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INTRODUCTION



“This is the saddest day of my life since becoming prime minister.”1 The leader of Israel was referring to the moment the U.S. ambassador to his country delivered a letter informing him that the president was days away from unveiling a sweeping proposal for peace between Israel and the Palestinians. The president’s speech was to be delivered from the Rose Garden of the White House. The world would be watching.


The ambassador, in the most uncomfortable of diplomatic circumstances, was instructed by the White House to hand-deliver the letter to the prime minister, who was vacationing with his wife in northern Israel. It was their first vacation together in years, and they were caught off guard. The prime minister’s response was blunt: “Please inform the president that I have read his letter and am most unhappy both with its content and its implications. I have also listened very carefully to your oral message and am extremely upset by its contents. You may tell the president and the secretary of state that I am astonished that your government did not see fit to indicate that such an initiative was in the making or to consult with the government of Israel at any stage of its elaboration. This is entirely unacceptable.”2


The prime minister tried to buy time to consult with his cabinet, to consider his response, and to reshape the initiative. But the president refused. To the contrary, he moved the speech up by two days; having sent copies of the proposal to the leaders of Egypt, Jordan, and Saudi Arabia, the president worried that its contents would prematurely reach the media and undermine the impact of his speech.


When the prime minister was informed that the speech would proceed despite his objection and that he had even less time to consider his reaction, his outrage grew, and he asked the ambassador, “Is this the way to treat a friend? Is this the way to treat an ally? Your government consorts with our despotic enemies and yet you choose to ignore us on a matter of vital import to our future. What kind of discourse is this between democratic peoples who purport to cherish common values? Is this the way to make peace? We do not deserve this kind of treatment.”3


Harsh words from the leader of one friendly country to the ambassador of another. But the outrage and bitter response were not from Benjamin Netanyahu to a proposal made by Barack Obama, as you might suppose. This was Menachem Begin responding to Ronald Reagan in 1982.


The United States has long had strategic, moral, and domestic political reasons for its support of Israel. Even though the personal relationship between Obama and Netanyahu has been strained, U.S.-Israeli policy disagreements are neither new nor unusual. Despite the exceedingly close ties between the two countries, strong and often public disagreements between presidents and prime ministers have been common. We will describe some of those disagreements, and some agreements as well.


In 2001, amid the Second Palestinian Intifada, as chairman of an international commission on violence in the Middle East, I met several times with Yasser Arafat, president of the Palestinian Authority. On one occasion, described later in more detail, I urged him to resume negotiations with Israel. He insisted that he too wanted an agreement but that it had to be acceptable to the Palestinian people. Many felt, of course, that the proposals made by Israeli prime minister Ehud Barak at Camp David and later by President Bill Clinton should have been acceptable. But there were no further negotiations during Arafat’s lifetime.


Nearly a decade later I returned to the Middle East as President Obama’s special envoy. I met frequently with the Palestinian president Mahmoud Abbas, most often in his office in the presidential compound in Ramallah. We usually began with lunch, attended by about a dozen people, half or more members of his cabinet or staff, half or fewer members of my staff or that of the U.S. consul. During and after lunch we had a general discussion, after which Abbas and I, sometimes alone, sometimes with one aide each, moved to a small meeting space adjacent to his office. There most of what may be called our business took place.


Now eighty-one, Abbas has been active in Palestinian politics for most of his adult life. His views have evolved over time, as did those of the organizations he now leads: the Palestine Liberation Organization and the Palestinian Authority. For more than a quarter-century he has been the most prominent and vocal Palestinian advocate of their current policy, which recognizes Israel, opposes violence against Israel, and favors peaceful negotiations to achieve an independent Palestinian state.


On several occasions I said essentially the same thing to Abbas that I had said to Arafat, urging him to negotiate with Israel. In response Abbas said he wanted a peace agreement, but he offered many reasons for his reluctance to enter direct negotiations: the devastation of the recent Gaza war had aroused strong negative emotions; he deeply distrusted Netanyahu; and Israeli settlements continued to expand. The Kadima-controlled Israeli government under Ariel Sharon, Ehud Olmert, and Tzipi Livni had withdrawn settlers from Gaza. The Likud-controlled government under Netanyahu included settlers and others on the Israeli Right who had said repeatedly that there should never be a Palestinian state in the West Bank; they believe that all of the West Bank is and should always be an integral part of Israel. Both societies are now divided between those who favor and those who oppose a two-state solution.


I also met often with Netanyahu. As with Abbas, our meetings usually involved an initial discussion with a dozen or more officials, followed by a smaller group, occasionally just the two of us, in his personal office. Like all Israeli leaders, Netanyahu’s primary goal, repeated often in our discussions, is to preserve Israel’s security. On the question of whether peace can best be achieved by a two-state solution, his position has fluctuated between strong opposition and tepid support. Most recently he said he favors it but that the time was not yet right. In each of his meetings with me, and in many public comments, Netanyahu has expressed a desire for an agreement with the Palestinians and his willingness to meet and negotiate personally with Abbas. They met four times in September 2010; along with Secretary of State Hillary Clinton, I was present at those discussions and will describe them in what follows.


Based on these experiences I reached the conclusion that Netanyahu and Abbas have very different visions of peace and the two-state solution. Netanyahu does not believe that Abbas has the personal or political strength necessary to gain approval of and implement an agreement with Israel. Abbas believes that Netanyahu is not sincere or serious about making an agreement with the Palestinians and does only as much as he deems necessary to placate the United States. Since both men assume that negotiations will not succeed, neither has any incentive to take the political risks that will inevitably be required to make an agreement possible.


The reluctance of the leaders is understandable, but, as we describe in the chapters of this book, that reluctance is contrary to the immediate and long-term interests of the people they represent. We believe those interests—on both sides—will be best served by an agreement that accepts Israel’s existence and provides its people with reasonable and sustainable security behind defensible borders and at the same time creates a sovereign, independent, nonmilitarized Palestinian state. That has been and remains the basis for and the objective of U.S. policy under both Republican and Democratic presidents. We support that policy.


As the dominant world power the United States has relationships with almost all of the countries in the world. It is natural and understandable that each of our allies wants us to adopt and pursue policies favorable to their interests. But many of those countries have disagreements among themselves, in some cases devolving into war. As a result there is an inevitable tension in our relationships, a balancing that requires a combination of consistency and ingenuity in U.S. statesmanship. That is a delicate task, calling for knowledge, strength, skill, and tact, especially since our primary objective is and must be defending and advancing our national interest.


Nowhere is this task more obvious, or more difficult, than in the Middle East. The United States invaded Afghanistan in 2001 and Iraq in 2003, where we remain deeply engaged. In 2010 the Arab Spring erupted, bringing hope and a sense of renewal. That hope has dissipated, and now the people of the region struggle through the misery of seemingly unending war, displacement, and upheaval. If anything the Arab Spring has reminded us of the harsh reality of history: that the removal by revolution of an oppressive regime does not guarantee better governance or a better life. Russia under the czars and then Stalin is a prime example. In the United States it took years to achieve a somewhat equitable and stable political order. Indeed, the American experiment continues to this day.


The complexity of the Middle East is illustrated by the tangle of our relationships there in 2016: We oppose the Assad regime in Syria, and we also oppose ISIS, which is fighting the Assad regime. The Syrian Kurds join us in opposing ISIS, but are being attacked by Turkey, one of our allies. We also combat ISIS in Iraq, where we are joined by Shia militias who are supported by Iran, whom we oppose. In Afghanistan we oppose the Taliban, who receive some support from Pakistan, another of our allies. Pakistan meanwhile has fought several wars with India, another of our allies.


Israel is and will remain our closest ally in the region. But we also are allied with many Arab and Muslim countries. During both Republican and Democratic administrations we have maintained a naval base in Bahrain and a large facility in Qatar. For decades we have had close relationships with Turkey, Egypt, Saudi Arabia, and the United Arab Emirates, pillars of the Sunni Muslim world. Oman played a key role in helping to arrange the negotiations that led to the nuclear agreement between Iran and the United States, China, Russia, Britain, Germany, and France. We have a close relationship with Indonesia, the largest Muslim-majority country in the world.


Of the 7.4 billion people on earth today, 23 percent, about 1.6 billion, are Muslim. Sometime after midcentury the total population will reach 9.6 billion, and 31 percent, or about 3 billion, will be Muslim.4 To put that in perspective: 3 billion was the total world population as recently as 1960. In the twenty-first century what happens in the Muslim world will affect everyone, in particular the dominant world power, the United States. The regional projections are daunting for Israel. By midcentury the number of Israeli Jews is estimated to be 12.5 million at most, 5 while the number of Arabs will be around 600 million.6


The United States has a clear and compelling national interest in remaining involved in the Middle East and in doing all we can to reduce violence and upheaval and to combat radical Islamic extremism. As of this writing, the U.S. remains heavily engaged in the region, working to protect the American people from acts of terrorism; to ensure Israel’s security, to resist Iran’s drive for regional hegemony, to defeat ISIS in Iraq and Syria, to help other Arab countries resist terrorism and achieve stability, to stabilize Iraq, and to defeat the Taliban in and stabilize Afghanistan, among other objectives. Inevitably there will be many more years of disruption, and no single policy or action can solve all of the region’s problems. But a peaceful resolution of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict would be a significant step that might enable some of the countries, including Israel and Saudi Arabia, to cooperate in opposing their common foes: Iran and terrorist organizations, those supported by and those opposed to Iran.


We recognize the daunting difficulty of finding a resolution to the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. We acknowledge the long litany of failed past efforts. We are especially mindful of the current complexities in the region that work against an early resolution. It is of course easier to describe the problem than to prescribe a solution. We are not certain that we know what to do, but we are certain of what we and everyone else should not do: we must not lapse into despair at the difficulty, and we must avoid inaction. For that reason we present what we believe to be a realistic path to peace. We explain why we believe that is through a two-state solution. At the very least we hope to stimulate debate and to renew movement toward negotiations. All of us who care about the region and its people, in particular Israelis and Palestinians, must do whatever we can to advocate and work for an end to that conflict.


In the Middle East history is an ever-present part of daily life. Walking the streets of its modern cities does not dull the sensation of walking on the same ground once trod by Moses and Abraham, by Jesus Christ, and by the Prophet Mohammed. Proposals for the future, intended to help solve the problems of the present, cannot fairly be evaluated without some knowledge of the past. We do not offer a comprehensive retelling of that history in this book; instead we describe the modern history of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, highlighting those events that led to the prevailing attitudes in each society today. We hope this concise narrative will enable the reader to better understand our suggested path to peace.





1


LEADERS IN DISAGREEMENT


The exchange between Begin and Reagan—the “saddest” of the Israeli prime minister’s life—took place in 1982. Reagan’s timing was not random. Israel had just withdrawn the last of its troops from Egypt’s Sinai Peninsula in accordance with the peace treaty between the two nations. Two months after the withdrawal the Israeli Army invaded Lebanon in an effort to push out Arafat and his Palestine Liberation Organization. From there the Palestinians had launched attacks on Israel’s northern cities and towns. Israel’s military operation in Lebanon lasted for months, ending only with U.S. mediation and when the PLO agreed to leave Lebanese territory.


With Israel out of the Sinai, the violence in Lebanon reduced, a pro-Western government set to be inaugurated in Beirut, and the PLO on the run, President Reagan decided to adopt a “fresh start” initiative. He hoped to capitalize on what suddenly appeared to be a favorable regional environment. The core of the initiative was a comprehensive diplomatic solution to Israel’s conflict with the Palestinians and its Arab neighbors, to be achieved in part by providing autonomy for Palestinians in parts of the West Bank.1


But Begin immediately and categorically rejected the Reagan Plan. Relinquishing control of any of the West Bank was antithetical to his ideological commitment to Israeli control of biblical Jewish lands, and he had just paid a heavy price to push the PLO away from Israel’s northern borders. Palestinian autonomy, Begin worried, would bring them right back.


•  •  •


U.S. and Israeli policy disagreements have existed since the relationship first began. President Harry Truman (1945–53) is often celebrated for initiating our close and strategic partnership with Israel. But that good relationship was not a foregone conclusion in the decades following Israel’s independence.


From the outset of his administration, President Truman concerned himself with the plight of Jewish refugees, the survivors of Hitler’s Final Solution who remained stranded in dilapidated displaced persons camps in Europe. Israelis have never forgotten that he was the first world leader to recognize their fledgling state, just eleven minutes after their 1948 declaration of independence. “At our last meeting,” recalled David Ben-Gurion, a founding father of Israel and its first prime minister, “I told [Truman] that as a foreigner I could not judge what would be his place in American history; but his helpfulness to us, his constant sympathy with our aims in Israel, his courageous decision to recognize our new State so quickly and his steadfast support since then had given him an immortal place in Jewish history. As I said that, tears suddenly sprang to his eyes. And his eyes were still wet when he bade me goodbye.”2


The early years of the U.S. relationship with Israel took place within the context of the cold war. With Soviet influence entrenched in eastern and central Europe, Asia, and beyond, the United States believed it urgent to prevent the Soviets from gaining a foothold in the Middle East. Even with his sympathies, Truman’s decision to recognize Israel was not easy or automatic; because he feared that either Israel or the Arab states would be pushed into the arms of the Soviets his initial inclination was for a binational arrangement in which Jews and Arabs would coexist. Therefore his decision to recognize Israel surprised even some of the most senior officials in his administration.3


One day after Israel’s declaration of independence, Egypt, Jordan, Syria, Lebanon, and Saudi Arabia4 began military action against the new state. This first of several Arab-Israeli wars lasted ten months; Israel was ultimately victorious, and without U.S. military assistance as Truman had imposed an arms embargo on both sides. The policy of pursuing balance in America’s relationship with the Arab states and Israel continued for decades.


In 1956 President Dwight Eisenhower did what today is unimaginable: he threatened to break off ties with Israel altogether. This crisis in relations followed a combined surprise attack by France, Britain, and Israel to gain control of the Suez Canal, which had just been seized and nationalized by Egypt’s president Gamal Abdel Nasser. Because the Canal provided the shortest route for ships traveling between Europe and Asia, its geopolitical significance at the time, and even today, cannot be overstated.


France and Britain had their own reasons for initiating the war, not least of which was to protect their influence and interests in the region. The British government was the largest shareholder in the Suez Canal and British and French shippers among its largest patrons. Israel believed Nasser’s populism and celebrity status posed a threat to its existence. Nasser had become the charismatic face of pan-Arab nationalism, positioning himself as the leader who would unite the Arab world and destroy Israel. To that end, Egypt had for years supported a steady stream of Palestinian guerrilla attacks into Israel, and enforced a blockade against Israel’s southern port city on the Red Sea. Following Egypt’s nationalization of the Canal, Nasser banned its use by Israel.


Eisenhower worried that armed conflict would enhance Soviet influence in the Middle East. Though wary of Nasser and his arms deals with the Soviet Union, Eisenhower disfavored war and preferred a diplomatic solution to the Suez crisis. He immediately and unambiguously cautioned the British and the French against armed conflict. When they did not heed his warning and proceeded to involve Israel in their plans, Eisenhower was shocked and angered. With the Soviet Union threatening to engage militarily in support of Nasser, Eisenhower scrambled to end the war in a way that preserved regional balance. But by then Israeli forces had taken full control of Sinai.


Over strong objections from the Israelis, Eisenhower pushed through a United Nations resolution calling for their full and immediate withdrawal. He warned Israel that failing to comply with the resolution would “impair the friendly cooperation between our two countries.”5 Eisenhower went so far as to threaten to cut off U.S. assistance to Israel, to seek Israel’s eviction from the UN, and to withhold U.S. support in the event of an attack by Soviet-allied forces. Ben-Gurion desperately sought a meeting with the president to explain his position, that Israel was reluctant to simply withdraw its forces without clear assurances of its security and its continuing right to navigate the Canal and other international waters. But Eisenhower refused to meet until after Israel agreed to withdraw. Ben-Gurion complied, but bitterly.6


The Suez crisis was the lowest moment in U.S. relations with Israel. Efforts to prevent the Middle East from becoming yet another cold war arena had failed, for the Soviet Union made inroads. Cairo, Baghdad, and other Arab capitals drew closer to Moscow.


•  •  •


In the land of King David, Israel believed that resisting Arab Goliaths would require a giant ally of its own. And America came to view Israelis as partners in curbing and offsetting Soviet influence. Under the Kennedy and Johnson administrations Israel received its first large-scale shipments of sophisticated American weapons systems, including antiaircraft missiles, tanks, and jet fighter planes. The sales were intended to help Israel maintain its defenses against the larger and better armed Arab states still bent on its destruction and also to counterbalance Soviet arms pouring into the region. In return Israel provided the United States with intelligence information about Soviet weapons systems and the USSR’s posture in the Middle East.


President John F. Kennedy told Israel’s foreign minister Golda Meir, “The United States has a special relationship with Israel in the Middle East really comparable only to what it has with Britain over a wide range of world affairs.” He was the first president to speak of this “special relationship” by name. But he also said, “For us to play properly the role we are called upon to play, we cannot afford the luxury of identifying Israel . . . as our exclusive friends . . . and letting other countries go.”7 To preserve its influence in the region, the United States also supplied certain Arab states, such as Jordan, with arms.8


Tension developed when the United States feared Israeli actions might destabilize the balance in the region, as when Kennedy and Ben-Gurion clashed over Israel’s nuclear program. Kennedy worried about a broader nuclear arms race; Ben-Gurion viewed the arms race as inevitable absent U.S.-Soviet détente and was determined to own the ultimate weapon of deterrence before his neighbors could. Frustrated, Kennedy warned Israel in a bluntly worded letter that U.S. support “would be seriously jeopardized” and that Israel risked isolation from the West if it pursued nuclear weapons. The disagreement ultimately played a role in Ben-Gurion’s resignation as prime minister.9 By the time President Lyndon Johnson assumed power, Israel had agreed to allow American inspectors to examine its nuclear capability.10


As have many other U.S. presidents, Johnson had deep and emotional ties to the Jewish state. He spoke of his admiration for Israel’s commitment to democratic values and of the “gallant struggle of modern Jews to be free of persecution.” When asked by Soviet premier Aleksei Kosygin why the United States supported Israel, a country of only 3 million people, when there were 80 million Arabs, Johnson replied, “Because it is right.”11


Johnson was the first U.S. president to host an Israeli prime minister at the White House and the first to directly supply Israel with offensive military weapons. Like his predecessors, Johnson was in part reacting to Soviet moves in the Middle East. He worried that an imbalance in power between the Israelis and the Arabs would invite an Arab attack and instigate a regional war that would threaten U.S. interests. But close ties between Johnson and Israel did not mean the absence of disagreement.


In 1966 the West Bank was under the control of Jordan. Although they tried, Jordanian forces could not prevent Palestinian guerrilla groups from launching attacks against Israel. One land mine killed three Israeli soldiers and provoked a heavy Israeli cross-border response with tanks and hundreds of troops. It was meant as a show of strength and a warning to Palestinian militants against continued attacks. However, Johnson was deeply troubled by Israel’s action and was critical in public; he worried that the move undercut King Hussein of Jordan, America’s closest Arab ally at the time, so he joined the Soviet Union in support of a UN Security Council resolution that deplored the move and warned of further Security Council action were it to be repeated.


Even during the escalation that led to the Six-Day War in 1967 Johnson warned Israel against making any rash moves. In the preceding years Nasser had continued calling for a united Arab war against Israel, organizing a coalition of states under his direct or indirect control. He gave speeches to crowds of tens of thousands extolling the virtue of ridding the Middle East of the Jewish state and reinstated a blockade against Israel in the Straits of Tiran.12 When he ordered a massive buildup of Egyptian forces in the Sinai Peninsula, Israel launched a preemptive and decisive strike against Egypt. At Nasser’s request, Jordan, Syria, Iraq, and Lebanon joined the conflict, with broad support across the Middle East, initiating a multifront war from the south, north, and east.


The all-out, regional war that Johnson feared had become a reality, but his concern that the United States would be drawn in turned out to be unfounded. By the war’s end Israel had captured the entire Sinai Peninsula from Egypt, the West Bank from Jordan, and the Golan Heights from Syria. Unlike Eisenhower, Johnson would not force the Israelis to withdraw without security guarantees. His administration viewed Israel’s greatly strengthened position as leverage for a peace treaty with the Arabs.


But instead of peace the decade following the Six-Day War saw even greater escalation of hostilities. The Arabs issued their infamous Three No’s—“No peace with Israel, no recognition of Israel, no negotiations with Israel”—and Israel would not agree to retreat from its more fortified positions.


President Richard Nixon assured his counterpart, Prime Minister Golda Meir, of his desire to see “a strong Israel because he did not want the United States to have to fight Israel’s battles.”13 He felt that the Arabs, and Nasser specifically, would not make peace with Israel until they realized they could not destroy it. So as long as he was president, he promised, “Israel would never be weak militarily.”14 The country had to have “a technological military margin to more than offset her hostile neighbors’ numerical superiority.”15


Yet, at least initially, the Nixon administration blocked arms supplies, to Israel’s frustration. Nixon’s hope was to slow down the arms race, even as the Soviet Union was undertaking a massive rearmament of Egypt, even sending in military personnel. In the years following the Six-Day War, Nasser had engaged in a war of attrition against Israel; a constant barrage of attacks on Israeli positions in the Sinai met with fierce Israeli retaliation.


Nasser died of a heart attack in 1970. By then the Nixon administration had secured a cease-fire between Egypt and Israel, though both remained on edge. Anwar Sadat, Nasser’s successor, began to loosen ties with the Soviets to see what he could get out of the United States in return. He also was more receptive to U.S. overtures for peace. When the Nixon administration saw an opening and pursued a diplomatic initiative, Meir equivocated. She feared that a full withdrawal from the Sinai, one of Sadat’s conditions, would leave Israel far too vulnerable. “I understand the difficulties Israel faces in exchanging something concrete—territories—for promises and guarantees,” Nixon told the Israelis in March 1973. “But you should remember that your pipeline of military supplies is liable to dry up. Under no circumstances will that happen as long as I am president of the United States. But I won’t serve forever.”16


In September 1973, on the Jewish High Holiday of Yom Kippur, Egypt and Syria launched a surprise coordinated attack on Israel. During the first weeks of that war Nixon withheld arms from Israel in the hope that a military stalemate would lead to a peace agreement. But as the Egyptians were gaining the upper hand in Sinai and the Soviets were not reciprocating his restraint, Nixon acknowledged that an Israeli defeat was intolerable. According to his national security advisor, Henry Kissinger, “The judgment was that if another American-armed country were defeated by Soviet-armed countries, the inevitable lesson that anybody around the world would have to draw is to rely increasingly on the Soviet Union.”17


Nixon initiated a large-scale operation to arm the Israelis despite concerns over a possible Soviet response. “We are going to get blamed just as much for three planes as for three hundred,” he told Kissinger.18 So he ordered the military to “use every [plane] we have—everything that will fly.” The United States flew 567 airlift missions, delivering over 22,000 tons of supplies, with another 90,000 tons of arms delivered to Israel by sea.19 Even before the full arms supply reached them, Israel was beginning to gain the upper hand. With U.S. help, Israel was able to hold off the Syrians and push beyond the Sinai Peninsula toward Cairo.


Without consulting Israel, however, Kissinger met with his Soviet counterpart to secure a cease-fire. The two superpowers eventually agreed on a Security Council resolution to end the hostilities, which the Israelis felt was premature. Israel had suffered high casualties in the Yom Kippur War and feared that anything short of a clear victory would leave them vulnerable to continued Arab aggression. Yet, despite those concerns, Israel complied with the cease-fire.


In the months following the war Kissinger engaged in urgent shuttle diplomacy in an effort to forge a lasting peace agreement between the Israelis and the Arabs, in no small part in hope of reducing Soviet influence in the region. Little progress was made by the time the Watergate scandal forced Nixon to resign. And although Israel ultimately staved off the combined Arab forces, Prime Minister Meir was blamed for being ill prepared for the war and resigned.


She was succeeded by Yitzhak Rabin. When President Gerald Ford first welcomed Rabin to the White House, in 1974, he made clear that the United States “continue[d] to stand with Israel,” promising, “We are committed to Israel’s survival and security. The United States for a quarter of a century has had an excellent relationship with the State of Israel. We have cooperated in many, many fields—in your security, in the well-being of the Middle East, and in leading what we all hope is a lasting peace throughout the world.”20 Kissinger became Ford’s secretary of state and continued to pursue an agreement between Israel and Egypt. He believed the “Soviets [would] be happy” if there were no such agreement.21


Rabin faced intense internal opposition to the U.S. proposals. His cabinet calculated that the withdrawals Kissinger was requesting of Israel did not match the security concessions being requested of Egypt; in fact Cairo would not even agree to declare an official end to hostilities. But Kissinger trusted that Sadat wanted to make progress with U.S. help, shifting Egypt away from Soviet influence. He believed Israel’s stance was harming U.S. interests as well as its own. This prompted the Ford administration to undertake a public “reassessment” of U.S. relations with Israel. Ford wrote to Rabin to “express [his] profound disappointment over Israel’s attitude in the course of the negotiations” and insisted, “Failure of the negotiations will have a far-reaching impact on the region and on our relations.”22


By the end of Ford’s presidency, in 1975, Kissinger had managed to secure the Sinai Interim Agreement,23 in which Egypt and Israel agreed that the conflicts between them would “not be resolved by military force but by peaceful means.” Israel committed to moving its forces farther away from the Suez Canal and accepted the creation of a UN buffer zone. To secure Rabin’s support, the United States provided Israel with substantial security assurances, including $2 billion in aid and a commitment for annual assistance thereafter. Every president since has honored that commitment.


A full-fledged peace agreement between Israel and Egypt followed, in 1979. Most historians have come to believe that were it not for Egypt’s success in the 1973 War, this peace treaty would not have happened. The war not only tempered Israel’s confidence but also helped elevate Sadat’s status and legitimacy throughout the Arab world, enabling him to embark on his historic visit to Jerusalem and to become the first Arab leader to make peace with Israel.


Nearly a year after the signing of the historic treaty on the White House lawn, President Jimmy Carter emphasized in the strongest possible terms, “Our aid for Israel is not only altruistic; indeed, our close relationship with Israel is in the moral and the strategic interest of the United States.” Carter was referring not just to America’s support for a Jewish homeland, but to the importance of the relationship amid the cold war and to regional stability and ongoing intelligence and defense cooperation. “There is a mutual relationship and there is a mutual benefit and there is a mutual commitment, which has been impressed very deeply in my mind and also in the minds of the leaders of my Government and the Government of Israel.”24


Notwithstanding those remarks , Carter had a sometimes tense relationship with the Israelis. His administration wanted to build on the success of the Israel-Egypt peace agreement with a comprehensive settlement between Israel and all the Arab states that would include resolution of the Palestinian issue. In 1977 Prime Minister Rabin, who would later become the face of Israel’s peace movement, objected when Carter became the first U.S. president to speak of a Palestinian homeland as part of a comprehensive peace accord. And after Israelis elected Menachem Begin as prime minister later that year, their first right-wing leader in history, Begin and Carter often clashed on the Palestinian issue and on Israeli settlements.25


Even before assuming the presidency, Reagan viewed the strategic partnership with Israel with some urgency. The fall of America’s ally in Iran to the Islamic Revolution, he said, “has increased Israel’s value as perhaps the only remaining strategic asset in the region on which the United States can truly rely; other pro-Western states in the region, especially Saudi Arabia and the smaller Gulf kingdoms, are weak and vulnerable.”26 Reagan pursued a number of initiatives aimed at broadening and strengthening the U.S.-Israeli partnership: he entered into the Strategic Cooperation Agreement, formed the Joint Political Military Group, initiated a series of joint military exercises, and built two American War Reserve Stock facilities in Israel. Also during Reagan’s tenure the United States entered into a free trade agreement with Israel, and provided $1.5 billion in loan guarantees, in which the United States served as a guarantor of Israeli debt, enabling them to borrow funds at lower interest rates than otherwise possible. Perhaps most important, Reagan worked with Congress to grant Israel major non-NATO ally status.


Reagan is now viewed as being staunchly pro-Israel, yet there were many moments of deep tension between the two countries during his presidency. In 1981, for instance, when Israel launched a covert military attack against an Iraqi nuclear facility to prevent Iraq from acquiring a nuclear weapon, Reagan’s administration criticized Israel and suspended promised deliveries of F-16 fighter planes. Fearing accusations of collusion with Israel, Reagan supported a UN Security Council resolution that condemned Israel’s actions as a “clear violation of the Charter of the United Nations and the norms of international conduct.” A few months later Israel’s Knesset ratified the Golan Heights Law, which officially extended Israeli law into Syrian territory captured in the 1967 War. But the United States considered this to be occupied territory, so the Reagan administration suspended the Strategic Cooperation Agreement and again delayed the shipment of F-16s.


Begin and Reagan also clashed over Israel’s invasion of Lebanon in 1982. Israel’s goal was to deny the PLO space for launching continued attacks in the north of Israel. Though Reagan was sympathetic, he believed the invasion of Lebanon went too far. As Israeli forces encircled Beirut, Reagan told Yitzhak Shamir, Israel’s foreign minister, “If you invade West Beirut, it would have the most grave, most grievous consequences for our relationship.”27 And, as previously noted, once the 1982 war in Lebanon ended, Begin reacted harshly to Reagan’s proposed “fresh start” initiative for regional peace through Palestinian autonomy.


•  •  •


By the time President George H. W. Bush assumed office, the First Palestinian Intifada had erupted in the West Bank and Gaza. In his first meeting with Yitzhak Shamir, who was now prime minister, Bush affirmed that the United States was “unshakable in our commitment to Israel.”28 Early in his term, Bush and Secretary of State James Baker were occupied with events in Europe and the elevation of Mikhail Gorbachev, who would turn out to be the Soviet Union’s last leader. But the administration continued the political and military dialogues with Israel initiated by Reagan; helped Israel reestablish diplomatic relations with several dozen African and Asian countries; secured the release of hundreds of thousands of Jews from Ethiopia, Syria, and the Soviet Union; and increased assistance to Israel to cover damage inflicted by the barrage of scud missiles launched by Saddam Hussein during the First Gulf War.


While Bush supported continued high levels of military assistance to Israel, he also supported a number of UN Security Council resolutions condemning Israeli actions against Palestinians during the Intifada. Baker said bluntly, “Now is the time to lay aside, once and for all, the unrealistic vision of greater Israel. Israeli interests in the West Bank and Gaza—security and otherwise—can be accommodated in a settlement based on [UN Security Council] Resolution 242. Forswear annexation. Stop settlement activity. Allow schools to be reopened. Reach out to the Palestinians as neighbors who deserve political rights.”29


Withdrawal from the West Bank and Gaza, though, was inconceivable to Israelis at the time. Resolution 242 called for an exchange of land for peace. But many Israelis argued that 242 did not apply to the West Bank or Gaza, that Israel’s peace agreement with Egypt and withdrawal from Sinai was enough. Baker’s comments were discomforting to Israel and to many of its supporters.


Following the First Gulf War, Bush and Baker resumed efforts that had begun under Reagan to launch a dialogue between Israel and the Palestinians. Arab-Israeli diplomacy was no longer seen through the lens of the cold war, but it mattered no less. Prime Minister Shamir’s initial response to meeting with Palestinian leaders, though, was simply to say no.30 At the time, the PLO, with Arafat as its chairman, was widely regarded as a terrorist organization, given a streak of airplane hijackings and bombings of Israeli and Jewish civilian targets worldwide. Eventually, following many efforts by Bush and Baker, Israeli and Palestinian representatives met at the Madrid peace talks of 1991.


No political agreements were reached at Madrid and significant disagreements between the United States and Israel on the peace process remained. Bush and Baker vigorously opposed settlement activity in particular. When Shamir’s government persisted in creating and expanding settlements, Bush refused to support an Israeli request for an additional $10 billion in loan guarantees. When Shamir lost reelection in 1992, this was due in part to his strained relations with the United States.
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