
 

17January 28, 2018

News & Analysis

Washington

A 

lthough he was received 
cordially by Egyptian 
and Jordanian leaders, 
US Vice-President Mike 
Pence’s comments in Is-

rael have put the peace process in 
reverse gear.

Pence’s trip was delayed for 
a month, ostensibly because he 
was needed in Washington in case 
there was a tie vote in the Senate 
but in reality because the Trump 
administration wanted the atmos-
phere to cool down in the region 
following US President Donald 
Trump’s announcement to recog-
nise Jerusalem as Israel’s capital 
and to take initial steps to move 
the US Embassy from Tel Aviv.

In Egypt, Pence was received 
warmly by President Abdel Fat-
tah al-Sisi, who addressed him as 
a “dear guest” and said the visit 
“speaks volumes” about Egypt’s 
relations with the Trump ad-
ministration. Pence said the US-
Egyptian bilateral relationship has 
“never been stronger,” referring to 
the fight on terrorism.

In Jordan, King Abdullah II was 
more circumspect in public, saying 
that, while he warned the Trump 
administration not to go ahead 
with its Jerusalem decision, he 
hoped Pence’s visit would rebuild 
“trust and confidence.”

Behind the scenes, however, 
Pence got an earful from both lead-
ers about how Trump’s Jerusalem 
decision, of which Pence was one 
of the chief advocates, put moder-
ate leaders such as them in a dif-
ficult situation. Reflective of the 
angry public sentiments, both the 

grand imam of al-Azhar and the 
Coptic pope refused to meet with 
Pence. While he was in Amman 
and Jerusalem, none of the Muslim 
and Christian religious leaders met 
with Pence either.

This was especially telling be-
cause Pence has touted himself as 
the administration’s chief defend-
er of Middle Eastern Christians. 
These Christian leaders, however, 
uniformly opposed Trump’s Jeru-
salem decision, believing that its 
status should be negotiated among 
the parties and that the Palestin-
ians’ claim to East Jerusalem is le-
gitimate.

To protect himself and ride the 
waves of public opinion, King  
Abdullah II stated publicly in front 
of Pence that it was important to 
find a two-state solution to the 
Israeli-Palestinian problem with 
“East Jerusalem as the capital of 
the Palestinian state formed in the 
1967 borders.”

While Pence said he wanted to 
help bring about a two-state solu-
tion and underscored the impor-
tance of King Abdullah’s role as 
custodian of the Haram al-Sharif in 
Jerusalem — the third holiest site 
in Islam — he did not backpedal 
from Trump’s position. In fact, 
while in Israel, the third and last 
stop on his trip, he seemed to take 

it a step further.
Speaking to the Knesset, Pence 

not only praised the long-standing 
US-Israeli bilateral relationship as 
previous US officials have done but 
criticised past US policies of sup-
porting a “70-year wrong” by not 
recognising Jerusalem as Israel’s 
capital. No mention was made as 
to why previous US administra-
tions — both Democratic and Re-
publican — had refused to do so.

Pence also announced plans to 
advance the Trump administra-
tion’s goal of opening the US Em-
bassy in Jerusalem before the end 
of 2019. Such a statement contra-
dicted a US State Department as-
sessment that the embassy move 
would take longer.

Palestinian Authority adviser 
Saeb Erekat reacted by saying that 
Pence’s message to the rest of the 
word is: “Violate international law 
and resolutions and the United 
States will reward you.”

Despite widespread Arab an-
ger and the Palestinians’ boycott 
of Pence — Palestinian President 
Mahmoud Abbas travelled to Eu-
rope to meet with EU officials 
during Pence’s visit — Trump, 
speaking in Davos, Switzer-
land, on January 25 with Israeli  
Prime Minister Binyamin Netan-
yahu at his side, doubled down on 
Pence’s comments and threatened 
to punish the Palestinians even 
more.

Trump accused the Palestin-
ian leadership of not respecting 
Pence and claimed that taking the 
issue of Jerusalem “off the table” 
would make peace talks easier. 
He threatened to cut off US finan-
cial aid to the Palestinians “un-
less they sit down and negotiate 
peace.” Trump’s comments were 
echoed by US Ambassador to the 

United Nations Nikki Haley, who 
charged that Abbas had “insulted 
the American president” and that 
the United States would “not chase 
after the Palestinians.”

Although Trump went on to 
say that the yet-to-be-unveiled 
US peace plan was a good deal for 
both Israelis and Palestinians, he 
and his top officials are delusional 
to think that taking the most sen-
sitive issue in the peace process, 
Jerusalem, off the table while dan-
gling money in front of the Pales-
tinians will entice them to return 
to the table.

Pence’s trip and the subsequent 
comments by Trump and Haley in-

dicate there is no serious US peace 
proposal.

Perhaps none of this matters to 
Trump administration officials. 
By warmly embracing Netanyahu 
and uncritically adopting the po-
sitions of his right-wing govern-
ment, Pence helped to solidify US 
evangelical Christian support for 
Trump. In Trump’s mind, this sup-
port is crucial for his re-election 
prospects in 2020.
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Worrisome divide. US Vice-President Mike Pence steps off a plane 
upon arrival at Ben Gurion Airport in Tel Aviv, on January 21.   (AFP)
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Pence’s Middle East 
trip sets back peace 
process even further

Behind the scenes, 
Pence got an earful 
about how Trump’s 
Jerusalem decision put 
moderate Arab leaders 
in a difficult situation. 

W
ashington’s 
Middle East 
peace pro-
cess industry 
is in a state 
of panic. For 
if the Trump 

administration, in collusion 
with Israel’s right-wing govern-
ment, succeeds in destroying any 
prospect for a negotiated peace 
between Israelis and Palestinians, 
what will it do?

Dozens of Middle East scholars 
and former government officials 
ensconced in the city’s think-tank 
bastions — the Brookings Institu-
tion, the Washington Institute for 
Near East Policy, the US Institute 
of Peace and the Carnegie Endow-
ment for International Peace, 
among others — have for decades 
sustained themselves by appear-
ing as experts on cable news 
shows. On them they offered 
their profound analytical insights 
that the rest of us never would 
have thought of, such as “this is 
going to be politically difficult 
for Prime Minister Netanyahu,” 
or “this is going to be politically 
difficult for President Abbas” or 
“this is going to be politically dif-
ficult for the White House.”

Who’d have thought?
Reaching a comprehensive 

peace in the Middle East would 
be an economic boon to Israelis 
and Palestinians but could very 
well lead to bread lines of unem-

ployed peace process experts in 
Washington. Equally concern-

ing to the peace process industry, 

however, is a complete end to 
hopes for peace, for then there 
would be nothing for them to talk 
about, no reports to be written 
and nothing for foundations to 
fund.

The peace process industry 
thrives when peace is theoreti-
cally possible but not at all close 
to being achieved. It needs the 
process but not the peace.

The remarkable thing about 
the peace process industry is 
how completely and thoroughly 
useless it has been to the achieve-
ment of the purported goal of 
Middle East peace. Entire North 
American forests have been 
decimated to produce docu-
ments: peace plans, analyses, 
assessments, op-eds, memoirs, 
guidelines, talking points, brief-
ing points, blah, blah, blah. The 
authors of these documents, 
most of which quickly end up 
in recycling bins, jockey con-
stantly for insider positions in the 
government, where they produce 
the same product only this time 
stamped “CLASSIFIED.”

And to what end?
As peace process experts furi-

ously wrote reports and convened 
conferences, Israel’s increasingly 
ethno-nationalist governments 
proceeded relentlessly towards 
the dual goals of absorbing the 
West Bank — or at least the useful 
parts of the West Bank — while 
relegating Palestinian national 
aspirations to the dustbin of his-
tory.

Albert Einstein is famously 

credited with having defined “in-
sanity” as “doing the same thing 
over and over again and expect-
ing different results.” For all these 
many years, Washington’s swarm 
of talking heads — analysing and 
debating, debating and analys-
ing, trying to score points in the 
hopes of landing a government 
job — have had no discernible 
effect on the lives of Israelis and 
Palestinians.

After al-Qaeda’s attacks on the 
United States in September 2001, 
the peace process industry had 
to compete with the terrorism 
industry over which group was 
addressing the Middle East’s most 
urgent problem. Some peace 
process experts migrated to the 
terrorism camp, where more 
funding was available.

Before I am labelled a think-
tank hater, I should point out 
that there was one think-tank 
initiative produced in 1975 that 
pretty much got it right. The 
23-page report of the Middle 
East Studies Group of the Brook-
ings Institution recommended 
“a comprehensive settlement” 
of the Arab-Israeli conflict based 
upon “a negotiated and agreed 
trade-off between the Israeli 
requirements for peace and se-
curity and the Arab requirements 
for evacuation of the territories 
occupied in 1967 and Palestinian 
self-determination.” It called for 
sharing Jerusalem and resettling 
Palestinian refugees in “the new 
Palestinian entity.”

The Brookings report recom-

mended negotiating an “integrat-
ed package” that should include 
a phased withdrawal by Israel 
in “agreed stages” to its June 
5, 1967, lines “with only such 
modifications as are mutually ac-
cepted.” The Arab parties would 
be required “not only to end such 
hostile actions against Israel as 
armed incursions, blockades, 
boycotts and propaganda attacks 
but also to give evidence of pro-
gress towards the development of 
normal international and regional 
political and economic relations.”

The Saudi Peace Initiative is 
essentially a repackaging of what 
the Brookings group proposed but 
more significant because it was 
proposed by an Arab government 
and approved by the Arab League.

Despite the massive output, not 
a single word by a single think-
tank scholar during the ensuing 
42 years has in any way improved 
on the Brookings proposal (or the 
subsequent Saudi version) nor 
moved us any closer to achieving 
it. On the contrary, Israeli actions 
and US complicity in them over 
the years have rendered the 
Brookings report a quaint relic of 
what-could-have-been.

The Israeli-Palestinian conflict 
will undoubtedly flare up again 
and when it does the mad scram-
ble by television news producers 
to book talking heads for their 
shows and editorial page edi-
tors to fill op-ed pages will give a 
brief boost to the peace process 
industry. In the meantime, there’s 
really nothing to say.
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