Intifadah


During the spring of 2002, the delicate balance that the United States continually tries to maintain between Israel and its Arab neighbors gave all of the appearances of totally collapsing.  The Intifidah or Uprising, which started 18 months earlier, had claimed about 300 Israeli and 1400 Palestinian lives.  On April 15, 2002 President Bush’s special envoy to the area, Marine Corps General Zinni, seemed on the brink of arranging a ceasefire between Israel and the Palestinian Authority.  It was generally assumed the ceasefire would ultimately lead to the realization of the Tenet and Mitchell Plans for peace.  The Tenet Plan is named after CIA Director George Tenet and outlines a series of confidence building measures such as intelligence sharing, military withdrawal schedules, and pre determined multilateral conferences that would stop the fighting and lead to the Mitchell Plan.  The Mitchell Plan is named after former Senate Majority leader George Mitchell and essentially outlines an arrangement that calls for the coexistence of Israel with an independent, sovereign Palestine under Palestinian control.  The Mitchell Plan calls for a divided Jerusalem, open trade, unrestricted access to major religious sites and implies an end to Israeli settlements in the West Bank.

  The entire process was given an added, historic boost during the 22 nation Arab summit of April during which Crown Prince Abdullah of Saudi Arabia proposed full recognition of Israel by all Arab nations in exchange for the independence of Palestine.  The Tenet, Mitchell, and the Saudi plans all lacked precise details but did offer a framework for future peace.  It seemed particularly hopeful and important that the Arab summit for the first time since the creation of Israel called upon all Islam to recognition the permanent right of the Jewish state to exist.

As has happened more than seems possible, just as the peace process seemed to take on new life, a Palestinian suicide bomber killed 25 Israelis celebrating Passover in a hotel in Nentaya.  Roughly another 150 Israelis were seriously injured.  The Passover Massacre was followed by 7 days of suicide bombings claiming scores of Israeli lives.  The ceasefire peace proposals died as the Israelis retaliated with more force than they had used since the 1973 war.  Hundreds of Israeli tanks rolled in the West Bank and Gaza ultimately reoccupying the entire region.  Prime Minister Sharon announced that Israel was at War, its very survival was at stake, and that the enemy was the Palestinian Authority lead by Arafat whom he once again labeled a terrorist.  The Israelis rolled over the Palestinians finally isolating Arafat within three rooms of his headquarters in Ramallah.  The Arab street erupted with massive anti American and anti Israeli demonstrations exploding in nearly every Arab capitol.  Particularly disturbing to the United States was the fact that Arab reaction included America’s traditional allies such as Jordan, Egypt, Saudi Arabia and the Gulf States.  Bahrain, the home of the American fleet in the Persian Gulf and a long standing American ally, was unusually explosive causing all American personnel to be confined to their ships and bases.

The United Nation’s Security Council passed a resolution 14-0 with US support calling for the Israelis to withdraw from the occupied lands.  President Bush guardedly supported Israel but essentially stood alone as the European Union, the Vatican and most nations around the world condemned the Israeli reaction as excessive, brutal, and illegal.  Israel’s critics almost universally called upon Israel to return to its pre-1967 borders meaning to withdraw permanently from the West Bank, the Golan Heights, Gaza, and East Jerusalem.

On April 4, the President dispatched Secretary of State Powell to the region indicating the American administration feared the situation was spirally out of control.  The entire matter was compounded by new information that Arafat had been in the business of secretly supporting the suicide attacks while negotiating with the US and Israel about peace.  Perhaps even more ominously, it became clear in April that Iraq, Iran, and Syria had been encouraging and financially supporting the suicide attacks.  Saddam Hussein proudly announced on April 2 his intention to raise the dollars Iraq would give to the families of suicide bombers to an extraordinary $25,000.  The Iraqi dictator also announced the next day that Iraq would end all oil shipments to the West for one month or until the Israelis withdrew from Palestine.  He called on other Muslim states to use oil to force America’s hand.  Interestingly, National Security Adviser Condi Rice responded by stating she hoped the “Iraqi would enjoy eating oil.”

With the announcement of Secretary Powell’s involvement, President Bush called on Israel to immediately withdraw from the West bank and Gaza.  The President repeated his contention that Arafat had not done enough to stop the terrorists.  The President most dramatically was trying to restore the status quo ante—he proclaimed that “enough is enough” and the violence had to stop.  He was doing what American Presidents have been doing for 50 years—he was trying to maintain at least the appearance of fairness so that in the end the US could  broker a peace settlement to the crisis.  The President was particularly stern in his warning to “outsiders” such as Iran, Iraq, and Syria to stay out of the situation.  He repeated his warning that those who sponsor terrorism are terrorists themselves and will ultimately face US retribution.


Very little seemed clear in the spring as to the final outcome of the bloodletting.  The positions of the major actors however were becoming clear and will probably hold the keys to the future.  Prime Minister Sharon and former Prime Minister Netanyahu seemed fixed on the idea that Arafat would never be an appropriate partner in peace.  Netanyahu in the name of the Israeli government called for his removal from office and forced exile.  He referred to Arafat as a “murdering butcher” who was personally responsible for the killing of scores of Israeli civilians.  In effect, Arafat they argued was part of the problem and would never be part of the solution.  He always was and would always be a terrorist bent on the destruction of the Jewish state.  All gestures of peace toward the PLO would be interpreted as “signs of weakness” and would only encourage terrorism.  
According to this argument, Israel must attack the terrorists very much as the US went after Al Qaeda.  Someday off in the distant future the punishment of the terrorists and the destruction of their infrastructure might bring about a new Arab/Palestinian approach.  The Prime Minister seemed to believe that Israel had no choice—war today and negotiations in a far away tomorrow.  This “hardline” position, it should be noted,  seemed to gain ascendancy with the Israeli public with each new suicide bomber.  Sharon, who was never a charismatic leader, reached nearly 80 percent approval rating in Israeli public opinion polls after the invasion. 
 The full depth of the problem was indicated by the corresponding level of support for Arafat among the Palestinians.  Arafat only weeks before was generally thought “to be on his way out” and regarded as irrelevant to regional politics.  At the end of April, revealingly, Saddam Hussein renamed one of the largest boulevard’s in Baghdad for Yassir Arafat and proclaimed him to be the “Lion of Arabia.”  Arafat became a “national” hero to the Palestinian refugees who have long represented the most desperate part of the problem.  There are 3.9 million Palestinian refugees in the area, of which 2.1 million live in the appalling camps located in Lebanon, Jordan, Syria and the West Bank.  Although the United Nations spends $414 million per year most of which is donated by the US and Europe, the refugees have never had anything but the most contemptuous view of America and Israel.  The camps are always the lightening rod of every Israeli-Palestinian crisis.  Interestingly, the Arab world provides practically no assistance to the camps and has been quite satisfied for more than 50 years to keep the Palestinians trapped in these Middle Eastern Bantustans.    Horrifyingly, both sides of the battle seemed locked into conflict supported overwhelmingly by their respective publics.

The alternative view, represented by the Bush Administration, remained committed to the peace process.  Although Arafat had lost most of his credibility with the US he was still regarded as “the only game in town.”  Moreover, in keeping with the “law of unexpected consequences” his replacement or replacements might be even more destabilizing.  More importantly, the President indicated that he believed that Sharon’s reoccupation of the West Bank was not in Israelis long term security interests meaning there was no reasonable end-game to the policy.  Unlike the American campaign in Afghanistan, Israel represented an occupying army trying to subdue three million Palestinians most of whom hated both Israel and the occupation.  Going after the Palestinian terrorist infrastructure in the form of Hezbollah, Hamas, and the Islamic Jihad, no matter how legitimate from Israel’s perspective, would inevitably be interpreted in Palestine and throughout the region as an imperial war against the people of Palestine.


Finally, the Sharon, Netanyahu, Likud scheme threatened to destabilize the entire region.  Instead of destroying the terrorists, Israel might manage to destroy America’s allies in the region.  The most vulnerable were obviously Jordan, Saudi Arabia, Egypt, and the Gulf States. Israeli leadership in 2002 seemed to be committed to a war of “all against all” with Israel staking its very survival on its own resources plus US support.  Netanyahu proclaimed during his spring visit to the US that Israel would “clean up” Palestine and America should take care of Saddam.  He added that in the end all Arab regimes were suspect, all in one form or another had supported terrorists, and all should be replaced by democratic governments.

  President Bush clearly did not regard this as an acceptable gamble and/or strategy.  In a certain sense the Israelis and the America’s were disputing tactics rather than strategy.  Both were committed to the destruction of terrorism, both regarded Arafat as quite prepared to use terrorist methods, and both regarded Iraq, Iran, and Syria as the primary culprits in this nightmarish “dance of death.”  The difference between Israel and the US revolved around how to proceed tactically—Israel was prepared to confront a regional conflagration now and the Americans were not.  The President still believed that America’s traditional Arab/Muslim allies were essential to final victory.

In the end, only one solution seemed possible.  Israel and Palestine are joined by destiny and geography and must cooperate or face endless conflict and bloodshed.  There really was no solution other than coexistence represented by two states living next to each other sharing the same resources and the religious symbols.  Israel did not want and could not in the end destroy and/or occupy all of Palestine.  The Palestinians could not and would not be allowed to “run the Jews back into the sea.”  Ironically and quite tragically the solution to the Israeli-Palestinian crisis was obvious and unavoidable.  What was not clear was how long the nightmarish process would take.

The Uprising of 2002 also presented America and its allies with one other enormously complicated set of options.  The general wisdom of day argued that Iraq, Iran, and Syria although clearly sponsoring terrorism and clearly threatening to the West, could only be dealt with once some kind of resolution of the crisis in Palestine had been realized.  America, most observers argued, could not become engaged in war throughout the region and obviously faced the problem of stretching its forces too thinly from Afghanistan to Palestine.  No matter how threatening Iraq in particular might be, America’s desire to deal with that problem would have to wait for another day.  

The counter view, which seemed to be the view of the President of the United States, was that Saddam’s regime was dangerous to America, it was growing more dangerous each day, and ironically Iraq was at the a root of the problems in Palestine.  As long as the US and Israel were chasing Hamas and Hezboullah without confronting the source of the problem they were confusing tactics with strategy.  Iraq would have to be dealt with in the very immediate future.  It was noteworthy that by the summer of 2002 US forces deployed in the Middle East and South Asia reached nearly 100,000 as compared to the usual 20,000.  It seemed clearer each day that the American President had his sights on Iraq regardless of the machinations of the crisis in Palestine.  Indeed, he seemed to believe that the road to peace in Palestine ran through Baghdad and not the West Bank.
