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			Book Abstract

			Making peace in the long-troubled Middle East is one of America’s top priorities and in Innocent Abroad, Martin Indyk draws on his many years of intense involvement in the region to provide an examination of the ironic consequences that occur when American naïveté meets Middle Eastern cynicism in the region’s political bazaars. He examines the obstacles that have confounded the efforts of recent presidents and distills the lessons of past failures to chart a new way forward for the Obama administration.

			About the Author

			Martin Indyk is a leading expert on the Middle East. He served as top diplomat during the Clinton administration and worked at the highest levels developing and implementing American policy towards the Middle East. In particular, he worked closely with Israeli Prime Minister Yitzhak Rabin and Palestinian Chairman Yasser Arafat in trying to craft a comprehensive peace agreement that would have resolved the Palestinian-Israeli conflict. Currently, Indyk is the Director of the Saban Center for Middle Eastern Policy at the Brookings Institution.

		


		
			Summary of Innocent Abroad (Martin Indyk)

			Introduction

			Recently, the news from the Middle East has been grim. The peace process, which engendered much optimism during the Clinton administration, has largely been derailed, partly by the Bush administration’s missteps. Clinton, of course, failed in his bid to solve the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, which led many cynics to conclude that Middle Eastern diplomacy was futile. The lesson the Bush administration drew from Clinton’s failures led it to take a hands-off approach to the peace process. This approach, however, has arguably been an even greater failure as the Israeli-Palestinian conflict has escalated and volatility in the Middle East has increased.

			Clinton tried to harness America’s unique spirit of idealism and optimism to help bring peace and stability to the long-troubled Middle East. To this end, Clinton relied heavily on the conventional tools of statecraft, especially diplomacy. Bush, in contrast, sought to transform the Middle East in a less conventional way – i.e., by leveraging America’s military might to remove Saddam Hussein and promote democracy in the Middle East. Bush had some successes along the way, but there are many unintended consequences flowing from his ambitions, such as the chaos and sectarian strife ignited by the war in Iraq, the increased influence of Iran in the Persian Gulf, the growing Shiite-Sunni rift in the region, and the empowerment of Islamist groups such as Hezbollah and Hamas. The latter consequence, in particular, followed from Bush’s insistence that democratic elections proceed in Gaza.

			During his tenure, Clinton sought to contain the twin threats of Iran and Iraq while he pushed the peace process forward. Following 9/11, however, President Bush concluded that neither containment nor the status quo were sufficient to secure America’s interests. Bush adopted Clinton’s objective of transformational change in the Middle East, but the means he employed were diametrically opposed to Clinton’s emphasis on diplomacy. Ironically, both men failed to shape the Middle East in the direction they hoped.

			President Clinton invested his considerable political skills and America’s prestige in an effort to resolve the Arab-Israeli conflict. He sponsored a successful peace agreement between Israel and Jordan. And, he came closer than any American president has in brokering agreements between Israel and Syria and between Israel and the Palestinians. But ultimately, Clinton missed the Israeli-Syrian deal and then Yasser Arafat’s intransigence and diplomatic perfidy made it impossible to clinch the Palestinian deal. Before leaving office, President Clinton warned his successor, George W. Bush, that Arafat could not be trusted.

			Bush drew the wrong lessons from Clinton’s failures. He assumed regime change in Iraq would be more efficacious in transforming the Middle East than pursuing the peace process. However, Bush’s approach has only exacerbated the tensions and fissures in the region. After all, future administrations will have to expend great effort undoing the damage done by the Bush administration’s reckless war with Iraq.

			Despite falling short, Clinton’s experience demonstrates that American diplomacy can have a far reaching and positive impact on the region. The Bush administration’s war in Iraq has demonstrated the limits of relying on America’s military might to secure our national interests. Instead, the United States needs to resurrect the traditional tools of statecraft – diplomacy, coalition building, and working through international institutions – in order achieve its ends. In fact, even the Bush administration has since dumped its arrogant unilateralism in favor of diplomacy late in its second term (a tacit admission that its former approach wasn’t yielding dividends). Negotiations with North Korea over its nuclear program, a less bellicose approach to Iran, and an effort to revive the Israeli/Palestinian peace process, for instance, were indicative of the Bush’s administration’s belated conversion.

			“With the time therefore upon us again for serious diplomatic endeavors in the Middle East, the Clinton administration’s experience will be important in illuminating the way forward.” America needs to be less naïve in its assumptions. It will also need to be more imaginative, more patient, and more sensitive to the cultural and historical factors that have bedeviled the Middle East. The lessons of Clinton’s peacemaking efforts suggest that diplomacy backed by force is more effective than force alone, and that it is better to try, even if success is not assured, than not to try at all.

			The United States cannot transform the Middle East by itself. It needs partners in the peace process, statesmen of vision – i.e., leaders like Anwar Sadat, Menachem Begin, King Hussein, and Yitzhak Rabin. The United States cannot create such statesmen, but it can shape the strategic context in which these leaders operate, therefore influencing their motivations.

			In The March of Folly, historian Barbara Tuchman expounds the idea that “history was a lantern on the stern.” It is an image that suggests we have much to glean from Clinton’s peacemaking efforts that can help a new president chart a more successful diplomatic course.

			The Ascent

			Bill Clinton assumed office at a moment of unique opportunity in the Middle East. The defeat of Saddam Hussein’s army in the first Gulf War, the collapse of the Soviet Union, and the election of Yitzhak Rabin in Israel, had combined to open the window wide to peacemaking. Clinton concluded that it was in America’s interests to attempt to end the Arab-Israeli conflict. He believed peace agreements would stabilize this vital region, improve our relationship with the Arab world, enhance the security of our important ally Israel, and marginalize rogue regimes like Iran and Iraq.

			At that time, however, Yasser Arafat’s Palestinian Liberation Organization was designated as a terrorist organization by the U.S. State Department, which effectively precluded Clinton from dealing directly with Arafat. In fact, Clinton didn’t necessarily want to avoid dealing with the Palestinians, but he did believe that progress in the Middle East would be furthered by pursuing an agreement with the Syrians first. As Henry Kissinger had noted, “You cannot make war in the Middle East without Egypt and you cannot make peace without Syria.” If Clinton could get the “lion of Damascus” (a reference to Syrian president Hafez al Asad) to lie down with the “lamb” of Israel,” then no one in the Arab world would be in a position to question the legitimacy of making peace with Israel.

			Clinton believed no difference was so profound that it could not be solved by reasonable people. Clinton chose containment to deal with rogue actors like Saddam and the clerics in Iran, but otherwise his preference was to look for opportunities for engagement. “Syria first” reflected this thinking. Clinton reasoned, for instance, that an Israeli-Syrian peace agreement would significantly reduce the chances of a regional conflict. Of course, President Asad was insistent that Israel give up its position in the strategic Golan Heights and restore territory Syria had lost to Israel following the 1967 war. In 1993, Israeli Prime Minister Yitzhak Rabin indicated his willingness swap territory for peace with Syria, telling Clinton in their first meeting that if necessary he would be willing to make a full withdrawal from the Golan Heights.

			An agreement with Syria would help stabilize Israel’s border with Lebanon, defuse the conflict with the Palestinians, and be conducive to an Israeli peace with Jordan. All this could give the peace process much needed momentum. While Clinton’s strategic assessment was sound, it suffered from a flaw that bedeviled many of America’s policy prescriptions for the Middle East: it failed to take into account how local politics in the Middle East could scuttle plans crafted in Washington.

			While Clinton’s plans were Syria-centric, all the regional players, including the Israelis, were more preoccupied with the Palestinian conflict. Rabin and Clinton developed a close bond, however, and Clinton thought he had Rabin’s agreement to pursue a Syria-first strategy. Rabin believed a U.S. or multi-national peace force would be needed to police the Golan Heights if Israel returned the territory to the Syrians, but the prime minister was open to a genuine Syrian deal.

			Clinton was comparatively new to the ways of the Middle East. As a result, he failed to appreciate how many of the players, including allies like Israel, have their own agenda. For instance, it has been said that “Israel doesn’t have a foreign policy, only domestic politics.” That is, Israeli political considerations invariably shaped and skewed the agenda of Israeli prime ministers negotiating on Israel’s behalf.

			The aims and tactics of Arab leaders were shaped by domestic situations too, but in a different way. Virtually every Arab leader is an autocrat, so they tend to be hostile to changing the status quo. To paraphrase Osama bin Laden: Americans have the watches, but Arabs have the time. That is, American presidents (and Israeli leaders) have a limited time in office, but most Arab leaders expect to be in charge for life. As a consequence, they tend to play for time as a means of forcing the other side to compromise, unless they sense that the survival of their regimes is at stake.

			Clinton’s peace team, of which the author was a member, also failed to appreciate many other Middle Eastern nuances. The Israelis, for instance, were intent on using simultaneous negotiations to strengthen their hands with both parties. Rabin pursued separate negotiations with both the Palestinians and the Syrians, knowing full well that Arafat and Asad were rivals, thus pressuring both parties to give up as much as possible or risk losing out altogether. Clinton was unaware of the full extent of Arafat’s intense rivalry with Asad and the administration was taken by surprise when Rabin decided to put an interim agreement with the Palestinians on the front burner rather than a drawn-out negotiation with the Syrians. In short, Rabin wasn’t trying to mislead the Americans with these machinations, but he was trying to get every ounce of leverage he could. The bottom line: things are rarely what they seem in the Middle East and the interests of seemingly close allies frequently diverge.

			Once Rabin made the decision to pursue an agreement with the Palestinians ahead of Syria, there was little Clinton could do other than support it. Clinton believed a Syria-first approach had many strategic advantages, but this was just another example of “how effectively the Israeli tail could wag the American dog.”

			When it comes to the Middle East, good news is frequently a prelude to bad news. In 1994, the peace process between the Israelis and the Palestinians seemed to be gaining momentum. This was partly because Arafat feared that his Syrian rival, Asad, might sign an agreement before he did. Hence, the Palestinian Chairman uncharacteristically tempered his demands. However, the positive momentum seemed to be stopped cold when an Israeli settler, Dr. Baruch Goldstein, massacred 29 Muslims as they were praying at a mosque in Hebron. None of the major parties wanted to allow a lone extremist to derail the peace process and, as a result, Palestinian and Israeli negotiators were back at the peace table within weeks following the massacre.

			One of the reasons Arafat proved willing to return to the bargaining table so soon after a tragic calamity was his anxiety over a possible Israeli deal with Asad. One lesson from this is that encouraging multiple Arab-Israeli negations can be desirable because it allows the U.S. to take advantage of rivalries between different Arab leaders. The Bush administration never learned this lesson, namely that “American diplomacy was at its most effective when we wielded our influence to shape the environment for peacemaking,” in this case by playing Asad off against Arafat.

			Rabin displayed political courage by embracing Arafat and the Palestinian peace process, but he was unwilling to curb Israeli settlements in the occupied territories. Thus, another lesson from the Clinton experience is that the United States needs to stand with Israeli leaders but not indulge them, particularly when it comes to the divisive issue of Jewish settlements in the West Bank. Arafat’s inclination to defer the settlement issue until a later date was a symptom of his cynical disregard for Palestinian living conditions in the occupied territories. Because of Arafat’s indifference, however, Clinton never pushed Rabin on the settlement matter. This would prove to be a costly mistake.

			King Hussein of Jordan, fearing Arafat’s control of the West Bank would spark problems for him on the East Bank, was prompted by the prospect of an Israeli-Palestinian agreement to revive his country’s negotiations with Israel. The peace accord between Israel and Jordon was a relatively straightforward affair and was hammered out largely by the two parties themselves (though the U.S. underwrote the enterprise by arranging debt forgiveness to Jordan). “The Israeli-Jordan peace treaty was certainly an important milestone in the annals of the Arab-Israeli conflict.”

			Given Jordan’s size and relatively small influence, however, the Israeli-Jordanian accord would have limited impact on the larger strategic equation in the Middle East. Nevertheless, there are important diplomatic lessons here regarding America’s role in furthering peace between the Arabs and the Israelis. To begin with, because Arab leaders are autocrats, they tend to favor the status quo. Consequently, Arab leaders tend to move forward only when they conclude that time is no longer on their side, or that a rival will reach an agreement before they do. This was certainly the case with Hussein; he feared Asad and Arafat would beat him to the punch and end up with
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