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Note from the author

Asked by an anxious worshipper when there would be peace between the Israelis and Palestinians, Allah paused for a moment before replying, ‘Never… at least, not in my time.’

[Joke current in the Middle East, 2006]

 

I beseech you, in the bowels of Christ, think it possible you may be mistaken.’

Oliver Cromwell

The Arab–Israeli conflict is at the same time vitally important yet fiendishly difficult to explain in clear, unbiased language. This is not for want of trying: a quick book or web search reveals masses of material on the subject. Closer examination, though, soon shows that much of it tries, wittingly or otherwise, to defend a particular point of view, whether it be Israeli, Palestinian, Arab, American, etc.

That the conflict is of crucial importance hardly needs explaining, as in almost every capital city from Washington to Brussels and Beijing governments accept that it is a festering sore from which poison has seeped into every corner of the region and beyond. Time and again politicians of every persuasion say that healing this ugly and open wound would lead to a swift improvement in the political health of the entire Middle East. To have some understanding of the course of the Israeli–Palestinian impasse is, therefore, essential for anyone wishing to cast a reasonably educated eye over the modern world.

The complexity of the story is similarly self-evident. As you read on, you will see how it is not – and never has been – a simple one-side-versus-another situation. Both ‘Israeli’ and ‘Palestinian’ are portmanteau words enclosing vast ranges of opinion and belief, some sufficiently mutually hostile, apparently, to justify killing. Add to the mix fervent religious belief, a long heritage of anguish and behind-the-scenes support for every form of extremism, and one begins to get some idea of the intricacy of this troubled history.

For the reasons suggested above, the subject of this book raises the fiercest of passions. Although, as a neutral observer, I have made every effort to be objective and even-handed, I am all too aware that it is impossible to produce an account that pleases all sides. Therefore, if my reading of events is not yours, I crave your indulgence.

[image: Image]

The Middle East c. 1918.


1: Only got a minute?

In the later part of the nineteenth century, the balance of the Arab community living between the Mediterranean and the River Jordan was upset by the arrival of several thousand Jewish immigrants. After 1918, with this ‘Holy Land’ under British control, Jewish immigration increased and inter-community violence flared. While the Jews wanted an independent homeland, the Arabs were determined to prevent Palestine’s partition.

The Jewish homeland – Israel – emerged with the United Nations’ endorsement in 1948. In four major wars (1948–9, 1956, 1967 and 1973) the Arab world fought in vain to crush the new nation. By the end of the Six Day War (1967), Israel occupied all the territory the UN had allocated to Israel and Palestine.

The majority of Palestinians were now refugees living in UN-managed camps. The Palestine Liberation Organization (PLO), led by Yasser Arafat, head of the militant Fatah, gave voice to these peoples’ anger and aspirations, and conducted operations against Israel that provoked ferocious reprisals.

Arab unity was broken when Egypt (1978) and Jordan (1994) agreed terms with Israel. With the PLO exiled in distant Tunis, in 1987 the West Bank and Gaza erupted in a popular uprising – the Intifada – against the occupiers. Amid the chaos, the Islamists of Hamas added a religious strand to Palestinian resistance.

The USA, Israel’s principal backer, brokered an agreement in 1994–5 by which the PLO renounced violence, Israel undertook to withdraw from Palestinian areas and a Palestinian National Authority was established to govern Gaza and the West Bank. Extremists on both sides rejected the deal and tit-for-tat violence restarted. Desperate, the Palestinians rose up in a second intifada.

The talks-breakdown-violence pattern reoccurred during the first decade of the twenty-first century. Reconciliation was made harder when, after Arafat’s death (2004), Fatah and Hamas openly split and Hamas seized control of Gaza.


5: Only got five minutes?

Holy Land

From Roman times onwards, the Jews were a people without a land. Then, in the late nineteenth century, their scattered communities in Europe began to dream of ‘Zion’ – a Jewish homeland in the Holy Land at the eastern end of the Mediterranean. Before World War I, several thousand Jews emigrated there, upsetting the balance of the local Arab community. After the war, Britain governed Palestine as a mandate of the League of Nations. Jewish immigration increased and inter-community violence grew. Eventually, the British decided that the territory was best divided into Jewish and Arab states. While delighting the Jews, the idea horrified the Arabs.

Israel triumphant

The horror of the Holocaust swung Western opinion strongly behind the idea of a Jewish homeland, and Israel was formed after World War II with the endorsement of the United Nations. In the war that followed (1948–9), the Arab states failed to crush the new nation. The result was a disaster for the Palestinian Arabs, who lost all the territory originally assigned to Palestine. It was now they, not the Jews, who were a people without a land.

Most Palestinians became refugees in Egypt-controlled Gaza, the Jordan-controlled West Bank or further afield. Many lived in UN-managed camps. Their position deteriorated further after a brief war in 1956 and even more after Israel occupied Gaza and the West Bank during the Six-Day War (1967). Resistance to Israel and the campaign for a Palestinian homeland were spearheaded by the Palestine Liberation Organization (PLO). Its charismatic head, Yasser Arafat, also led Fatah, a militant guerrilla Palestinian group.

Enter Islam

Following a fourth Arab–Israeli war (1973), Egypt made peace with Israel. Jordan followed suit 16 years later. In 1967, Israel had forced the PLO to leave its original bases. Arafat and his followers were then driven from Jordan (1970) and Lebanon (1982), and ended up exiled in distant Tunis. Meanwhile, ordinary Palestinians of the West Bank and Gaza grew more and more desperate until, in 1987, they began a popular uprising against the occupiers; the First Intifada. With Arafat and the PLO leadership in Tunisian exile, a new brand of Islamist-led resistance emerged. Hamas transformed and re-invigorated the 40-year-old conflict by combining nationalism with militant Islam.

The First Intifada ended when the USA, Israel’s principal backer, brokered a deal (the Oslo Agreement, 1994–5) by which the PLO renounced violence, Israel undertook to withdraw from Palestinian areas, and a Palestinian National Authority (PNA) was established to govern Gaza and the West Bank. Extremists on both sides rejected the compromise and soon tit-for-tat violence had restarted. Palestinian militants used bombs and fired mortars and short-range rockets into Israel. Israel responded by moving into Palestinian areas with disproportionate force.

Impasse

When further talks broke down in 2000 and the PNA proved intolerably corrupt, a Second Intifada broke out. All the while, the Israeli policy of building settlements in occupied East Jerusalem and the West Bank made reconciliation less possible. Some of these encroachments were defended by the massive ‘security fence’ by which Israel separated its citizens from the West Bank.

The death of Arafat (2004) and the election of Mahmoud Abbas to head the PNA gave new hope of a deal. So did an Israeli withdrawal from Gaza (2005) and the progress of a flexible Road Map peace plan. Set against this was a split between Fatah and Hamas, and the latter’s seizure of control of Gaza in 2007. This weakened the Palestinian position and put power in the hands of those to whom the very idea of a compromise was anathema. Impasse resulted.


10: Only got ten minutes?

Historic roots

The land between the Mediterranean and the River Jordan has always been considered holy. After classical times, the territory was inhabited mainly by Muslims of Arab stock, with some Jews, Christians and others. In the later nineteenth century, Jews emigrated there in growing numbers. Their motives were mixed. Some believed they were returning to a promised land, others simply wanted a new life safe among people of their own kind.

The indigenous inhabitants had gradually developed a common identity that on occasion expressed itself as ‘Palestinian’. Inevitably, tensions arose between these indigenous Arabs and the Jewish immigrants.

Between the wars, Britain governed Palestine as a League of Nations mandate. When its administrators failed to reconcile the two communities, they decided that the territory should be divided into Jewish and Palestinian states. The USA approved this plan, and after World War II, so did the newly formed United Nations.

Israel

The Jews welcomed the two-state idea, especially as the proposed State of Israel would give them far more land. The Palestinian Arabs objected strongly, as the proposal would legitimize the loss of much Arab land. Desultory fighting developed into all-out warfare when the Jews pre-emptively announced the formation of the State of Israel in 1948. It was the better-organized and better-equipped Israelis who triumphed.

During the fighting (1948–9), the Israelis extended the frontiers of their new country dramatically, creating hundreds of thousands of Palestinian refugees. The war also saw Gaza and the West Bank occupied by Egypt and Jordan respectively. Palestinians now found themselves under Israeli or Arab occupation or living in exile. This set the scene for one of the longest running and most bitter conflicts of modern times.

War

Western governments, suffused with guilt over the Nazi Holocaust and under pressure from Jewish lobbies, tended to support Israel. Arab nations endorsed the Palestinian cause, though more in their words than in their actions. During the era of the Cold War, the USA backed Israel, while the Soviet Union was generally pro-Palestine. Thus the Israel–Palestine question became an issue of global importance.

The dispossessed Palestinian Arabs found a powerful voice in the Palestine Liberation Organization (PLO, founded in 1964) and its charismatic chairman Yasser Arafat. Meanwhile the Israelis implemented their resolution never to be persecuted again by building up large, well-equipped and well-organized armed forces. These enabled it to come out on top in three more wars against its Arab neighbours (1956, 1966 and 1973). In the second of these, the Six-Day War, the Israelis overran Gaza and the West Bank and took the Golan Heights from Syria. This brought even more Palestinians under direct Israeli rule.

The Islamic ingredient

Now that Israel controlled all the territory originally allocated to Israel and Palestine, as well as the Golan Heights, the PLO took refuge in neighbouring Jordan. They soon fell out with the government of King Hussein and were driven north into Lebanon in 1970.

Here too the PLO proved a destabilizing influence. In 1982, Israel became involved in Lebanon’s long-running civil war, invading the country and besieging the PLO in Beirut. Arafat and his supporters had to move again, this time to Tunis. Meanwhile, to the chagrin of the Arab world, Israel had made peace with Egypt (Camp David Agreement, 1978). Reconciliation with Jordan followed in 1994.

Arafat’s organization, Fatah, was essentially nationalist and secular. The picture became infinitely more complicated when Fatah’s leadership was challenged by Islamist organizations, most notably Hamas. This had emerged during a spontaneous upsurge of Palestinian resistance to Israeli domination know as the First Intifada (1987–91). With the Fatah leadership in exile, the Sunni militants of Hamas won support through their grass-roots activities.

Oslo and beyond

Arafat eventually returned home to a very different world. Under the terms of the Oslo Accords (1994), Israel recognized the PLO, which in turn renounced violence. An elected Palestinian National Authority (PNA) was set up to govern in the West Bank and Gaza, and Israel agreed to withdraw from certain occupied areas as a prelude to a comprehensive settlement.

Oslo was rejected by powerful interests on both sides. Many Palestinians baulked at a compromise that left them still stateless and governed by President Arafat’s Fatah-dominated, scandalously corrupt PNA. In Israel, right-wing and religious groups refused to accept the surrender of conquered land. Such views led to the assassination of Prime Minister Yitzhak Rabin (1995). Israel countered Palestinian terrorist-style attacks on civilian targets with disproportionate force, sweeping into areas they had withdrawn from and assassinating Palestinian militant leaders.

Fragmented pictures

By 2000, the population of Israel had grown to around 5,700,000, more than a million of whom were what the Israelis called ‘Arabs’ but whom others referred to as ‘Israeli Palestinians’. Most were settled but perhaps 250,000 were still considered refugees within Israel.

Jewish Israelis were known as either Ashkenazim (loosely those of western European origin) or Sephardim or Mizrahim (loosely those of eastern origin). Their religious persuasions varied from the secular, to Reform, Orthodox and Ultra-Orthodox branches of Judaism. In the israeli electoral system, politics and religion overlapped and intertwined to make the rational course of government rarely the most practicable.

The Palestinian picture was similarly fragmented. No one knew exactly how many there were. By 2000, there were just over 1 million Palestinians inside Israel and perhaps another 1,850,000 or more in the West Bank and Gaza. Beyond that, in the refugee camps and suburbs of Syria, Lebanon and Jordan, working around the Gulf and elsewhere, no one knew. Several estimates offered a figure of between 1.5 and 2 million.

Wherever they were, Palestinians shared a common heritage of a lost land and an exile culture of poetry, song and story. From the 1980s onwards, their human tragedy was increasingly mixed with religious war.

On and on …

Before he left office, US President Bill Clinton came close to brokering a two-state peace settlement. When the talks eventually broke down, a Second Intifada erupted (2000), this time bearing a distinctly Islamic hue. The situation became still more chaotic as Fatah and Hamas drifted further apart until, following Arafat’s death in 2004, they were in open conflict. Turning their back on a negotiated settlement, the Israelis began a policy of unilateral disengagement and withdrawal behind defence barriers along their frontiers.

Peace initiatives from the Arab world (2002 onwards) and the West (the Roadmap, 2002 onwards) came and went, but still the cycle of attack and counter-attack continued. After Israel withdrew its Gaza settlements in 2004, Hamas seized control there and the rocket bombardment of Israel intensified. Israel retaliated with a massive invasion of the territory in 2009. Three years earlier, it had launched a similar retaliatory assault on the Shia Islamist group Hezbollah operating out of southern Lebanon.

All the while, Israel maintained its ‘facts on the ground’ policy of expanding settlements in East Jerusalem and on the West Bank. Mahmoud Abbas, Arafat’s PNA replacement, held numerous talks, some of which offered hope of a settlement, but each time the soft centre of moderate opinion was incapacitated by the hardliners on both sides. One day this dreadful deadlock will come to an end, as all things must, but quite how it is impossible to say.
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