administration’s dangerous and costly war. However, peacemaking must also be an urgent priority because seven years of neglect have led to such a deterioration that the chances for peace are now receding at a dangerous pace. And pursuing Arab-Israeli peace, as Clinton’s experience demonstrates, can have a broad and positive impact across the region. If taken up effectively by future American presidents peacemaking could do much to reverse the deleterious impact of Bush’s mistakes.


The success of such efforts will depend heavily on the resurrection of U.S. diplomacy. Neglected for much of the last decade, it will be sorely needed in the years ahead. The Iraq experience has demonstrated the limitations of force while severely straining the U.S. military. The U.S. recession and the vast transfer of wealth to oil-producing countries have also reduced America’s economic leverage and left its people wary of new commitments. That leaves diplomacy to bridge the gap between U.S. interests and ambitions and the means available to protect and promote them. Working with allies, building coalitions, resolving conflicts—the stuff of statecraft—will have to take precedence over an arrogant insistence on the American way. In his second term, George W. Bush’s secretary of state, Condoleezza Rice, came to understand this reality, repairing transatlantic relations, rebuilding an Arab-Israeli peace process, and pursuing negotiations with North Korea and Iran on their nuclear programs. Even Bush, after criticizing Clinton’s peacemaking efforts, convened his own Arab-Israeli peace conference at Annapolis, Maryland, in November 2007 to endorse the relaunching of Israeli-Palestinian negotiations.


With the time therefore upon us again for serious diplomatic endeavors in the Middle East, the Clinton administration’s experience will be important in illuminating the way forward. The lessons detailed here point to a strategy that depends less on the use of force and more on backing diplomacy with the threat of force. They point to a course that tempers America’s instinct to spread democracy with its interest in preserving stability. It will need to be a way that is less naïve in its assumptions, more modest in its ambitions, more humble in its approach, and more imaginative in its anticipation of what can go wrong; a way that takes into account the region’s tardy tempo, unsuited to the calendar of American presidential terms; a way that is cognizant of the reactionary undertow that operates beneath the surface; a way more sensitive to the crosscurrents of internecine and sectarian rivalries that reach across the region.


Clinton’s experience also demonstrates that future presidents will not be able to achieve America’s vision of a peaceful Middle East absent leaders with the courage, vision, and statesmanship of an Anwar Sadat, a Menachem Begin, a Hussein bin Talal, or a Yitzhak Rabin. The United States cannot create such statesmen but it can use its immense power to alter the strategic context in which Middle Eastern leaders function and thereby influence their motivations. Should those leaders emerge to take advantage of the moment, future presidents must be ready to grab their outstretched hands and guide them to a safe shore with a firm and steady grip. That is when they will most need America’s help but it is also when the United States will be in the best position to achieve the peace it seeks for those troubled lands.


In deriving the lessons of Clinton’s attempt to use diplomacy to transform the Middle East into a peaceful realm, I was much influenced by Barbara Tuchman’s seminal analysis, The March of Folly. In that book she drew on the concept of “the lantern on the stern” to illuminate the causes of history’s major foreign policy disasters. Sharing my experience of what occurred, I have tried here to use the lantern on the Clinton administration’s stern as a guide to those who will have to deal with the roiling wake generated by the Bush administration’s mistakes.















PART ONE


THE ASCENT





















1


Syria First






On January 23, 2001, Bill Clinton was in his final hours as president. There was one piece of unfinished business he was determined to take care of: it was payback time for Yasser Arafat.


Three months earlier, the two of them had met at an urgent summit hosted by Egypt’s President Hosni Mubarak in Sharm el-Sheikh at his favorite resort hotel, the Marriott Golf. Israeli prime minister Ehud Barak, King Abdullah II of Jordan, U.N. Secretary-General Kofi Annan, and the European Union diplomatic chief, Javier Solana, were there, as well.


Clinton was trying to persuade Arafat and Barak to end the intifada that had erupted two weeks earlier. The escalating violence was destroying Clinton’s chance of achieving a negotiated peace agreement before he left office. As he was preparing for his meeting with Arafat, his advisers had urged him to take a tough line, but he was hesitating. When Clinton sat alone with Arafat, gazing out at tailored greens and fairways framed by the Red Sea and the Sinai Desert, his resolve melted. Arafat, sensing that Clinton’s real priority was the peace deal, made him a solemn promise to conclude the final status agreement with Israel before the president left office. Clinton was buoyant afterward. “He really does want to do the deal,” he told us.


In the final days of his presidency, Clinton had still been waiting for Arafat to make good on his promise. In December 2000, the president had put forward his far-reaching set of parameters on all the final status issues to serve as a basis for an agreement. He was even prepared to spend his last four days in office negotiating the deal. A desperate Barak was waiting for the call to a final summit meeting. Barak’s foreign minister, Shlomo Ben-Ami, was so keen to reach agreement that he had gone beyond his instructions and informed Arafat that he could even have sovereignty over the Jewish Holy of Holies, the Temple Mount in Jerusalem. But at the last moment, Arafat reneged.


Now Clinton wanted to make it clear to the incoming administration just who they would be dealing with. He had already dwelt at length on Arafat’s perfidy while briefing George W. Bush and Dick Cheney that morning. Now he called Colin Powell, the secretary of state–designate, who had earlier served as Clinton’s chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff. When the phone rang, Powell was dressing for a pre-inaugural concert. He was surprised to hear Clinton’s voice. “I just wanted to wish you all the best in your new position,” the president said. Then he launched into a vituperative, expletive-filled tirade against Arafat. Powell understood the real motive for the call. As he would recount it to me, the president warned him, “Don’t you ever trust that son of a bitch. He lied to me and he’ll lie to you.” Arafat had failed his people and destroyed the chances for peace, Clinton emphasized. “Don’t let Arafat sucker punch you like he did me.”


 


THE FIRST TIME I had heard Clinton talk about sucker punching was on August 11, 1992. As the Democratic candidate for president, he was about to have his first meeting with Yitzhak Rabin, the recently elected prime minister of Israel. Clinton knew little of Rabin, but what he did know made him nervous. The hero of Israel’s Six-Day War, Rabin had served as Israel’s ambassador in Washington while Richard Nixon was president. He had developed a close relationship with Henry Kissinger, then Nixon’s national security adviser, and together they had forged a strategic relationship between Israel and the United States. On the eve of the 1972 presidential election, Ambassador Rabin had ignored diplomatic protocol by endorsing Nixon as Israel’s best friend.* Clinton feared Rabin might do something of the sort this time around, too.


Rabin would be coming to the meeting from Kennebunkport, Maine, where President George H. W. Bush had just announced, with much fanfare, the release of a $10 billion loan guarantee for Israel to finance its absorption of immigrants from the former Soviet Union. It was an obvious effort by Bush to repair the damage he had done to his relationship with American Jews by attempting to end Israeli settlement activity through withholding this aid. If Rabin now endorsed Bush, as he had Nixon, it might help change attitudes in the Jewish community, a core base of political and financial support for Clinton.


To prepare Clinton for this meeting with Rabin, his foreign policy advisers met him on the campaign trail at the Doral Country Club in Miami. Anthony “Tony” Lake and Samuel “Sandy” Berger had brought me into the campaign to work on Middle Eastern issues. I was then the director of the Washington Institute for Near East Policy, a think tank I had founded with support from the pro-Israel community eight years earlier.


Clinton was late, as usual, having just delivered a speech to the Southern Legislative Conference’s convention—a group of Democratic state representatives. The candidate surged into the room where we were waiting, excited, red-faced, larger than life. Immediately, he began to recount how he had brought a huge audience to its feet by warning them repeatedly not to be “sucker punched” by George H. W. Bush’s assertion that he was a “crazy, wild-eyed liberal anxious to spring radical ideas on an unsuspecting public.”


Clinton had been pumped up by the encounter. He asked one of his aides to get Hillary on the phone so that he could recount the event to her. With that finished, what he really wanted to do was eat, and play golf. His brothers-in-law, Hugh and Tony Rodham, were waiting for him outside on the driving range. But Sandy Berger, who would become Clinton’s national security adviser in his second term, was determined to prepare him for what could be a critical encounter with Rabin. Sandy put his hand on Clinton’s shoulder and pressed him to sit down and listen.


As Clinton devoured a full plate of food from the buffet, I quickly gave him a thumbnail sketch of the prime minister, explaining that Rabin had won a mandate from the Israeli people to pursue peace and that as a general who had seen too many wars he now intended to end them. Rabin was a strategic thinker, well aware of the profound shifts in the Middle East’s balance of power. The Soviet Union’s collapse had deprived Arab states that still believed in making war on Israel of their superpower patron. The defeat of Saddam Hussein’s army in the Gulf War had punctured the Arab “military option” by destroying the potential for an anti-Israeli eastern front coalition between Syria and Iraq. For the first time, all of Israel’s Arab neighbors were conducting direct negotiations with the Jewish state.


I told Clinton we were witnessing a rare moment in Middle Eastern history when a window of opportunity opens wide. To capitalize on the moment, if he were elected president, he would just need to put his immense influence as the leader of the dominant power in the Middle East behind Rabin as he moved forward. I boldly predicted that if Clinton put his mind to it, he could achieve four Arab-Israeli peace agreements in his first term as president. Clinton, who had been listening intently, stopped his ravenous eating, looked me in the eye, and said, “I want to do that.”


 


AS SIMPLE AS that; at least we thought so at the time. Five weeks after he entered the White House, on March 3, 1993, Clinton convened his first National Security Council (NSC) meeting. Middle Eastern peacemaking was the only item on the agenda.


With the president already preoccupied with domestic issues and overwhelmed by controversy—at the time of this meeting, he was dealing with a political storm over the issue of gays in the military—meetings of the president’s NSC were normally chaired by Tony Lake, his national security adviser, in the underground Situation Room. But on this day the president wanted to signal his commitment to peacemaking by chairing the meeting in the Cabinet Room.


Warren Christopher, the genteel secretary of state, perfectly groomed in his Savile Row suit and Turnbull & Asser tie, sat next to Secretary of Defense Les Aspin, the eccentric intellectual in his rumpled Lieutenant Columbo–style clothes. Tony Lake was seated on the other side of the president. Tony was a low-key, bookish academic whose experience in the Nixon and Carter administrations had rendered him determined to avoid confrontations with the cabinet secretaries. Colin Powell, then the chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, showed up in his uniform greens. He was the only cabinet-level hold-over from the previous administration and was using his considerable charm to establish himself as part of the new team. CIA director James Woolsey brooded at the end of the table. A neoconservative wooed back to the Democratic Party by Clinton, he was constrained by Lake’s insistence that he stick to intelligence assessments rather than opining on policy; that constraint soon led him to resign. Vice President Al Gore was the last to enter the room; the president would come to rely on his judgment when making difficult foreign policy decisions, especially those involving force.


They were a diverse crew who would not work easily together as a team even though they were not divided by the ideological disputes that would dominate discussion in the next Bush administration. In this first meeting they were determined to demonstrate conviviality. Lake discussed baseball with Aspin; the vice president exchanged jokes with Leon Fuerth, his national security adviser; Warren Christopher chatted with Colin Powell.


There I was, too, with my own name tent, sitting opposite the secretary of state and the chairman of the Joint Chiefs—I was the special assistant to the president for Middle Eastern affairs. We all sat in oversize brown leather armchairs around a huge oval mahogany table. As my awestruck eyes wandered around the room, I noticed that each of the chairs had a brass plaque on the back engraved with the name of a current cabinet secretary. The president’s chair stood at the middle of the table, a few inches taller than all the others, with its back to the long wall of French doors that opened out to the Rose Garden, and facing portraits of Abraham Lincoln and Andrew Jackson.


The president arrived late and wasted no time opening the meeting by expressing his satisfaction with his first five weeks in office. On the foreign policy front, Bosnia, Somalia, and Haiti were presenting problems. But in the Middle East the prospects seemed good for quickly resuming peace negotiations. He turned to Christopher to report on the regional tour he had just completed.


On this trip—the first of nineteen Christopher shuttles through the Middle East—the secretary of state had succeeded in brokering an agreement that would bring all the Arabs back to the negotiating table with Israel.* Christopher reported on his discussions with Syrian president Hafez al-Asad, who had made clear that Israel would have to engage in a full withdrawal from the Golan Heights. If it did so, Asad would agree to a “full” peace and the necessary security arrangements. When Christopher relayed this to Rabin, he was encouraged. Rabin approached problems in a cold, analytical manner; realism was his hallmark. In this case, Rabin concluded that Israel should focus on the Syrian track. He explained to Christopher that Asad was a leader who could make decisions and that peace with Syria would be a strategic achievement for Israel, dramatically reducing the danger of war. Rabin would not define the extent of Israeli withdrawal, however, until the Syrians specified the nature of peace and accepted that the agreement would “stand on its own feet” (that is, not be linked to progress on the Israeli-Palestinian track). Rabin then added a coda that, in retrospect, can be seen as an indication of his own calculations: “If the Palestinians see Syria moving it might encourage them.”


Christopher invited Rabin to Washington for an official visit. In accepting, Rabin said that when he met the president he would ask him, Would Israel have to make a full withdrawal from the Golan? If so, what would the United States be prepared to do, especially in the event of Asad’s death? Would the president be prepared to put American troops on the Golan to replace the Israeli army there? He needed to hear the answers from Clinton before he engaged the Syrians.


Christopher concluded his presentation with uncharacteristic forcefulness. There was, he argued to Clinton, a tremendous opportunity to make progress, an unusual moment to achieve Middle Eastern peace, and he was recommending it as a good place for the president to invest his prestige and influence.


Clinton asked Colin Powell for his professional view of what it would take to secure Israel if it withdrew from the Golan. “No military officer would want to give this up,” Powell replied. He then surprised everyone by arguing that the only way Israel could be convinced to withdraw from the Golan Heights would be if the United States were prepared to insert a brigade of American troops—some four thousand GIs—on the Golan. Unlike the Israel-Egypt peace treaty observer force deployed in the Sinai, which contained only one battalion of American troops, he said the Golan deployment would need to be a full-fledged fighting force to signal Syria and the Arab world that if they broke the peace agreement they would have to tangle with the U.S. Army.


“It would be worth it,” the president responded. He expressed confidence that the traditionally pro-Israel U.S. Congress would go along because it meant securing an Israeli-Syrian peace agreement. If Syria were brought into the peace camp, he said, the risk of regional conflict would be reduced significantly, Israel’s northern border with Lebanon would be stabilized, the Palestinian conflict would be more easily managed, and peace with Jordan would be facilitated. Clinton knew that asking Israel to give up the high ground of the Golan Heights to an implacable adversary would involve tangible, life-threatening risks. But the president had made his judgment clear. “We shouldn’t minimize the advantage of concentrating on Syria first,” he said. “If we have a chance to do that we ought to take it while pushing on the other tracks, too.”


 


THE PRESIDENT HAD based his judgment on an assessment of the situation he inherited in the Middle East. The combined effects of the collapse of the Soviet Union, the rout of Saddam Hussein’s forces in the Gulf War, and the elimination of what the U.N. inspectors could find of his weapons of mass destruction capability had made the United States the dominant power in the Middle East. Even though the Gulf War left Saddam in power in Iraq, and even though the Iranian ayatollahs still portrayed us as the “Great Satan,” they were all much weakened in their ability to challenge the United States or counter American influence. The destruction of the Iraqi army and the disappearance of their Soviet patron had left the Arab states with only one recourse: to follow the example of Egypt’s Anwar Sadat and negotiate with Israel under American auspices to try to recover on the diplomatic front what they had failed to gain by conflict. Clinton had inherited from the Bush administration an ongoing negotiation on all tracks and a new Israeli government with a mandate to pursue agreements urgently.


Looking back on this first Cabinet Room discussion, it is remarkable that the Palestinian dimension of the Arab-Israeli negotiations received barely a mention. At the outset of his presidency, the man who would end up hosting Yasser Arafat in the White House more than he hosted any other foreign leader was little interested in the Palestinian cause. This was partly a reflection of the low standing of the Palestinians in Washington at that time. The Palestine Liberation Organization (PLO), which Arafat led, was on the State Department’s terrorism list. U.S. officials were prohibited by law from shaking hands, let alone engaging in negotiations, with any member of the PLO.


The first Palestinian intifada, which raged in the territories from 1987 to 1991, had brought the Palestinian cause into focus, but Yasser Arafat’s decision to side with Saddam after his invasion of Kuwait had done the Palestinians tremendous damage. Among America’s Gulf allies, especially Saudi Arabia, Arafat was viewed as perfidious. Palestinians who had worked in the Gulf for decades were now rendered suspect, too, and were summarily evicted.


So low had Palestinian standing sunk that their Israeli-approved representatives were only allowed to attend the 1991 Madrid Middle East peace conference that launched Arab-Israeli negotiations as part of the Jordanian delegation. In the subsequent negotiations, conducted at the State Department, the negotiators had spent the first six months arguing about whether there could be a separate Palestinian negotiation.*


Once in the room, the Palestinian delegation had refused to begin negotiations until the Israelis committed in advance to freeze settlement activity and include Jerusalem in the agenda. It was clear that the Palestinian negotiators were taking their instructions from Arafat and that, as long as the United States and Israel ignored him, he would block any progress. Yet given his recent behavior and existing law, the United States had no interest in dealing with him, or ability to do so.


This affected Clinton’s perspective. He believed the United States had a strong interest in resolving the Arab-Israeli conflict to stabilize a region of vital concern, strengthen our relations with the Arab world, and fulfill a long-standing commitment to the security of Israel. But on the strategic level, who ruled over whose well in Nablus was a local issue of no great import to the United States, especially compared to the strategic importance of who ruled over whose oil wells in the Persian Gulf. Clinton had no intention of ignoring the Palestinians; he just felt it would be easier to make progress on their issues if he were able to make progress with the Syrians.


No one imagined that Asad would be an easy customer. But as Henry Kissinger had argued after one of his many shuttle trips to Damascus, “You cannot make war in the Middle East without Egypt and you cannot make peace without Syria.” As Asad was fond of reminding his guests, Syria was the “beating heart of pan-Arabism.” It had led the Arab world’s rejection of Sadat’s peace with Israel, isolating Egypt for more than a decade. If the “lion of Damascus,” as Asad was known in the Arab world, were now to lie down with the Israeli “lamb,” then no Arab nationalist would be able to question the legitimacy of making peace with Israel.


Because of Syria’s influence on Lebanon, peace with Israel’s northern neighbor was expected to follow immediately, calming the northern border and removing that source of chronic instability. Jordan could then go ahead and conclude a peace deal with Israel. And the more distant Arab states in North Africa and the Gulf would then be free to normalize their relations with Israel. All this momentum could also help Rabin sell the more politically difficult compromises with the Palestinians to a risk-averse Israeli public.


The dispute between Israel and Syria was strictly related to territory and security. There were no religious issues like Jerusalem to complicate the negotiations.* Nor was there a refugee problem to resolve—those Syrian Druze who had left the Golan could return to their villages (many Druze had stayed, living quietly but uneasily under Israeli occupation). And Syria, of course, was a stable state, unlike the Palestinians, who had no state at all.


Syria was on the U.S. terrorism list because it hosted Palestinian rejectionist groups in Damascus and allowed them to train and operate in Lebanon. But when it came to respecting their treaty obligations, the Syrians were puritans. Asad had scrupulously observed the Golan Heights Separation of Forces Agreement, which Kissinger negotiated in 1974: there had been only one minor violent incident in almost twenty years. On the other hand, the Palestinians in the West Bank and Gaza were under Israeli occupation; they had no effective institutions of their own. Their PLO leadership was in exile in Tunis, still engaged in terrorism against Israel. Moreover, as I said, the law banned U.S. officials from talking to it.


Whereas Israelis viewed the Golan in strictly practical terms of holding the high ground, they had developed an ideological rationale for retaining the Palestinian-inhabited West Bank. For many religious and right-wing nationalists this was the land God gave to the Jews, the land of their forefathers, the promised land. No such biblical injunction attached to Israel’s hold on the Golan.


A peace agreement with Syria required the negotiation of water rights, effective early warning systems, a demilitarized Golan, and other security arrangements. A peace with the Palestinians required taking back what these politically potent Israelis had come to regard as their birthright. While Israeli settlers would have to be evacuated from the Golan under an agreement that ceded control there back to the Syrians, they were mostly pragmatic farmers who voted for the Labor Party—they could be compensated and relocated. The West Bank settlers were led by people passionately committed to resettling the biblical holy land. They would not be bought off easily with compensation.


Moreover, peace with Syria would neutralize the last hostile Arab army on Israel’s borders. The balance of power would then shift decisively toward the peace camp in the Arab world. Iraq and Iran and any other state in the region that remained hostile to U.S. interests would find themselves isolated.


If the strategic benefits to the United States were clear, could we assume that Asad was serious about peacemaking? We knew that he calculated the balance of power like a computer. By the end of the 1980s, he had concluded that his Soviet patron was no longer reliable—the Russians had already refused to supply Syria with advanced weapons systems. After Saddam Hussein, Asad’s archrival, invaded Kuwait in 1990, the Syrian leader had seized the moment to realign with the American-led camp. Once Kuwait had been liberated, Saddam’s army had been destroyed, and the Soviet Union had collapsed, Asad understood that the balance of power had tipped decisively in America’s favor. He could no longer hope to wield the threat of Soviet intervention to deter Israel’s use of its superior military capabilities. His urgent priority was to build a relationship with the United States that would give it an interest in restraining Israel. And the only way to achieve that was by engaging in the peace process with Israel, which is what he did when President George H. W. Bush invited Syria to send a negotiating delegation to the Madrid Peace Conference in October 1991.


The negotiations with Israel under the Madrid auspices had gone nowhere until the advent of the Rabin government, which in October 1992, signaled its willingness to consider a territorial withdrawal from Syrian territory. The Syrian negotiators had responded by proposing a draft declaration of principles for an Israeli-Syrian peace agreement. Although the game still had nine innings and extra ones to run, the Syrians and Israelis were at least in the same ballpark, which was much more than could be said for the Palestinians. And in the Middle East context that gave us reason to believe that an agreement was possible. Given the prevailing circumstances back then, it was a proposition clearly worth testing.


 


ALTHOUGH IT WAS my job to see that the bureaucracy implemented the president’s will, I agreed with his assessment that we should focus on Syria first and was impressed that he would so readily commit American troops to a Golan deployment. While I harbored an idealist’s desire to bring peace to the Middle East, my upbringing in Australia inclined me to approach it with a realist’s mind-set. As a Western outpost in an Asian arena, Australia exists in a strategic environment. Strategic thinkers had heavily influenced my higher education there. I was first drawn to the Middle East through my Jewish identity and connection to Israel. But to this day, it also holds an intellectual fascination, precisely because the interplay of power politics is at its most complex there. Kissinger, Sadat, and Rabin had long been my heroes because of their ability to manipulate those interactions in their efforts to settle the Arab-Israeli conflict. Trying to approach the problem with a similar strategic methodology, “Syria First” became my conviction.


Warren Christopher was also comfortable with this priority. A shy, punctilious lawyer with an iron will, he preferred manipulating the legal language of a draft treaty to massaging the egos of complicated Middle Eastern potentates. So he was happier taking on the Syrians at their own game of legalistic interpretation of U.N. Security Council resolutions than coping with the complaints of powerless Palestinian negotiators. Later he developed such a strong aversion to Arafat’s manipulative manner that he insisted Dennis Ross deal with him on substantive matters.


At the outset of the Clinton administration, Dennis was not a significant player. He had been George H. W. Bush’s foreign policy adviser in his first presidential campaign and Jim Baker’s right-hand man in the second, and was supposedly transitioning out of the government (to take my job at the Washington Institute). Six months later, in a quiet coup, Christopher would appoint him the Special Middle East Coordinator (SMEC) with overall responsibility for the peace process. This was a considerable political feat, testimony to Dennis’s political skills and to the wisdom of Clinton and Christopher in understanding the importance of continuity.* Dennis had been educated at the University of California at Los Angeles in the ways of the Middle East by one of its greatest American experts, Malcolm Kerr.† We had become friends when he worked on the Middle East in the Reagan White House.


Dennis tended to be tactical rather than strategic in his approach. His apprenticeship under Secretary of State James Baker had taught him about the importance of timing and leverage. I would marvel at the way he could always come up with another step in his process-driven game plan. And with simultaneous negotiations with Syria, Lebanon, Jordan, and the Palestinians, this was particularly important, since progress in one negotiation could prompt progress in another. If the Israeli-Syrian negotiation showed promise, Dennis would pursue it but he had no particular preference for it.


In Washington, no policy decision goes uncontested, not even one driven by a presidential decision and supported by the secretary of state. While Dennis was not totally convinced the approach was the right one, two other players in the peace team, Daniel Kurtzer and Aaron Miller, felt that it was clearly the wrong one. Kurtzer, an Orthodox Jew and graduate of Yeshiva University in New York, served initially as the deputy for the negotiations in the State Department’s Near Eastern Bureau. Miller, also Jewish, had worked on the peace process for Dennis under James Baker. He would subsequently become Dennis’s deputy in the SMEC office. Miller and Kurtzer felt keenly that the United States could not hope to resolve the Arab-Israeli conflict unless it treated the “core” Israeli-Palestinian problem first.


Dan would soon leave the peace team in frustration when Dennis was given control. Aaron, however, would push his view for the next eight years. He would eventually be joined in his approach by Robert Malley, also Jewish. The son of a French journalist and intellectual who maintained close relations with the Palestinians, Malley handled the peace process in the NSC during Clinton’s second term.


Partisans on each side of the Arab-Israeli conflict tend to caricature the State Department either as the preserve of “Arabists” who view Israel as a liability and want to pressure it to make concessions to the Arabs, or as controlled by “Zionists” who care only for Israel’s interests and follow the dictates of its leadership. Those who believed the latter, including much of the Arab world, were quick to focus on the fact that all the members of Clinton’s peace team were Jewish; reflecting this point of view, one particularly acerbic Arab journalist labeled us “the five rabbis.” The fact that I had begun my Washington career eleven years earlier working at the American Israel Public Affairs Committee (AIPAC, often referred to as “the Israel Lobby”) only reinforced the image in much of the Arab world and among pro-Arab Americans that Clinton’s policy had been taken over by a Jewish cabal. On the other side of the partisan divide, some pro-Israelis considered our Jewishness a liability since they believed it would lead us to bend over backward to befriend the Arabs in an effort to avoid the charge of dual loyalty.


Behind that stereotyping lay the reality that our Jewish identities generated a deep desire in all of us to make peace since we all believed that Israel’s security depended on ending the conflict with its Arab neighbors and that American interests would be well served by doing so. But we were deeply divided about the best way to achieve that peace. And that division was deepened when Dennis, recognizing we had an image problem, promoted Gamal Helal, the State Department’s Egyptian-American translator, to the position of his senior adviser. Like Aaron and Rob, Gamal also was convinced of the need to focus on the Palestinian issue and developed very close relations with some of them.


 


IN RETROSPECT, THE president’s decision to focus on Syria first, hoping it would lead to a wider rapprochement, proved to be an accurate strategic assessment but it was not sufficiently sensitive to how local politics in the Middle East could affect an approach designed in Washington. The horizons and focus of superpowers and smaller powers are inevitably divergent no matter how much they might have in common. As a distant superpower, the United States has a broader perspective and will tend to have a less intense interest in a particular issue than Middle Eastern players who can be affected in much more direct and significant ways. While Clinton’s approach was Syria-centric, he discovered the regional players were actually preoccupied with the Palestinians.


This turned out to be as true for Israel as it was for the Arabs, for whom the Palestinian cause had been a dominant factor in their politics for decades. As a strategic thinker Rabin agreed with our approach, but as an Israeli politician he could not ignore his public opinion, which in early 1993 strongly believed that reaching an agreement with the Palestinians in the troublesome and seething West Bank and Gaza should be the top priority.


Leading up to the June 1992 elections, Rabin had declared he would never come down from the Golan but that he would solve the problem in the West Bank and Gaza with an agreement that would grant the Palestinians substantial autonomy within nine months of taking office. This was an ambitious and politically dangerous deadline. By the time Clinton entered the White House in January 1993, Rabin had only three months left to fulfill his campaign pledge. When he paid his first visit to the Clinton White House, we were eager to hear how he planned to reconcile these competing approaches.


During official visits to Washington, with the whole world watching, the leaders confer according to a well-structured agenda coordinated in advance by their staffs. However, politics in the Middle East are personal. All the Arab leaders are autocrats, and many of them depend on a cult of personality to enhance their legitimacy. The Israeli prime minister wields immense personal authority, too. They all inhabit a dangerous neighborhood which at times requires them to make life-and-death decisions. They depend heavily on their personal relationships and none more than their friendship with the president of the United States. Thus, given the infrequency of opportunities to meet, the official visits to Washington take on a special importance, particularly in the first year of a new presidency.*


According to well-established protocol, one of the first visitors in a new administration is the Israeli prime minister, a tradition reflecting the special nature of the U.S.-Israel relationship and Israel’s political weight in Washington. He is usually followed over the next few months by the Egyptian president and the monarchs of Jordan and Saudi Arabia.


Clinton’s aides had decided early on that his White House would be austere, a reflection of his determination to distinguish his presidency from what they viewed as the profligate times of the Reagan-Bush years. Rabin, Mubarak, and King Hussein were therefore invited for working visits, rather than state visits with all their pomp, ceremony, and expensive official dinners.


It had become standard practice for the secretary of state to visit each leader in advance to prepare for the meeting with the president. In this case, Christopher and his aides went to see Rabin at the Westin Grand Hotel in downtown Washington, D.C., expecting to discuss Syria. Instead, Rabin wanted to float an idea for invigorating negotiations with the Palestinians. He suggested to Christopher that the United States propose adding Faisal Husseini to the Palestinian negotiating delegation as its official head. Since Husseini had independent legitimacy as the leader of Jerusalem’s Palestinians, Rabin thought this might enable the Palestinian delegation to reject Arafat’s leadership and strike a deal on autonomy before Rabin’s political deadline expired. Rabin insisted the proposal could not come from him because the Likud opposition in Israel would then attack him for making a concession on Jerusalem, the issue of greatest sensitivity to Israelis. Christopher eagerly embraced Rabin’s idea.*


In Rabin’s penchant for analysis, he resembled a scientist, carefully observing the reaction to an experiment. In this case, he was trying to test a hypothesis that he had developed during the first intifada when, as Israel’s defense minister, he had to respond to the stone-wielding shabab (Palestinian youths). Rabin viewed the uprising as a sign that the inhabitants of the Palestinian territories were prepared to take matters into their own hands and not wait for Arafat in Tunis to issue orders. So for the first time, but by no means the last, the Clinton administration took an Israeli idea and turned it into an American proposal to make it more palatable to the Arabs.


Even as Rabin pursued this experiment, he revealed his doubts about the likelihood of its success. This came in an unusual format: a breakfast meeting with the American peace team in which, with a characteristic wave of his right arm, he dismissed the very Palestinian delegation he was hoping to empower. “They don’t make the decisions…. I start to think that Arafat decided to foil the negotiations by all means.”


Sam Lewis, the sage former longtime ambassador to Israel who had become head of Christopher’s Policy Planning Staff, suggested that the obvious solution to this was for Rabin to talk to Yasser Arafat directly. Rabin surprised us by indicating that he had already considered the proposition. The problem, he argued, was that he could only offer Arafat an interim agreement that would empower the “insiders” at his expense. “I can’t meet his requirement for a Palestinian state,” he declared.


It would take only two months for Rabin to find that his ploy to boost the authority of the Palestinian negotiating delegation had failed. Husseini proved too scared to come to Washington for the negotiations, preferring to wait with Arafat in Tunis to hear the delegation’s reports. With his political clock ticking, Rabin would decide instead to test directly whether Arafat would be willing to defer his demand for statehood. Perhaps because he was apparently only thinking about dealing with Arafat at the time he came to Washington, he did not bother to mention it in his meeting with Clinton.


The two leaders instead spoke in grand historical terms about the importance of peace with Syria. Clinton was immediately drawn in by Rabin’s analytical approach. Rabin for his part had been impressed by Clinton’s empathy for Israel and his intense interest in Rabin’s political circumstances. The prime minister explained that the Israeli people had given him a mandate to take risks for peace. Clinton responded, “If you’re going to do that, my role is to help you minimize those risks.” He echoed that in his public remarks. The two men had quickly and easily reached a simple but profound pact.


Clinton, however, needed to know how far Rabin was prepared to go in helping with his Syria-first strategy. He reserved his question for their one-on-one meeting: “Do you believe that it will be possible to achieve a peace agreement with Syria without full Israeli withdrawal from the Golan Heights?” the president asked. Rabin gave an uncomplicated response: “No.”


Rabin argued, however, that his people would only support full withdrawal if they felt Asad was genuinely interested in peace with Israel. So he needed Asad to do something akin to what Sadat did in journeying to Jerusalem to demonstrate his commitment to peace. He also emphasized that the Syrian agreement would have to “stand on its own feet” and not be linked to whatever might happen on the Palestinian track.


The president responded that the United States would be prepared to guarantee the peace agreement by inserting a brigade of American troops on the Golan. Rabin acknowledged the dramatic offer in his backhanded way: “I know it can’t be done without U.S. forces, but I hate the idea.”


Clinton then laid out a hypothetical question to Rabin: “If you have adequate security arrangements as you have in the Sinai—backed up by American forces—if you have a genuine Syrian offer of peace, and if the agreement stands alone, would Israel then be prepared to withdraw fully from the Golan?” “I don’t exclude the possibility,” Rabin said.


From that point in March 1993, Clinton knew that if Asad was ready for peace, Rabin was ready to come down from the Golan Heights. It would prove to be the best-kept secret in Washington, only revealed after Rabin’s assassination. Our Syria-first strategy could now be pursued in earnest.


The two leaders joined their delegations in the Cabinet Room. I asked the president as he walked past me, “How did we do?” He gave me a thumbs-up sign, bit on his lip, and said, “We did well.”
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Dual Containment






Although Bill Clinton had decided to make peacemaking his priority, he knew he could not ignore the other dynamics in the region. The fact that Israel’s Arab neighbors were willing to negotiate peace was linked directly to the liberation of Kuwait and the destruction of Saddam Hussein’s army. But Saddam had not disappeared, and Iran with its aggressive clerical regime was attempting to destabilize the Arab leaders Clinton was depending on. Iraq’s and Iran’s hostility to peacemaking could jeopardize his whole effort. Clinton’s choices were straightforward: he could try to overthrow the Iraqi and Iranian regimes, contain them, or engage with them.


George H. W. Bush’s decision in February 1991 to leave Saddam’s regime in place, even though American troops had cornered the Iraqi army with over 700,000 coalition forces in a position to demand Saddam Hussein’s surrender, would have dramatic consequences for Iraqis and Americans alike. When Bill Clinton assumed office, those troops had already been withdrawn, replaced by Security Council resolutions that mandated comprehensive sanctions and U.N. weapons inspections. These were supposed to constitute a “cage” in which Saddam would be confined until he gave up his weapons of mass destruction. This containment strategy enabled Saddam to regain his equilibrium and consolidate his grip on power, but the sanctions kept his regime weak and preoccupied with internal strife and economic troubles. Meanwhile, the U.N. weapons inspectors were destroying huge arsenals of Iraq’s chemical weapons and discovering large-scale nuclear facilities.


By the end of the George H. W. Bush administration, however, Saddam had started rattling the cage. In December 1992, Iraq began challenging coalition aircraft policing a no-fly zone established south of the 32nd parallel.* Days before Clinton entered office in January 1993, American, British, and French aircraft had launched punishing retaliatory strikes.


Although Clinton publicly supported Bush’s decision to hit Saddam hard, in his first postelection foreign policy interview, with Thomas L. Friedman of the New York Times, the president-elect signaled a willingness to change policy. “If [Saddam] wants a different relationship with the United States and the United Nations,” he said, “all he has to do is change his behavior.” This statement came as a shock to the president’s foreign policy advisers. When we had briefed Clinton during the campaign, he had taken a very hard line.†


Within twenty-four hours, Sandy Berger had flown to Little Rock to talk to the president-elect, after which Clinton stated forcefully at a news conference that he had “no intention of normalizing relations” with Saddam and was “astonished” that such a conclusion could have been drawn from what he had told the New York Times.


Clinton had revealed an ambivalence he would retain about using force to contain Saddam. He certainly appreciated the domestic political advantages of being tough on Saddam but he did not want the early days of his administration to be consumed by a confrontation with Iraq. He had pledged to the American people that he would concentrate on righting the economy at home; abroad, he planned to reshape the post–Cold War order through multilateral cooperation rather than unilateral policing actions.


But there was a deeper source of ambivalence. Clinton believed that no differences were so profound that reasonable people working together could not resolve them. As he noted in the Times interview, if Saddam were “sitting here on the couch, I would further the change in his behavior.” This instinct for dialogue, even with the worst of the world’s leaders, however, was counteracted by his desire to demonstrate his toughness as president. As a man who had not served in the military and who had been accused of dodging the Vietnam draft, he needed to show that he would not shrink from using force when necessary. Clinton feared that America’s adversaries would try to test him early on, much as Khrushchev had tested John F. Kennedy’s resolve by attempting to place nuclear missiles in Cuba.


Through much of his two terms as president, when Saddam challenged Clinton with aggressive moves, he would respond with punitive force. But for most of the time, Clinton was content to keep Saddam contained in the hope that the pressure of sanctions and some covert action would eventually change his behavior or topple his regime.


Clinton had a similar attitude to the clerical revolutionaries in Iran. Their regime had survived defeat in an eight-year war with Iraq and the passing of its supreme leader, Ayatollah Khomeini. Tehran’s unremitting hostility to America as the “Great Satan” rendered engagement an unrealistic option at the beginning of the Clinton administration. Only a handful of romantic dreamers believed that the regime could be overthrown. Containment was our only realistic option. This was particularly the case since the Bush administration had tried a benign approach, offering to reward constructive behavior by indicating to the Iranians that, in the words of President Bush, “goodwill begets goodwill.” But the Iranians had spurned this offer.


Nevertheless, true to the instincts Clinton had revealed in that pre-incumbent New York Times interview, when the opportunity arose to engage leaders of rogue states, Clinton was quick to choose that option. He had already decided on that path in the case of the Syrian dictator. When Rabin embraced Arafat, Clinton would be quick to take on the challenge of reforming that rogue, too. Even Muammar Qadhafi, when he demonstrated in 1998, a desire to forsake terrorism, became a candidate for transformation into a constructive member of the international community. When Iranians elected a reformist president at the beginning of Clinton’s second term, Clinton moved quickly to engage. The notable exception was Saddam Hussein.


 


CLINTON’S IMMEDIATE CHALLENGE was to develop an approach to protecting American interests in the Gulf that would bolster his peacemaking priorities in the Arab-Israeli arena. The traditional U.S. approach pursued over the previous three decades had proved to be a miserable failure. Geostrategic calculations had seemed to require a realist’s deployment of balance of power diplomacy. The Gulf region contained 65 percent of the world’s proven oil reserves. Given their size, populations, and military strength, Iraq and Iran dominated a host of weaker, oil-rich Arab states—Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, Bahrain, the United Arab Emirates, Qatar, and Oman—that were incapable of protecting themselves from these stronger neighbors. The United States had long identified a vital strategic interest in protecting the free flow of oil from these weaker states, which fed the Western and Asian economies. To protect that vital interest, the United States needed to prevent each of the two stronger regional powers from achieving a hegemonic position in the Gulf that would enable it to dictate the policies of the lesser states.


One way to achieve this would have been to base American forces in the weaker states. However, prior to Saddam’s invasion of Kuwait, these Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) states were reluctant to host U.S. forces.* So successive administrations had relied on the more moderate regional power to counterbalance the more radical one and in that way protect the weaker states.


In the days of Shah Reza Pahlavi, this maxim translated into depending on Iran’s power to balance Iraq’s. The Shah may have been a corrupt and autocratic ruler to his people, but he was one of the “twin pillars” on which the United States based its strategic position in the region (oil-rich Saudi Arabia was the other one). Given Iran’s military capabilities (enhanced by lucrative sales of American weapons systems), and its good relations with moderate Arab regimes across the Gulf, the United States was able to depend on Iran to maintain stability through the first half of the 1970s without much difficulty.


However, Washington became so committed to the Shah that it lost sight of his shortcomings, misjudged the growing discontent among his people, and remained oblivious to the potent alliance building between a radicalized Shiite clergy and the bazaar merchants who had the capability to finance the revolution. The Carter administration recognized the problem too late. Once the Shah was swept away in January 1979, it was inevitable that the revolution would turn on the United States, his best friend. The anti-Americanism of the Iranian revolution manifested itself both in the taking of American hostages and in efforts to export the Shiite Islamic revolution to Sunni Arab states across the Gulf that were aligned with the United States.


The Khomeini regime, however, chose Iraq as the prime target for spreading its Islamic revolution.* Saddam, meanwhile, saw in the turmoil left by the Iranian revolution an opportunity to extend his influence to Iran while projecting himself as the protector of the lesser Arab states. There was little to restrain the war dynamic that these competing expansionist ambitions generated.


The Iran-Iraq War broke out in September 1980 and lasted for eight years. The Reagan administration’s realists calculated that war between the two regional powers would keep them preoccupied and debilitate their military power, leaving both little time or energy to prey on their weaker neighbors. But this balance of power approach required the United States to back the losing side to ensure that neither emerged victorious. Accordingly, the Reagan administration “tilted” to Iraq when the Iranians succeeded in repulsing Saddam’s invasion and laid siege to Basra, Iraq’s second-largest city. Despite the fact that Baghdad was a Soviet ally, Reagan simply removed Iraq from the State Department’s terrorism list in order to provide Saddam with critical intelligence data. By the end of the war, this intelligence relationship had blossomed into a full-fledged liaison arrangement. Washington also provided Saddam with access to U.S. “dual use” technology and billions of dollars of credit to purchase American agricultural products so he could spend his oil revenues on arms from the United States and its allies.


The Reagan administration was even prepared to overlook an Iraqi attack on an American frigate that killed thirty-seven sailors, and Saddam’s use of chemical weapons against the Kurds in northern Iraq, which killed some two hundred thousand of them and led to the forcible resettlement of 1.5 million others. The Reagan administration also found itself steadily dragged into a combatant role as its protection of Kuwaiti oil tankers led to clashes with the Iranian navy.


With American backing, Iraq eventually prevailed over Iran, devastating its army, destroying much of its heavy equipment, and killing more than 300,000 of its soldiers. Saddam emerged with the largest army in the Middle East: 1.2 million soldiers equipped with ballistic missiles and weapons of mass destruction.


A balance of power strategy would now have required the United States to tilt back toward Iran. Yet to turn American policy around would have necessitated engaging with an Iranian regime that remained deeply antagonistic and abandoning an Iraqi regime that was selling the United States discounted oil, cooperating with our Arab allies, supposedly toning down its hostility to Israel, and using U.S. government supplied credits to purchase American agricultural goods. Instead, the “realists” in George H. W. Bush’s administration, which included Richard Cheney (then secretary of defense), decided in 1989 to try to moderate Iraqi behavior through the provision of additional agricultural credits. Even when it was revealed that Iraq had used these credits illegally to purchase weapons and proscribed technology, Washington still extended Baghdad another $1 billion worth. The Bush administration overlooked these and other Iraqi transgressions in the belief that Saddam was at heart a pragmatist who could be tamed.


Easier said than done. It didn’t take long for the supposed protector of the Gulf Arab states to turn on them, consuming Kuwait in August 1990 like a snake in one quick gulp. This presented a far greater threat to American strategic interests in the free flow of oil than revolutionary Iran had ever posed. To right the balance, Bush had to dispatch 500,000 troops to liberate Kuwait and destroy much of Saddam’s army. But then, as noted earlier, Bush made another strategic miscalculation. Because he feared the consequences of occupying an Arab capital, he left Saddam in place, in the assumption that the Iraqi people would get rid of him without American help. Inexplicably, Saddam was allowed to use his army helicopters to help suppress a Shiite uprising in southern Iraq after Bush had called on the Iraqi people to rise up against the dictator. Saddam’s loyalists slaughtered some sixty thousand Iraqi Shiites while American forces looked on. From there, Saddam’s surviving Republican Guard divisions moved north against the Iraqi Kurds, killing some twenty thousand of them and forcing some 2 million to flee to the border with Turkey.


Little wonder, then, that by the time President Clinton took office, the idea of playing one regional power off against the other to maintain a stable equilibrium in the Gulf was no longer credible. But it was also no longer necessary: the Iran-Iraq War had seriously weakened Iran; the Gulf War had all but destroyed Iraq’s army; and the collapse of the Soviet Union had left the United States as the dominant superpower in the Middle East. Clinton no longer needed to play a balance of power game.


 


CLINTON TASKED TONY Lake with developing a new strategy. In the interagency discussions that I chaired on his behalf, I was surprised to find that these experiences had traumatized the bureaucracy in Washington. Disliking open-ended commitments that dissipated budgets and wore out standing forces, the Joint Chiefs proposed that Clinton engage in a dialogue with Saddam if he demonstrated some signs of good faith. Conversely, the civilian side of the Pentagon, under Secretary of Defense Les Aspin, favored an approach in which the United States would ratchet up the pressure on Saddam each time he challenged us, and deploy force to ensure that he was worse off both militarily and politically.


The CIA was comfortable with this harder-line approach. After the Gulf War, President Bush had authorized them to conduct a covert campaign to overthrow Saddam. But they had no confidence that he would be toppled anytime soon. They had seen how ruthlessly effective he had been in reestablishing his control and they had a realistic view of their own capability to get rid of him. They sought as much pressure as possible from sanctions and the use of force to complement their coup-making efforts. As their Middle East chief explained it to me, it was like bending a pencil by putting pressure on both ends—you could not predict exactly when it would snap, but at some point you could be certain it would.


The State Department was still living under the shadow of the perception that April Glaspie, the U.S. ambassador in Iraq before the war had failed to stand up to Saddam, and State’s Near Eastern bureau, represented by Mark Parris, its principal deputy assistant secretary, wanted to show toughness.* He preferred to pursue regime change, but the more the United States emphasized regime change, Parris argued, the less support we could hope to garner from the international community, since many governments were wary of endorsing America’s impulse to change regimes not to its liking—they feared that the principle might one day be applied to them.


Moreover, if the intention was to contain Saddam, Parris pointed out that the U.N. resolutions were a flawed instrument for doing so, since they specified that the sanctions would be lifted when he complied with their requirements. Mark therefore proposed that we deemphasize the intention to overthrow Saddam, leaving that to the CIA’s covert program. Instead, at the United Nations we would seek to raise the barrier for compliance as high as possible, invoking the resolutions’ requirement that Saddam end the repression of the Iraqi people. There was no way he was going to do that.


In the course of the strategic review, State’s Iraq experts voiced real concern about the possible fragmentation of Iraq, a view shared by the other agencies. If the Iraqi people managed to overthrow the central authority, Shiites and Kurds could well take their revenge on their Sunni oppressors. Then the Iranians might intervene, raising the specter again of Iranian-Shiite dominance in southern Iraq, which would threaten Kuwait and Saudi Arabia. In other words, the same argument that had been used to justify backing Saddam during the Iran-Iraq War and to allow him to suppress Iraq’s Shia after the Gulf War, was invoked again to oppose backing any uprising by the Iraqi people. When it came to choosing between supporting the human rights of the Iraqi people and preventing the spread of Iranian influence to the Arab side of the Gulf, U.S. policy makers opted repeatedly for the latter, honoring a tradition of favoring stability over freedom. George W. Bush chose later to upend that practice, only to return to it at the end of his administration; Clinton would adhere to it from the beginning of his. Today, after Saddam’s toppling and the spread of Iranian influence to Iraq during the ensuing chaos and bloodshed, one can better understand Clinton’s caution.


The options that emerged from this interagency discussion were clear-cut: engage Saddam; try to overthrow him through a coup; or contain him through sanctions and the occasional resort to force. At the NSC staff level, we favored this latter approach, dubbing it “aggressive containment.” We accepted the CIA’s assessment that if we pressed Saddam’s regime hard enough, it would eventually collapse.


The policy-making process required the NSC principals—Lake, Aspin, Christopher, Powell, Fuerth, and Woolsey—to review the options and agree on a policy to recommend to the president. There was little contention in their meetings in February 1993.


The principals first decided to recommend that Clinton reauthorize the “findings” that President Bush had signed directing the CIA to seek the overthrow of Saddam Hussein. The Agency wanted to promote an officer-led coup that would avoid all the problems involved in sparking an insurrection. Tony Lake, the national security adviser, was concerned that the CIA not involve the Clinton administration in a “Bay of Pigs” operation, in which the president would be forced to choose between intervening militarily once the coup plotters found themselves in difficulty, or abandoning them to their fate at the hands of Saddam. Any requests for military support, Lake insisted, would have to be brought to the White House before any commitments were made.


The principals then addressed the overt policy options. Colin Powell, chairman of the Joint Chiefs, in a harbinger of the position he would adopt as secretary of state in the second Bush administration, described Saddam as “a toothache” that we could live with. The other principals dwelled on the dangers of Iraqi disintegration. They had already begun to grapple with the problems in Bosnia generated by the disintegration of Yugoslavia and were loath to contemplate the same issues of intervention if Iraq started coming apart at the seams. So they settled for the middle way: a covert coup effort and an overt policy of “aggressive containment.” In its public posture, the Clinton administration would clothe its policy in international legitimacy by demanding Saddam’s full compliance with all U.N. Security Council resolutions.


Consistent with this policy, the principals also decided to provide political support for the Iraqi National Congress, an opposition group led by Ahmed Chalabi, and to launch an effort to bring Saddam to justice through an Iraqi War Crimes Tribunal. The no-fly zones in northern and southern Iraq would be maintained to provide a modicum of protection to the Kurds and Shia respectively. Clinton would also continue assistance to the Kurds to enable them to survive (and eventually prosper) in the now autonomous regions of northern Iraq.


The policy of containment of the Soviet Union, first articulated by George Kennan, was based on the idea that the Soviet system was rotten to the core and would collapse of its own weight if the United States could only keep the pressure on it. Containment of Iraq was based on a similar calculation. But the Clinton administration’s critical assumption was that the combination of sanctions and covert operations would force the collapse of Saddam’s regime in five years, not the five decades that it took for the Soviet Union to collapse. And that would prove to be a fatally flawed judgment about the Iraqi dictator’s staying power.


 


THE POLICY OPTIONS toward Iran were more limited. In the interagency discussions, a consensus quickly emerged that Iran was the archetype of a hostile, rogue regime—the most important state sponsor of militant Islamic terrorism. The evidence was clear: active subversion of pro-American governments across the Arab world; assassination of Iranian dissidents abroad; and the surveillance of Americans, presumably for similar treatment. Ayatollah Khomeini had issued a fatwa which commanded the faithful to kill Salman Rushdie, the Indian Muslim whose sin was writing a novel about Islam that the mullahs considered blasphemous. Iran’s treatment of women and religious minorities was egregious. In breach of its obligations as a signatory to the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty, it was attempting to develop nuclear weapons and missile delivery systems and was expected to succeed by the end of the decade. It was also engaged in a conventional military buildup intended to make Iran the dominant regional power in the Gulf. And it was directly involved in sponsoring terrorist actions by Hezbollah and Palestine Islamic Jihad designed to subvert the Arab-Israeli peace process.


Overthrow was not a serious option. The revolution had succeeded in conferring on the clerical regime a legitimacy that nobody in Iran seemed willing or able to challenge. There was no organized opposition and the regime maintained the formidable Revolutionary Guards to suppress all protest. The United States no longer had any intelligence assets in the country, so there was no covert option to consider. Yet the Clinton administration needed to develop an effective method for persuading Iran to modify its bad behavior, including its subversion of the Middle East peace process.


Our interagency review considered three options: positive incentives, sanctions and isolation, or military action. The first suggestion was immediately eliminated—the consensus view was that the regime had too strong an animus toward the United States. Military action, however, would bring retaliation—Iran could disrupt the flow of oil from the Gulf and might authorize terrorist attacks on American targets. The Iranians had established a formidable international terrorist network using the combined capabilities of their intelligence services, the Iranian Revolutionary Guard Corps, and the international branch of Hezbollah.* The risks seemed too great and the benefits too uncertain.


Sanctions and isolation seemed the only logical way forward. However, unlike Saddam, the Iranian clerics had been careful to conceal their seditious activities across the Middle East. Consequently, U.N. sanctions were not available at the time as a lever to influence the regime’s behavior. That would only come thirteen years later when evidence was found to declare Iran in breach of its obligations under the Non-Proliferation Treaty. And even then it proved difficult to forge a consensus among the Security Council’s permanent members on a minimal set of punitive sanctions.


Clinton’s advisers therefore decided that he should maintain the unilateral American sanctions that had already been imposed on Iran for its sponsorship of terrorism and work energetically to persuade our allies to avoid commercial dealings with Iran as long as it threatened our common interests. We would block loans to Iran by international organizations. We would press Russia, China, and our European allies to cease cooperating with Iran in nuclear energy and ballistic missile development. And we would attempt to curtail Iran’s efforts to purchase conventional weapons that would tip the regional balance in its favor or threaten American forces deployed in the Gulf.


We recognized in adopting this approach that Iran’s intentions were more threatening than its capabilities. Its economy was suffering from 20 to 30 percent inflation and 30 percent unemployment. It was some $5 billion in arrears on its short-term international debt repayments. It was in real need of American technology to maintain its existing oil fields or develop new ones. And, as far as could be established, it was still at least five years from attaining a medium-range ballistic missile capability and eight to ten years from developing a nuclear device.


However, unlike the containment of Iraq, which depended on U.N. sanctions, the containment of Iran depended on the Clinton administration’s ability to convince America’s allies in Europe and Japan not to do business there. Since Iran was pursuing policies that were inimical to Western interests, not just American concerns, we felt we had at least as much chance of persuading our allies of the correctness of our approach as Iran had of splitting them off from us by offering lucrative contracts.


Dubbed “active containment,” our policy also envisaged that, over time, elements in the regime would begin to argue that Iran’s international isolation was too much of a burden. To try to speed that day, Clinton would offer to enter into an official dialogue with the government of Iran, an offer that was in itself designed to signal that he did not seek to overthrow the regime and that, if it were willing to moderate specific objectionable policies, he would be prepared to reciprocate by moderating U.S. sanctions.


Although President Clinton was briefed on the conclusions reached by the policy review process, he did not participate in any of these policy discussions. He did sign the covert action findings aimed at overthrowing Saddam and approved the National Security Decision Directives establishing the new policies toward Iraq and Iran, but I only became confident that he felt comfortable with the overall approach when, in a White House meeting in April 1993 with President Mubarak, he argued that we had to contain both Iraq and Iran.


 


POLICY PRONOUNCEMENTS ARE normally the preserve of the president or secretary of state; sometimes the national security adviser will do it; occasionally, their deputies will fill in for them. But it is rare for a lesser official to announce a new policy. Bruce Riedel, then my deputy for Gulf issues at the NSC, and I had written a speech outlining Clinton’s new Middle Eastern strategy for Tony Lake to deliver to the annual symposium of the Washington Institute for Near East Policy, the Middle East think tank that I had helped establish. But as the appointed day came around, neither Lake nor Sandy Berger, his deputy, was available to deliver the speech. So the task fell to me.


A few days before, I had been talking to Elaine Sciolino, then chief diplomatic correspondent for the New York Times, and explained our policy of “aggressive containment” of Saddam and “active containment” of Iran. She suggested that it sounded like a policy of “parallel containment.” The thought stayed with me and emerged in my speech as “dual containment.” The speech, which was cleared by the State Department and the Pentagon, received little immediate attention, since the press assumed that if it were a major policy address, somebody more senior would have delivered it. But soon both the New York Times and the Washington Post reported that the Clinton administration had adopted a new policy of “dual containment” of Iraq and Iran; inadvertently, I had managed to brand Clinton’s policy. Baghdad and Tehran promptly denounced it, and embassies sought briefings on it. Within a month, it seemed all of the Middle East was debating “dual containment.” I had managed to combine critics who wanted Clinton to engage with Iran with those who wanted him to overthrow the regime in Iraq. “Dual containment” was denounced as a failure even before it had taken effect.


Not surprisingly, the Iraqi and Iranian regimes did not appreciate their new designations as rogues subject to American policies of isolation and containment. Iraq’s foreign minister, in a letter to the U.N. secretary-general that was subsequently debated in the Security Council, denounced me as a Zionist who had taken control of U.S. foreign policy. The Iranian ayatollahs chose a more threatening route to express their displeasure.


As I outlined in the speech, the Clinton administration viewed the Middle East as finely balanced between two alternative futures: “one in which extremists, cloaked in religious or nationalist garb would hold sway across the region,” and the other future “in which Israel, its Arab neighbors and the Palestinians would achieve an historic reconciliation.”


Bill Clinton, I explained, had concluded that both the Iraqi and Iranian regimes were hostile to American interests in the region but with the United States now dominant in the Middle East he had rejected the bankrupt notion of relying on either one to balance the other. Instead, his administration would seek Iraq’s full compliance with all the relevant Security Council resolutions and use pressure to modify Iran’s hostility. I made clear that Clinton had no interest in reconciliation with Saddam; on the contrary, the administration would seek his indictment as a war criminal to demonstrate unequivocally that “the current regime in Iraq is…irredeemable.” That word was deliberately deployed to end speculation that the president, despite subsequent denials, had signaled his real intentions toward Saddam when he had spoken to Thomas Friedman about a possible reconciliation.




Containing Iran, the speech noted, would be a more difficult undertaking. I laid out the program the principals had agreed on, emphasizing that “the Clinton administration was not opposed to Islamic government in Iran,” only specific aspects of the regime’s behavior. While Clinton would boycott the Iraqi regime, he was ready for an official dialogue with Iran. Although the speech emphasized the different approaches to Iraq and Iran, my use of the words dual containment created the false impression that we would deal with both rogue regimes in the same way.


What should at least have been clear from the explication of Clinton’s policy was that dual containment was one branch of a broader strategy designed to generate a dramatic shift in the regional balance of power that we hoped would result from the achievement of a comprehensive Arab-Israeli peace. If Clinton succeeded in that primary objective, containment of Iraq and Iran would be rendered much more effective. An Israeli-Syrian peace would drive a wedge between Syria and Iran. Moreover, Iran’s Hezbollah proxy in Lebanon would be neutralized by Syria’s agreement to disarm it as a necessary requirement of the peace deal. Iraq would also find itself without regional friends if we could succeed in moving the Arab world toward peace with Israel.


In short, I argued, we hoped to take advantage of a symbiotic relationship between peacemaking and dual containment. The more we succeeded in brokering a comprehensive Arab-Israeli peace, the more isolated Iraq and Iran would become; the more effective we were in containing the destabilizing activities of these two rogue regimes, the easier it would be for Israel’s Arab neighbors to make peace with the Jewish state. It was a neat and logical design.


What we failed to foresee was that a reverse symbiosis could also take hold. If Clinton failed at peacemaking, the rogue states would become less isolated and contained, and if he failed at dual containment, peacemaking would become that much more difficult.
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“That’s What Kings Do”






Dennis Ross and I were beginning to wonder why the motorcade wasn’t moving. We had alighted from the secretary of state’s Boeing 707, the same plane that, three decades earlier, had ferried President Kennedy’s body back from Dallas to Washington. In December 1993, it had just brought Christopher and his peace team to Rabat, Morocco. We had dutifully followed the secretary of state down the obligatory red carpet, past the white-uniformed Moroccan honor guard, into the VIP lounge. We were now waiting in a lightly armored Chevy sedan, two cars behind the heavily armored black Cadillac holding Christopher and Marc Ginsberg, the U.S. ambassador to Morocco. As we sat there, the secretary’s security detail became increasingly nervous. After fifteen minutes, the word was finally passed along on their communications net: “The man is not in his house.” It seemed the king was not at the palace to receive the secretary of state.


Earlier that evening, as we departed Cairo, the State Department’s advance staff had called the plane from Rabat to inform us that His Majesty had invited the secretary of state and his delegation to dine with him at the palace. I was salivating at the prospect of an exquisite Moroccan meal prepared by the royal kitchen. Christopher, a gourmet, should have been salivating, too. But he had developed an aversion to eating in the Arab world. His Middle Eastern trips were structured where possible to avoid staying overnight in any Arab capital. When that proved impossible, Christopher’s secretary, Liz Lineberry, would bring canned soup from the plane and heat it for him in his hotel suite kitchenette. Instead, he made Jerusalem his base camp. He particularly savored meals at the Israeli prime minister’s residence, where he would wax lyrical about Leah Rabin’s home-style cooking. At one such dinner, Christopher made a toast to “Leah’s beans,” leading Shimon Peres, the foreign minister at the time, to respond: “Mr. Secretary, we have been praised for many things, but never our fine Israeli cuisine.”


Moroccan cuisine was a different story. When Christopher heard the king’s invitation, he immediately declined and despite our efforts to tempt him, he was immovable. Back-to-back meetings and jet lag had taken their toll. Already exhausted, Christopher had no interest in sitting through a laborious meal with another Arab potentate. This was bound to cause the king offense. The airport wait was just the first indication of the consequences.


 


MOROCCO IS AT the western extremity of the Arab world. Its diplomatic relations with the United States date back to 1786, when the Treaty of Marrakech was signed. It is a country known for a unique mix of African and Arab cultures that has produced a fine aesthetic sense manifested both in its decorative arts and cuisine.


King Hassan II had played a unique role in the peace process, hosting secret talks between Egyptian and Israeli envoys that paved the way for Sadat’s historic visit to Jerusalem in 1977. After the signing of the Oslo Accords, he had invited Yitzhak Rabin to stop in Rabat on his way back from Washington for the first official visit by an Israeli prime minister. The king also maintained a special relationship with the 600,000-strong Moroccan Jewish community, most of whom now lived in Israel.


A visit to Morocco for a secretary of state whose mission was peacemaking was mandatory. But Christopher was always reluctant to add another Middle Eastern capital to his itinerary, and since Cairo, Jerusalem, Amman, and Damascus were compulsory stops and Riyadh next in line, Morocco usually got short shrift. This visit was to check the box.


After a half-hour, the motorcade eventually departed at a snail’s pace, while we awaited word that the king was ready to receive the secretary of state. At the palace we were ushered into His Majesty’s presence past courtiers wearing pointy bright yellow slippers and burgundy fezzes. Some of their heads were covered with hoods that were attached to the white cotton capes they draped on their shoulders, making them look like Moroccan-style Klansmen. The king, a slender, diminutive figure, received us in black velvet smoking jacket and matching slippers embroidered with gold monograms of the royal crest—hardly the appropriate protocol for such an official occasion. He gestured to the secretary to sit on his right at the head of a long boardroom table; he then sat down on an office version of his throne, an aqua leather desk chair with a gold-embossed crest, and lit a cigarette.


The American delegation took its seat on one side of the table and the king signaled to one of his assistants, who opened the heavy mahogany double doors to let in the king’s delegation. First came his two adolescent sons, Crown Prince Mohamed and Prince Moulay. They were followed by the strangest assortment of advisers: a one-eyed general who had apparently left his eye patch at home; a foreign minister with one side of his face and torso rendered inactive by a stroke; an interior minister who was suffering a bad hair day and looked more like David Ben-Gurion than the much-feared suppressor of Moroccan dissent; and last in line, as his status required, André Azoulay, the king’s Jewish adviser, elegantly outfitted in a French suit. One by one they literally groveled in front of the king, kissing his hand as he pushed them away with a dismissive gesture.


This did not improve Christopher’s mood. He wasted no time on pleasantries. In order to justify his visit to Morocco at the end of a grueling trip that had taken him to six Middle Eastern capitals in seven days we had negotiated an understanding in advance with the Moroccans that would enable him to point to some concrete achievements from his visit—Washington bureaucrats call them “deliverables.” By the time of the visit, Arafat and Rabin had already shaken hands on the White House lawn and the peace process was moving ahead. So it was agreed that Christopher would announce after his meeting with the king that Morocco was willing to establish direct flights between Tel Aviv and Casablanca and direct telephone and mail links with Israel. These were modest achievements but they signaled the thawing of relations between Israel and the broader Arab world following the signing of the Oslo Accords with the Palestinians.


Christopher told the king he was glad to be in Morocco and pleased to have the opportunity to announce the beginning of normalization of relations with Israel. The king gave him a sour look and then blew smoke from his expensive, hand-tailored cigarette across the table in Christopher’s direction. Speaking in French though he knew English quite well, he embarked on a laborious discourse on the inappropriateness of an American official announcing in Rabat decisions that Moroccans were perfectly capable of announcing themselves. No meal, no announcement. As simple as that.


As we walked Christopher to his limousine in the palace parking lot, Dennis Ross and I apologized to him, explaining that the king’s advisers had assured us that he wanted the secretary of state to announce and embrace Morocco’s contribution to the peace process. The king had obviously changed his mind. The secretary of state just smiled, shrugged and said, “That’s what kings do.”


 


CHRISTOPHER’S SANGFROID IN the face of King Hassan’s backtracking disguised a deeper disdain for the rulers of the Arab world. He was a quiet, mild-mannered gentleman, always impeccably attired, his salt-and-pepper hair carefully groomed. Christopher was a democrat of deep conviction. As a child growing up in the tiny town of Scranton, North Dakota, during the Depression, he had been exposed to human suffering, which had bred in him stoicism in the face of adversity and an antipathy toward ostentatious wealth. He had little time for despots and less respect for royalty. Neither his personality nor his predilections suited him well to the task of dealing with Arab leaders whose customs were impediments to the efficient conduct of American-style business.


Hospitality is at the heart of Arab culture. Every meeting begins with the ritual serving of coffee or tea. In Saudi Arabia and Jordan, tribesmen, their chests crossed with bulleted bandoliers, pour cardamom coffee from elaborate brass pots into small china cups. In Oman, the sultan accompanies it with a bowl of sticky, sweet jelly that the guest is required to scoop out with his fingers. In Algeria, guests are invited to partake of a meshwe in which they stand in front of a whole roasted lamb and pick at it with their fingers.


Things move more slowly in the Arab world. We would joke that bukra means mañana in Arabic, only with less urgency. Work hours are much shorter than in the West, leaving plenty of time for coffee, water pipes, and backgammon in the local cafes. And Arab leaders tend to have all the time in the world for meetings with important visitors.


Christopher, by contrast, approached meetings like a lawyer with too many clients. They were to last only for the time allotted and when it came close to that moment Chris would invariably look at his watch and start to wind up the conversation. This was particularly disconcerting to President Asad, who enjoyed taking circumlocutory excursions into history to make his point. Meetings with Asad usually lasted between three and five hours. Jim Baker called the combination of marathon meetings with rounds of coffee, tea, and lemonade “bladder diplomacy.” Christopher wanted none of it. He also struggled in Saudi Arabia, where meetings not only were scheduled for double the usual time because translation back and forth from Arabic was necessary, but also rarely took place before midnight because the Saudi leaders worked at night and slept during the day. It was a deeply ingrained Bedouin habit from the pre-air-conditioning days in the desert kingdom. The effect was to disrupt Christopher’s carefully protected timetable for sleep.


Bill Clinton, by contrast, was a perfect match for his Arab hosts. He craved personal contact. He enjoyed schmoozing for hours, if only his staff would let him. He rarely would go to sleep before 3 A.M. Where Christopher approached a problem with a lawyer’s precision, Clinton approached it with all the nuance of a master politician. He was at home in the land of the veils, where things were never quite what they seemed, where a yes meant maybe and a maybe meant no and a straight answer was considered impolite. And of course, he loved food, of practically any description.


During his presidency, Clinton made four trips to the Middle East, more than any other American president—a reflection of his deep commitment to the transformation he was trying to effect there. But the president simply could not conduct the kind of shuttle diplomacy that the region had come to expect since Henry Kissinger first introduced it in 1973. Middle Eastern diplomacy was properly the responsibility of the secretary of state, and Christopher did not shrink from it. But the nature of his engagement with Arab leaders serves as a metaphor for the interaction between the United States and the Arab world.


The Arab environment is far harsher than the American land of opportunity. Before the oil boom of the 1970s filled the coffers of the Gulf Arabs with riches beyond the dreams of avarice, they eked out their lives in a harsh, desert environment, where a squabble over a well could become a tribal blood feud. Meanwhile, in the great capitals of the Arab world—Cairo, Damascus, and Baghdad—the people were ruled by a procession of autocrats, from pharaohs in ancient times, to Ottoman caliphs, to Arab kings appointed by British and French colonial offices, to military officers who took power by force. All of them maintained control through a patronage network that encouraged fealty, and a mukhabarat (intelligence) service that imposed it. Whether they were Bedouins from the desert or cosmopolitan Arabs from these large metropolises, their societies were deeply traditional and atavistic. Thus dignity, honor, respect, tribal loyalty, and revenge tended to be the values that dominated relations between people and between states, in contrast to the American values of freedom, equality, democracy, and the rule of law.


U.S. foreign policy, when it seeks to intervene in the affairs of other states and regions, is often inspired by an idealism that leads Americans to want to extend the bounteous beneficence they have experienced in their own lives to other people. But in the Middle East this do-good impulse is greeted with a cynicism that is the product of the Arab experience in competing for scarce resources in societies where opportunity is determined by tribal or family connections rather than on merit.


American good fortune has also bred a “can-do,” problem-solving attitude to complex challenges. The prevailing assumption among Americans is that every problem has a solution. Among Arabs—and increasingly among Israelis, too—the prevailing assumption is that most Middle Eastern problems are too complex to lend themselves to ready, man-made solutions. And since authoritarian leaders who are detached from their people have always made the decisions, the average citizen tends to accept his or her fate rather than try to change it.


Americans know something of the history of the Middle East but they lack awareness of these disparities in culture and the complexities of local politics. We tend to approach the people there with an innocence and ignorance that can often be mistaken for arrogance and insensitivity. We know that they are not like us, but we imagine that they would want to be if they only had the chance. Christopher was an accomplished lawyer and experienced diplomat who had traveled the world. Clinton was a voracious reader of history and perhaps the most intelligent person to have inhabited the Oval Office. But how could they know or understand the intersecting influences of Arab culture, politics, and experience that determine the attitudes of one Arab leader to another and all of them toward the American superpower?


As Clinton and his peace team were exposed more to the ways of the Middle East, we became better at understanding the importance of pride, dignity, and the impact of local rivalries. On occasion we were even able to exploit these to our advantage. Still, time and again we would fail to anticipate the impact of our words or actions on the parochial concerns and calculations of the region’s leaders. The innocence that is a hallmark of America’s encounter with the Middle East would characterize Clinton’s approach, too, notwithstanding the careful strategic calculations on which it was based. It was at heart a contest between American naïveté and Middle Eastern cynicism, and in the end the cynics won.


 


BILL CLINTON’S EFFORTS to end the Arab-Israeli conflict inevitably pitted him against the established order in the Arab world. Morocco’s King Hassan was an important upholder of that status quo but its two principal custodians were Egypt’s Hosni Mubarak and Saudi Arabia’s King Fahd. As the leaders of the most populous and the wealthiest Arab states respectively, they wielded considerable influence in the region. However, both saw their survival as dependent on maintaining the status quo that Clinton intended to change.


On the surface both Mubarak and Fahd seemed to welcome Clinton’s commitment to seek lasting peace. If the Arab-Israeli conflict escalated, as it had so often, it would inflame the passions of the Arab street and threaten their hold on power. Nevertheless, the Arab-Israeli conflict also served a useful purpose for them in that it deflected their publics from focusing on their failings as leaders, while ending the conflict would require them to stand up for compromises with Israel that would expose them to criticism. So what Mubarak and Fahd really wanted was a peace process that would attenuate the conflict but never quite resolve it. By the end of his administration, Clinton would come to recognize this reality. In the meantime, Egyptian and Saudi officials would always manage to convince us that the gap between their encouraging rhetoric and their disappointing support for peace was all a function of our inadequacies rather than theirs. If only we would press Israel or their Arab adversaries harder, they claimed, they would be able to do more to help us.


The desire to maintain the status quo also led Mubarak and Fahd to oppose the overthrow of the Iraqi and Iranian regimes. That is why both Mubarak and King Abdullah, Fahd’s successor, warned George W. Bush against invading Iraq to topple Saddam and are now scrambling to deal with the destabilizing consequences for their own regimes of his decision to ignore them.


On the other hand, if left unfettered, Saddam and Ayatollah Ali Khamenei, who became Iran’s supreme leader in 1989, could have destabilized the Arab status quo in even more threatening ways. Not surprisingly, then, on Christopher’s first encounter with Mubarak and Fahd he found them eager to embrace the concept of “dual containment.”


 


EGYPT IS THE largest and militarily most powerful Arab state. One in four Arabs is an Egyptian, but unlike most other Arab states, which have mixed ethnic and religious communities, Egypt has a homogeneous population of 70 million Sunni Muslims coexisting with only a small, ancient minority community of Coptic Christians. Unlike all the other Arab states, Egypt’s borders have remained more or less intact for thousands of years, housing a proud and ancient civilization of extraordinary mathematical and engineering genius. Egypt is home to the oldest and most important Islamic educational institution, al-Azhar University, and its teachers, media, doctors, singers, and movie stars have had a profound influence on Arab life beyond Egypt’s borders.


Since the days of the pharaohs, Egypt has also had a long tradition of centralized authority. The dependence of Egyptians on their government for the regulation of the Nile River to ensure their livelihood has accustomed them to obeisance to authoritarian leaders.


Hosni Mubarak had ruled supreme in his realm since he became the president after Anwar Sadat’s assassination in October 1981. Until 2005, when he yielded to pressure from the Bush administration and tolerated some independent candidates, he ran for reelection each time unopposed in a referendum on his candidacy in which he, like the Arab world’s other authoritarian leaders, regularly garnered over 90 percent of the vote.* By the end of the Bush administration, Mubarak, debilitated by old age and preoccupied with the succession of his son, Gamal, saw his pharaonic power begin to wane. But during the Clinton years he was in full command.


An air force commander trained in the Soviet Union, Mubarak had been appointed vice president in part because he posed no threat to Sadat. This was the way Sadat had become president, too, presenting himself as a somewhat quirky lightweight until President Gamal Abdel Nasser had passed from the scene. In Sadat’s case it was a shrewd performance that cloaked a formidable statesmanship. In Mubarak’s case there was no such talent hidden in the shadows of Sadat’s aura and perhaps for that reason he has never dared to designate a vice president. He governs as a straightforward, conservative military commander who rarely wavers from certain essential precepts: don’t let Egypt be dragged back into war with Israel; make sure the military is always taken care of; maintain close relations with the United States; support the Palestinians but don’t get out in front of your public opinion; protect, and where necessary assert, Egypt’s leadership role in the Arab world; and rely on the innate patience and acquiescence of the Egyptian people.


For the United States, Egypt’s geostrategic importance lies in its influence in the Arab world and its location at the crossroads of Africa and Asia, astride the Suez Canal, which provides the vital sea link between Europe, the Gulf, and the Far East. During the Cold War, when Nasser’s Egypt aligned itself with the Soviet Union, Moscow was able to secure a critical foothold in the Middle East. In 1972, Anwar Sadat ejected the Soviet military advisers and then turned to the United States for support. This dramatically tilted the Cold War Middle East scales in Washington’s favor. And when Sadat made peace with Israel in 1979, he completely altered the Arab-Israeli military balance. It became impossible for other Arab states to contemplate war on Israel without Egypt’s involvement. Since then, Egypt has provided the strategic cornerstone for America’s involvement in the Middle East, anchoring the Arab-Israeli peace process, moderating the politics of the Arab world, and providing ready access to essential military facilities for the deployment of American forces.*


Mubarak was deeply offended when Saddam Hussein transgressed the Arab order by invading neighboring Kuwait. He told Secretary of State Christopher, on their first encounter in Cairo in February 1993, that Saddam had twice promised him that he did not intend any such thing. Saddam, according to Mubarak, had even proposed at an Arab League summit that all Arab leaders be obliged to oppose any among them who invaded another Arab country. Mubarak would never forgive the betrayal: “He is irredeemable; I will never trust him.”


However, precisely because Mubarak saw himself as the defender of the Arab status quo, he was preoccupied with the risks involved in trying to remove Saddam from power. It was essential, he thought, to maintain the territorial integrity of Iraq. Otherwise Iran would take advantage of the situation. Rather than overthrow Saddam, Mubarak preferred that Clinton ignore him.


Mubarak’s view of the Iranians was similarly jaundiced because they too were seeking to disrupt the status quo by exporting their Islamist revolution to the Arab world. The Iranian Revolutionary Guard Corps (IRGC) and the Iranian Ministry of Intelligence and Security (MOIS) had established links with the Egyptian Gamyat Islamiya. This precursor of al-Qaeda, led by the “blind Sheikh” Omar Abdel Rahman, had denounced Mubarak as an apostate and vowed to overthrow his regime. Its affiliates had already succeeded in assassinating President Sadat; Mubarak had every reason to take them seriously. Moreover, the rise to power of an Islamic militant regime in the Sudan, which bordered Egypt to the south and controlled the headwaters of the Nile, Egypt’s only source of fresh water, compounded the threat. Iran had found common cause with Sudan’s strongman and ideological guide, Hassan al-Turabi, too.


Mubarak worried that Iran intended to destabilize Egypt because it stood in the way of converting Arab countries to Shiite Islam. Egypt’s Islamic militants, who had flocked to Afghanistan during the jihad against the Soviet Union, had come home from that war well trained but penniless. The Iranians were now paying their salaries and were picking up the tab for al-Turabi too. As far as Mubarak was concerned, Iraq and Iran were “two of a kind.”


 


THE UNITED STATES had come to depend upon Saudi Arabia, the other pillar of the Arab status quo, for ensuring that the oil necessary to fuel the Western and Japanese economies flowed out of the Gulf at reasonable prices. Saudi Arabia, which holds the largest oil reserves in the world, is a deeply conservative and religious desert kingdom whose riches have generated a twenty-first-century gold-plated, physical infrastructure housing a seventh-century orthodox Islamic social structure.


While Mubarak was the self-appointed custodian of the Arab status quo, King Fahd was the anointed custodian of the religious sites in Mecca and Medina, the holiest places in Islam. All Muslims are required to make a pilgrimage at least once in their lifetimes to Mecca, which gave the Saudi king a special role in Islam. He and his brothers and half-brothers and their sons, the descendants of Abdul Aziz al-Saud, controlled their country through a pact with the orthodox Wahhabi religious establishment. The pact dates back to the mid-eighteenth century, when Muhammed bin Saud made an alliance with Muhammad Abd al-Wahhab, a religious reformer who espoused strict adherence to the tenets of Islam. This political-religious partnership made it possible in the early twentieth century for Abdul Aziz al-Saud, with the aid of the Ikhwan—the Wahhabi warriors—to evict the Hashemite rulers of the Hejaz region and unite the far-flung Bedouin tribes in one entity.


From then on, the House of Saud let the Wahhabi establishment run the religious, social, and educational institutions of the state while the extended royal family took care of the economy, security, and foreign relations. This division of responsibility worked well for both sides: the Saudi sheikhs gained religious legitimacy, with the king taking on the title of “Custodian of the Two Holy Mosques,” while the Wahhabis successfully controlled the social consequences of the rapid modernization that vast oil wealth was generating. Occasionally things would get out of hand: for example, the intolerance preached by the Wahhabis spawned a religious fanatic who assassinated King Faisal, and others who took over the Kaaba, the holy of holies in Mecca, in 1979. But for the most part, the compact worked, lubricated by oil revenues large enough to keep most Saudis quiescent.


Unable to defend such a vast, oil-rich kingdom against its larger neighbors in Iraq and Iran, the Saudi royals had also used their money to purchase security. In the 1970s, they paid hundreds of billions of dollars to American, British, and French defense contractors to supply the kingdom with an arsenal of modern weapons, and the “trainers” to operate them. During the Iran-Iraq War, they paid from $35 to 50 billion to Saddam Hussein to prevent Iranian forces from crossing the Shatt al-Arab waterway and advancing south along the Arabian Peninsula. They preferred to keep American forces “over the horizon” because the Wahhabis vehemently objected to the idea that “infidel” troops might become the occupiers of Islamic holy ground. But King Abdul Aziz had forged a pact with President Franklin Roosevelt back in 1945 when they met on the USS Quincy: the United States would protect Saudi Arabia’s security in return for access to its oil. This understanding was seriously strained in 1973, when King Faisal joined the Arab oil embargo of the West as part of a concerted effort to support Sadat’s war against Israel. But by the 1980s, King Fahd had repaired the relationship with a combination of lucrative defense contracts and Saudi funding for a variety of common causes including the Afghan resistance to Soviet occupation, the Nicaraguan Contras, and Balkan relief operations.


By this stage, Saudi Arabia had developed enough excess capacity in its oil production that it was able to play the role of “swing producer” among the OPEC oil exporting states, increasing or decreasing production to ensure that the price remained within reasonable limits. Saudi Arabia had also discounted its oil for the American market to build a heavy American dependence that the king calculated would help ensure the United States would come to Saudi Arabia’s defense when the chips were down.


All this looked as if it would suddenly come to an end when, in August 1990, Saddam invaded neighboring Kuwait. Overnight, the Saudis discovered the Iraqi army sitting just north of Saudi Arabia’s oil-rich eastern province, al-Hasa, with nothing except the limitations of extended lines of communication preventing it from invading. Saddam had given the Saudi royal family the fright of its life. King Fahd urgently turned to the United States, agreeing for the first time in Saudi Arabia’s history to host U.S. forces in whatever numbers were necessary not only to defend the kingdom but also to evict the Iraqi army from Kuwait.


As Fahd explained to Christopher in their first meeting, he too felt betrayed by Saddam. “We were convinced Saddam wanted Saudi Arabia as well. As long as he is there, there can be no stability in the region.” And like Saddam, he argued, the Iranian rulers were not interested in creating peaceful relations with the world community, either. He detailed how the Iranians were creating trouble for moderate Sunni regimes across the Arab world. He counseled that Bill Clinton should watch the Iranians carefully. Fahd emphasized the similarities between Saddam’s Iraq and Khomeini’s Iran and vowed to work together to stop the danger.


This common theme, sounded by America’s two most important allies in the Arab world, made a strong impression on Warren Christopher, who made clear he agreed with them. The United States had no intention of reconciling with Saddam and was also very concerned about Iran. We would contain both, he promised them.


 


EGYPT PITCHED IN early on by helping to bring the Palestinians back to the negotiating table in Washington. After the Oslo deal was signed, Mubarak would work closely with Clinton and Rabin, using his influence with Arafat to ease the process of implementation.
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