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Disarray in American Policy?

"Nine months
later, the
American-mediate
d peace process
appears to be in
disarray."

Fawaz A. Gerges
ISPU Fellow

Washington, DC: The Greater Middle East (viz., Palestine, Israel, Iraq, Iran, Pakistan,
Afghanistan, Somalia) has presented President Barack Obama with his greatest foreign
policy challenges so far. The new president inherited costly wars on multiple fronts in
Iraq, Afghanistan, Pakistan, and Somalia, a worldwide hunt for Al Qaeda, and rising
anti-American sentiment throughout Muslim lands. To reverse this hostile trend and bring
American troops home, Obama's foreign policy team advanced a two-pronged strategy of
outreach to the Islamic world and peace talks between the Israelis and the Palestinians.
Nine months later, the American-mediated peace process appears to be in disarray.
There is a real danger that Obama's outreach may have already suffered a setback.
Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu has won the first round: Obama failed to force
Israel to agree to a complete settlement freeze in the West Bank and East Jerusalem. He
then retreated in the face of the stiff opposition launched by Israel's friends in the United
States and by the Netanyahu-led right-wing governing coalition. Accusing the Americans
of betrayal and “favoring the Israeli position,” Palestinian President Mahmoud Abbas
announced that he will step down, threatening to unravel the whole peace process and
intra-Palestinian politics.
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Although Obama was genuine about insisting that Israel freeze all settlement
construction, he was unwilling to invest precious political capital in facing Netanyahu
down, for that would have distracted him from his pivotal domestic agenda, particularly
health care reform, and more important foreign policy priorities like Afghanistan and
Pakistan.
Initially, the Obama team did not view the call for a total halt of settlement construction as
politically costly or risky, because there is concern within Congress about the expansion
of Jewish settlements on Palestinian territories and its negative effects on the peace
process.
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Far from marginal, however, a complete freeze on building new settlements is central to Obama's vision of
a two-state solution. The United States and the international community consider the West Bank and East
Jerusalem settlements, home to about 500,000 Israelis, as real impediments to a final peace agreement
with the 2.8 million Palestinians living there. Palestinians say that by gobbling large chunks of their
occupied lands, Israel creates facts on the ground that deny them a contiguous, viable state.
But as Israel resisted Obama's demand for a total freeze and the political costs increased, his
administration lowered the bench, requesting that the Israelis only show “restraint” on settlements. At a
joint news conference with Netanyahu, Secretary of State Hillary Clinton praised his offer to curb some
settlement construction as opposed to Obama's initial demand to halt all construction of Jewish
settlements. "What the prime minister has offered in specifics on restraints on a policy of settlements ... is
unprecedented," she said. Moreover, in effect slapping Abbas in the face, she joined Israeli calls and
demanded that Abbas return to the negotiating table without preconditions. “I want to see both sides as
soon as possible begin negotiations,” she added. Feeling humiliated, Abbas played his last card and
tendered his resignation, an act of desperation aimed mostly at the Americans.
Clinton's comments triggered a storm of protests by Palestinian and Arab leaders. Palestinians accused
the Obama administration of “back-pedaling” and “political hypocrisy” on settlements and said that a
resumption of peace talks was not in sight. In a rare moment of unity, Islamist Hamas and Fatah officials,
bitter rivals, urged Abbas to resist American calls to restart peace talks and called for the reactivation of
armed struggle. Abbas' subordinates expressed deep disappointment and frustration with the new shift in
American policy and said that it damages prospects of peace.

“If America cannot get Israel to implement a settlement freeze, what chance do the Palestinians have of
reaching agreement” on even more complex set of issues involved in final peace talks, chief Palestinian
negotiator Saeb Erekat asked in a written statement.
Similar sentiments were voiced by staunchly pro-American Egypt and Jordan, the only Arab countries to
have signed peace agreements with Israel. In a revealing move, King Abdullah II traveled to Cairo for talks
with President Hosni Mubarak. After the meeting, a royal palace statement released in Jordan said that
both leaders “insisted on the need for an immediate halt of all Israeli unilateral actions which undermine
the chances of achieving peace, especially the settlement construction.”
But it was left to Arab League Secretary-General Amr Moussa to convey the depth of Arab bitterness and
anger with Obama's change of heart: “I am telling you that all of us, including Saudi Arabia, including
Egypt, are deeply disappointed ... with the results, with the fact that Israel can get away with anything
without any firm stand that this cannot be done,” he told reporters. Asked if Obama's initiative to restart
Israeli-Palestinian peace talks has failed, he said: “I still wait until we have our meetings and decide what
we are going to do. But failure is in the atmosphere all over.”
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After meeting with Arab foreign ministers in Morocco, Clinton struggled to contain the furor in Arab capitals
and the damage done by her Jerusalem comments. Reading a statement, she said: “The Obama
administration's position on settlements is clear, unequivocal. It has not changed. As the President has
said on many occasions, the United States does not accept the legitimacy of continued Israeli
settlements.”
Clinton sought to reassure her Arab counterparts that the Obama administration will continue to push
Netanyahu to do more. Her comments in Jerusalem, she added, were meant to offer Israel
encouragement for moving in the right direction, even if that movement falls short of what the United
States wants. In addition, her team hastily arranged an unscheduled visit to Cairo, where she met with
Mubarak and his aides and stressed that the Obama administration does not accept the legitimacy of
Jewish settlements.
Despite her efforts to soften the impact of her comments, however, the new shift has already damaged the
administration's credibility and authority in the region. The lesson learned by Arabs and Israelis alike is
that Obama does not possess the political will to push forward his vision of a two-state solution. His
capitulation on settlements sends the wrong message to both camps and emboldens them to resist
making the necessary concessions for a breakthrough.
Having won the first round on settlements, Netanyahu and his right-wing coalition will no longer take
Obama's vision of peace seriously. His allies have already hailed Obama's retreat as a diplomatic victory.
Deputy Foreign Minister Danny Ayalon said that Israel's policy of resisting American pressure had paid off,
while his cabinet colleague Daniel Hershkowitz declared: “The U.S. administration understands what we
have always said - that the real obstacle to negotiations are the Palestinians.” Bolstered by Clinton's
backing, Netanyahu urged the Palestinians to “come to their senses” and restart peace talks without
insisting on a settlement freeze.
Even if Abbas wants to swallow his pride by rescinding the precondition to freeze settlements and
returning to the negotiating table, he will do so at his own peril. The already unpopular president would risk
a revolt from within his ruling party, Fatah, and a potent challenge from rival Hamas. The Islamist
movement has publicly stressed that Abbas does not speak for or represent the Palestinians and cannot
sign any peace agreement without a public mandate.
In the last election, held during 2006, Hamas won a comfortable parliamentary majority and trumped
Fatah. Any hint of compromise on settlements could weaken Abbas and his Palestinian Authority further in
a run-up to the elections he has scheduled for January 2010. Hamas has rejected holding a vote before
reaching a reconciliation between the two rival organizations (Now Abbas and Fatah appear willing to
postpone the elections).

Although in the past year Abbas' public approval ratings have slightly improved because of Hamas' military
blunders and political recklessness, the United States crippled him politically by persuading him to
withdraw his support for a United Nations report accusing Israel of war crimes during its winter offensive in
Gaza. Facing unprecedented public uproar and fury from within his own party, Abbas had to back down.
He was also severely criticized at home after he attended a tripartite summit with Obama and Netanyahu
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in September 2009 and returned home empty-handed.
It is no wonder then that Abbas feels that he has run out of options. Concerned about the Palestinian
Authority's survival, Egypt, Jordan, and Saudi Arabia lent their support to the Palestinian position that
resuming negotiations was futile without a freeze on settlement expansion.

Beyond the peace talks, the new shift in American public statements will likely undermine President
Obama's outreach to the Muslim world and his broader strategy of containing Iranian influence in the
Middle East. In the first few months of his administration, Obama raised Muslim expectations of real
change in American policy and buoyed Palestinian hopes that he would deliver their long-expected
independent state. Those hopes are now rapidly fading and being replaced by disillusionment and
cynicism. More and more voices say that Obama is no different than his predecessors and that all he
offers is empty rhetoric. This chorus of Arab protest and disappointment must be set against the promises
made and the high expectations raised by the new president in his first six month in office.
Time and again, President Obama and his senior advisors have publicly insisted on a total freeze of all
settlement construction and used sharply worded demands to drive the point home to Netanyahu. In a
major departure from his predecessors, Obama stressed that the United States does not accept the
legitimacy of continued Israeli settlements in occupied Palestinian territories: “It is time for the settlements
to stop.” Last May, in a blunt message to the Israeli government, Clinton said that Obama wanted to see “a
stop to settlements -- not some settlements, not outposts, not `natural growth' exceptions.”
In addition to demanding that Israel freeze all settlement construction, only Obama, of all sitting American
presidents, has spoken so explicitly and eloquently about the suffering, “pain,” and “humiliation” of the
Palestinians in their pursuit of a homeland: “So let there be no doubt: the situation for the Palestinian
people is intolerable. And America will not turn our back on the legitimate Palestinian aspiration for dignity,
opportunity, and a state of their own,” he said in his landmark speech to the Muslim world from Cairo.
A bolt from the blue, Clinton's comments from Jerusalem hit a raw nerve and shattered widely held
perceptions among the pro-western Arab ruling elite that Obama, unlike his predecessor, is genuine about
helping the Palestinians establish a state of their own. The Egyptians, Saudis, and Jordanians had hoped
that reviving the peace process would reduce Iran's clout in the Arab arena and weaken its radical allies Hamas and Lebanon's Hezbollah.
In contrast to the furor in pro-western Arab capitals, the resistance camp - Iran, Syria, and their local allies
- have maintained a sweet silence. “The Arab and Muslim people know well that the U.S. position is
biased,” said Mohammad Nazzal, a top member of Hamas' exiled leadership in Syria.
Fawaz A. Gerges, an ISPU Fellow, is a professor of international relations of the Middle East at the
London School of Economics and Political Science. His most recent book is “The Far Enemy: Why Jihad
Went Global” (Cambridge University Press: 2009).
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The Institute for Social Policy and Understanding (ISPU) is an independent
nonprofit think tank committed to education, research, and analysis of U.S.
domestic and foreign policies issues, with an emphasis on topics related to the
American Muslim community.
Since its inception in 2002, ISPU has built a solid reputation as an organization
committed to objective, empirical research and continues to be a valuable
source of information for policy makers, scholars, journalists and the general
public. Our research aims to increase understanding of Muslims in the United
States while also tackling the many policy issues facing all Americans. We
provide cutting-edge analysis and policy recommendations through publications,
conferences, government briefings and media commentary. ISPU firmly believes
that optimal analysis and treatment of social issues mandates a comprehensive
study from several different and diverse backgrounds. As social challenges
become more complex and interwoven, ISPU is unique in its ability to bring this
new approach to the human and social problems facing our country. Our
multidisciplinary approach, in partnership with universities, think tanks and
other research organizations, serves to build understanding and effect lasting
social change.

All ISPU Policy Briefs are
available on our website
www.ispu.org

Further information about ISPU can be obtained from our website at
www.ispu.org.

Institute for Social Policy and Understanding
43151 Dalcoma Road, Suite 6
Clinton Township, Michigan 48038

Page 5

2

