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I n accounts of the July 2000 Camp David summit and the following months of
Israeli-Palestinian negotiations, we often hear about Ehud Barak's
unprecedented offer and Yasser Arafat's uncompromising "no". Israel is said to
have made a historic proposal, which the Palestinians, once again seizing the

opportunity to miss an opportunity, turned down. The failure to reach a final
agreement is attributed, without notable dissent, to Yasser Arafat.

As orthodoxies go, this is a dangerous one. Broader conclusions take hold. That there is
no peace partner is one. That there is no possible end to the conflict with Arafat is
another. For a process of such complexity, the diagnosis is remarkably shallow. It
ignores history, the dynamics of the negotiations, and the relationships among the
three parties. It fails to capture why what so many viewed as a generous Israeli offer,
the Palestinians viewed as neither generous, nor Israeli, nor, indeed, as an offer. Worse,
it acts as a harmful constraint on American policy by offering up a single, convenient
culprit (Arafat) rather than a more nuanced and realistic analysis.

Each side came to Camp David with very different perspectives. Ehud Barak was
guided by a deep antipathy toward the concept of gradual steps that lay at the heart of
the 1993 Oslo agreement. He discarded a number of interim steps, even those to which
Israel was formally committed - including a third partial redeployment of troops from
the West Bank, the transfer to Palestinian control of three villages abutting Jerusalem
and the release of Palestinian prisoners. Concessions to the Palestinians would cost
Barak precious political capital that he was determined to husband until the final,

li ti t

Contribute

    
News Opinion Sport Culture Lifestyle

https://www.theguardian.com/world/palestinian-territories
https://www.theguardian.com/
https://support.theguardian.com/contribute?REFPVID=kphm7xpzzrhf13l40tep&INTCMP=header_support_RemoteRrHeaderLinksTest__NonUK_remote&acquisitionData=%7B%22source%22%3A%22GUARDIAN_WEB%22%2C%22componentId%22%3A%22header_support_RemoteRrHeaderLinksTest__NonUK_remote%22%2C%22componentType%22%3A%22ACQUISITIONS_HEADER%22%2C%22campaignCode%22%3A%22header_support_RemoteRrHeaderLinksTest__NonUK_remote%22%2C%22abTest%22%3A%7B%22name%22%3A%22RemoteRrHeaderLinksTest__NonUK%22%2C%22variant%22%3A%22remote%22%7D%2C%22referrerPageviewId%22%3A%22kphm7xpzzrhf13l40tep%22%2C%22referrerUrl%22%3A%22https%3A%2F%2Fwww.theguardian.com%2Fworld%2F2001%2Fjul%2F20%2Fcomment%22%2C%22isRemote%22%3Atrue%7D
https://www.theguardian.com/
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree
https://www.theguardian.com/sport
https://www.theguardian.com/culture
https://www.theguardian.com/lifeandstyle


climactic moment.

Seen from Gaza and the West Bank, Oslo's legacy read like a litany of promises deferred
or unfulfilled. Six years after the agreement, there were more Israeli settlements, less
freedom of movement, and worse economic conditions. Behind almost all of Barak's
moves, Arafat believed he could discern the objective of either forcing him to swallow
an unconscionable deal, or mobilising the world to isolate and weaken the
Palestinians. Those who claim that Arafat lacked interest in a permanent deal miss the
point. Like Barak, the Palestinian leader felt that permanent status negotiations were
long overdue; unlike Barak, he did not think that this justified doing away with the

interim obligations. In many ways, Barak's actions led to a classic case of misaddressed
messages.

When Barak reneged on his commitment to transfer the three Jerusalem villages - a
commitment he had specifically authorised Clinton to convey to Arafat - Clinton was
furious. In the end, though, and on almost all these questionable tactical judgments,
the US either gave up or gave in, reluctantly acquiescing out of respect for the things
Barak was trying to do. If there is one issue that Israelis agree on, it is that Barak broke
every conceivable taboo and went as far as any Israeli prime minister had gone or could
go. Even so, it is hard to state with confidence how far Barak was actually prepared to
go. Strictly speaking, there never was an Israeli offer. Determined to preserve Israel's
position in the event of failure, the Israelis always stopped one, if not several, steps
short of a proposal.

The ideas put forward at Camp David were never stated in writing, but orally
conveyed. In the Palestinians' eyes, they were the ones who made the principal
concessions. Arafat was persuaded that the Israelis were setting a trap. His primary
objective thus became to cut his losses rather than maximise his gains. That did not
mean that he ruled out reaching a final deal; but Palestinian negotiators, with one eye
on the summit and another back home, could not accept the ambiguous formulations
that had served to bridge differences between the parties in the past and that later, in
their view, had been interpreted to Israel's advantage; this time around, only clear and
unequivocal understandings would do.

The Camp David proposals were viewed as inadequate: they were silent on the
question of refugees, the land exchange was unbalanced, and much of Arab East
Jerusalem was to remain under Israeli sovereignty. To accept these proposals in the
hope that Barak would then move further risked diluting the Palestinian position in a
fundamental way. Meanwhile, America's political and cultural affinity with Israel
translated into an acute sensitivity to Israeli domestic concerns and an exaggerated



appreciation of Israel's substantive moves. The US team often pondered whether Barak
could sell a given proposal to his people, including some he himself had made. The
question rarely, if ever, was asked about Arafat.

Designed to preserve his assets for the "moment of truth", Barak's tactics helped to
ensure that the parties never got there. Many inclined to blame Arafat alone for the
collapse of the negotiations, point to his inability to accept the ideas for a settlement
put forward by Clinton on December 23, five months after the Camp David talks ended.
The president's proposals showed that the distance travelled since Camp David was
indeed considerable, and almost all in the Palestinians' direction. Arafat thought hard

before providing his response. But Clinton was not presenting the terms of a final deal -
rather "parameters" within which accelerated, final negotiations were to take place.
With only thirty days left in Clinton's presidency, the likelihood of reaching a deal was
remote at best.

Offer or no offer, the negotiations that took place between July 2000 and February 2001
make up an indelible chapter in the history of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. Taboos
were shattered, the unspoken got spoken, and, during that period, Israelis and
Palestinians reached an unprecedented level of understanding of what it will take to
end their struggle. When the two sides resume their path toward a permanent
agreement - and eventually, they will - they will come to it with the memory of those
remarkable eight months, the experience of how far they had come and how far they
had yet to go, and with the sobering wisdom of an opportunity that was missed by all,
less by design than by mistake, more through miscalculation than through mischief.
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The full version of this article appears in the August issue of the New York Review of
Books. Robert Malley was adviser to President Clinton on Arab-Israeli affairs; Hussein
Agha is senior associate member of St Antony's College, Oxford  
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