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The Obama administration’s last-minute stand 
with the Palestinians

M
uch scorn is being 
poured on the 
Obama adminis-
tration’s belated 
scramble to 
defend Palestin-

ian rights and its principled 
indictment of Israeli settlement 
building in the West Bank and East 
Jerusalem.

What was the point, the scornful 
ask, of US Secretary of State John 
Kerry making a splendid speech 
more than 70 minutes long when 
he would soon be powerless to do 
anything meaningful about the 
situation? Soon, Israel’s cham-
pion, President-elect Donald 
Trump, will blow in to the Oval 
Office, all orange make-up and 
bluster, and with big plans to 
bolster Israel’s position above and 
beyond anything any US adminis-
tration has done.

Under Trump’s designated 
envoy to Israel, David Friedman, 
the US embassy will move from 
Tel Aviv to Jerusalem. On January 
3rd, the first day of the new US 
Congress, three senators from 
Trump’s Republican Party — Ted 
Cruz, Marco Rubio and Dean 
Heller — introduced the Jerusalem 
Embassy and Recognition Act. 
Israeli settlements in the occupied 
territories will sprout faster and 
more furiously under the approv-
ing eye of a US ambassador who 
has personally raised millions of 
dollars for West Bank building 
activity. “Stay strong, Israel,” 
Trump tweeted, “January 20 is 
fast approaching.”

So it is. January 20th, presiden-
tial inauguration day in the United 
States, when Trump takes over 
from Barack Obama, is close at 
hand. Closer still is the January 
15th Middle East peace conference 
in Paris, during which 70 coun-
tries are likely to endorse the 
parameters outlined by Kerry for 
an Israeli-Palestinian agreement 
and a two-state solution.

Israel is apoplectic. Its Defence 
Minister Avigdor Lieberman 
described the Paris conference as 
“a tribunal… a new version of the 
Dreyfus trial but the accused 
won’t be one Jew; it’ll be the 
whole state of Israel.” (Alfred 
Dreyfus was a Jewish French 
artillery officer wrongly convicted 
of treason in 1894 and sentenced 
to life in prison.)

With the world’s attention only 
intermittently focused on the 
Middle East, are you still thinking 
what a lot of people are saying: 
That the Obama administration’s 
last-minute attempt to look as if it 
cared about the Palestinians is 
posturing of the very worst sort?

If so, here are five reasons to 
think again:

It’s the image, stupid:
From December 23rd, when the 

Obama administration allowed 
the passage of the first UN 
Security Council resolution 
critical of Israeli settlements in 
nearly 40 years, to January 15th, 
Israel will have suffered 23 days of 
international finger-wagging. This 
is embarrassing, enervating and 
exposes Israeli Prime Minister 
Binyamin Netanyahu’s claim that 
he had all but neutralised interna-
tional concerns about continued 
settlement building.

It’s the economy, stupid:
The Security Council resolution 

could boost the boycott, divest-
ment and sanctions (BDS) cam-
paign, which is modelled on the 
economic pushback against 
apartheid in South Africa. The 
text of the resolution calls on 
members “to distinguish, in their 
relevant dealings, between the 
territory of the State of Israel and 
the territories occupied since 
1967”. This effectively encourages 
countries to differentiate between 
Israel and the settlements, 
possibly along the lines of the 
European Union’s 14-month-old 
guidelines on the separate 
labelling of imports from Israel 
proper and from the occupied 
territories. In November, France 
became the first country to 
enforce the guidelines. If BDS 
gains momentum, it could hurt 
Israeli exports, costing its econ-
omy $15 billion-$47 billion over a 
decade.

Words matter:
Kerry spoke of nakba, the term 

Palestinians use to describe the 
catastrophe of expulsion from 
their homeland after 1948. He 
described the Palestinians’ status 
under occupation as “separate but 
unequal”. With nakba, an Ameri-
can secretary of State explicitly 
and unprecedentedly recognised 
and relayed to the world the 
reality of Palestinian suffering. 
The reference to “separate but 
unequal” spoke to the American 
people’s understanding of racial 
segregation. Kerry’s use of 
different registers allowed his 
speech to resonate with disparate 
audiences, making it more 
effective with more people in 
more places.

The facts matter:
Kerry’s December 28th speech 

and the December 23rd UN 

resolution applied the sledgeham-
mer of facts to the fortress of lies 
constructed by Netanyahu over 
the last few years. The Israeli 
prime minister has worked hard to 
normalise settlement building but 
both the UN resolution and Kerry’s 
tough talking reiterated the 
international consensus that they 
are illegal. Even if late in the day, 
there is value in reaffirming the 
international consensus, in 
speaking up for the oppressed and 
in calling out injustice.

The message is key:
Kerry addressed the Israeli 

people, urging them to “decide 
(between) the unusually heated 
attacks that Israeli officials have 
directed towards this (the Obama) 
administration” and the reality of 
the Israeli state’s actions. He also 
sent a hopeful message to the 
Palestinians and their leaders, 
who have had little to show for 
their efforts to use diplomacy and 
peaceful activism over the years.

It is pointless to argue over 
whether to be optimistic or 
pessimistic about the Obama 
administration’s belated push to 
say the unsayable and do the 
unthinkable about Israel at the 
United Nations. An optimist sees 
reality as better than it is; a 
pessimist sees it as worse than it 
really is. Best to be a realist.

In the last days of a fading year, 
realism was applied to the 
Israeli-Palestinian conflict. One 
might have hoped for more, much 
before, but realistically, this is as 
good as it gets. For now.
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Kerry’s use 
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speech to 
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disparate 
audiences.

One might have hoped for more, 
much before, but realistically, 
this is as good as it gets. For now.

US Mideast policy torn between Obama, Trump
Thomas Seibert

Washington

A 

squabble between the 
administration of US 
President Barack Obama 
and President-elect 
Donald Trump on the 

Israeli-Palestinian conflict is throw-
ing the course of America’s Middle 
East policy into doubt.

Obama has accepted a UN resolu-
tion that takes aim at Israel’s set-
tlement policy, creating new facts 
under international law. Trump, 
however, has signalled that his ad-
ministration will not feel bound by 
it.

“The UN — even the Security 
Council — only matters as much as 
governments care to make it mat-
ter,” said Michael Rubin, a former 
Pentagon official and an analyst at 
the American Enterprise Institute 
(AEI), a think-tank in Washington.

“Basically, what we see is the 
Israel-Palestine dispute becoming a 
partisan football in the US context,” 
Rubin said via e-mail. “That means 
every change of administration 
may bring with it a rapidly different 
approach.”

Only weeks before Trump’s in-
auguration on January 20th, the 
Obama administration refused to 
use the US veto to block a UN reso-
lution critical of Israeli settlements 
on Palestinian land. Trump tried 
to stop the draft resolution by per-
suading Egypt’s President Abdel 
Fattah al-Sisi to drop Cairo’s initia-
tive at the UN Security Council but 
Malaysia, New Zealand, Venezuela 
and Senegal made sure the council 
voted on the motion anyway.

Following adoption of the resolu-
tion, Trump told Israel in a tweet to 
“stay strong” until he takes over the 
presidency but the Obama admin-
istration stuck to its line with US 

Secretary of State John Kerry de-
livering a speech on December 28th 
that warned the two-state solution, 
as the only realistic way to secure a 
peace between Israel and the Pales-
tinians, was in “jeopardy”.

Kerry said the UN resolution was 
not a sign of diminished US sup-
port for Israel but he defended his 
government’s decision to allow the 
resolution to be adopted and criti-
cised Israel for moving away from 
the two-state goal. “If Israel goes 
down the one-state path, it will 
never have true peace with the rest 
of the Arab world,” he said.

Palestinian President Mahmoud 
Abbas called the UN resolution a 
“slap in the face” for Israel and an 
expression of international sup-
port for a two-state solution. Israeli 
Prime Minister Binyamin Netan-
yahu slammed the US position and 
vowed to continue with settlement-
building. Kellyanne Conway, one of 
Trump’s closest aides, said the new 
administration would seek a “much 
stronger relationship with Israel”.

That determination of the Trump 
camp could mean that the two-
state solution will be abandoned as 
the basic approach for the Israeli-
Palestinian conflict, despite the 
Obama administration’s efforts to 
prevent that from happening, said 
Ryan Ahari, research and policy 
fellow at the Muslim Public Affairs 
Council (MPAC).

“It looks more and more like Is-
rael is becoming a one-state with 
the Palestinians as second-class 

citizens,” he said. Ahari added that 
the push of the new US adminis-
tration could lead other countries 
with populist leaders to follow suit. 
“They’re looking towards Trump,” 
he said.

Rubin predicted that Obama and 
Kerry could end up making mat-
ters in the Middle East even more 
complicated with their manoeu-
vres. A stalemate between Israel 
and the Palestinians, coupled with 
a “heightened disdain” for the Unit-
ed Nations, could encourage Trump 
to act unilaterally “by moving the 
US embassy to Jerusalem and per-
haps recognising Israeli sovereignty 
over disputed areas, such as East 
Jerusalem”. This could “scramble 
the situation permanently and box 
in future administrations”, he said.

Ahari also criticised the Obama 
administration’s moves. “It’s too lit-
tle, too late,” he said. “Where have 
they been in the last three years?”

The big question is what kind of 
policy will Trump pursue beyond 
his stated strong support for Isra-
el. The president-elect has said he 
would like to be the man to solve 
the Israeli-Palestinian question 
with an agreement but he has given 
no indication what he plans to offer 
to the Palestinian side.

Richard LeBaron, a former US 
ambassador to Kuwait, said he 
doubted that much programmatic 
work is going on among Trump’s 
team to formulate a coherent Mid-
dle East strategy. “It is typical of 
Trump to inject himself with those 
feeds, expressing firm opinions 
based on almost zero experience,” 
said LeBaron, a non-resident sen-
ior fellow at the Atlantic Council in 
Washington.

Netanyahu “is having Trump’s 
ear whenever he wants it” and was 
using that access to his advantage, 
LeBaron said, adding that the de-
velopment is not necessarily as 

positive for the Jewish state as it 
seems.

“The Israelis run some risks if 
they rely on those tweets” and on 
David Friedman, a staunch sup-
porter of Israel who is Trump’s pick 
as new US ambassador to Israel, 
LeBaron said.

Despite his pro-Israel stance, 
Trump has been reluctant to make 
commitments about a future US 
involvement in the region. With 
his highly impulsive style that 

sometimes leads to contradictory 
statements and in the absence of a 
thoroughly developed strategy for 
the Middle East, the new president 
could be facing serious challenges 
after taking office, LeBaron said.

“At some point very difficult de-
cisions will have to be made” with 
regards to the Middle East, he said. 
“This won’t work.”

Thomas Seibert is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent in Washington.
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