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    On the morning of September 28, 2016, Mahmoud Abbas awoke to upsetting news. Overnight, Shimon Peres, Israel's former president and a man with whom Abbas had a long history of trying to negotiate a peace agreement, had died at the age of ninety-three. His death marked the end of an era in Israel, as Peres was the last member of the Jewish state's founding generation. For Abbas—a member of the same generation but on the Palestinian side—this was more than the passing of a neighboring leader. Abbas had long seen Peres as his natural negotiating partner.


    Abbas and Peres met two decades earlier in Washington, DC, when they signed a historic agreement of mutual recognition between Israel and the Palestine Liberation Organization on the White House lawn. They had remained in close contact ever since that day, even when the conflict between their two peoples descended into its darkest hours. In 2005, Abbas became the president of the Palestinian Authority, a semiautonomous body that was born as a result of the agreement he had signed with Peres. Two years later, the Israeli negotiator became the president of his own country, a mostly symbolic post that he nevertheless used to tirelessly advocate for peace with Israel's neighbors. Just months before his death, Peres was insisting that Abbas was, in his opinion, “an outstanding man who really does want to commit to peace.”1


    As more and more world leaders announced they would attend Peres's funeral in Jerusalem, Abbas consulted with his advisors: should he also take part in the ceremony? While he had been close to Peres, the Israeli leader was still a vastly unpopular figure on the Palestinian street. If Abbas attended the funeral, he would be exposing himself to an onslaught of criticism. This dilemma grew more difficult with each passing moment. On the one hand, the arrival of leading figures like Barack Obama and Charles, Prince of Wales, meant that the funeral could be a chance for Abbas to show his support for the peace process on a global stage. On the other hand, it was becoming clear that no Arab country was going to be represented by its leader at the event—which would make Abbas even more vulnerable to criticism from the Palestinian street if he attended.


    “Why do you need this now?” a number of his advisers asked him.2 Abbas was already unpopular at home—a recent poll showed nearly two-thirds of his people wanted him to resign—and it wasn't as if there were peace talks on the horizon. Why couldn't he just send one of his deputies? Abbas saw the logic of this approach. In his view, there was nothing bad about playing it safe. But the next morning, he surprised his staff by telling them that he was going.


    One factor in his decision was a phone call he received from Peres's daughter, who told him that her father would have appreciated him coming to the funeral.3 Abbas was touched by her plea. Furthermore, some among his staff thought that in showing up he could “disprove Israeli claims that Palestinians only believe in violence.”4 So, twenty-four hours before the funeral began, his office called the Israeli military to inform them that the Palestinian president would pay his last respects to his counterpart in Jerusalem.


    On Friday the 29th, just before noon, Abbas's bulletproof motorcade arrived at the Mount Herzl cemetery on Jerusalem's western side. Soon after arriving, he bumped into Israel's prime minister, Benjamin Netanyahu, and his wife, Sara. The two leaders, who had met only once in the five years prior to the funeral, briefly shook hands and exchanged some polite niceties. Mrs. Netanyahu told Abbas that she and her husband would be happy to welcome him to their official residence in Jerusalem. Abbas smiled and simply mumbled, “long time, long time,” a reference to the years that had passed since he had last visited the place.


    The antipathy between the two leaders was evident when Netanyahu, during his eulogy of Peres, mentioned many of the dignitaries who had gathered at the cemetery but said nothing of Abbas. In the weeks and months prior to Peres's death, the Israeli premier had publicly accused Abbas of inciting violence and failing to condemn terrorist attacks against Israeli citizens. Netanyahu's frustration with Abbas, whom he saw as partly responsible for the deaths of innocent Israelis, wasn't going to go away simply because he had made a gesture toward the Peres family.


    By the time the dust had settled, Abbas was back in a familiar position. His symbolic gesture had garnered him a chorus of condemnation from all walks of Palestinian life and did little in easing the tensions with Israel. His only comfort was the sentence in Obama's eulogy that praised him for making the trip from Ramallah. As ever, Abbas was more popular in Washington than in Ramallah, Gaza, or Jerusalem.
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    Mahmoud Abbas was born in 1935 to a modest family in the northern Galilee town of Safed, in what was then the British Mandate of Palestine. Together with his parents and siblings, he fled Safed during the 1948 war and settled in Damascus, Syria. He taught elementary school during the day, while finishing his studies at night, before moving to the oil-rich Qatar to work for the government. There he married his wife, Amina, raised their children, and got involved in the burgeoning arena of Palestinian politics. Before long he had made a name for himself and had joined up with other young Palestinian refugees, including a young man from Gaza named Yasser Arafat, who was the leader of a new Palestinian political organization: Fatah.


    Abbas would spend the rest of his life among Fatah's leadership. His military prowess low—he admits in his own memoirs that he was flushed out of a Syrian military academy as a teenager—he viewed the “armed resistance” not as an end but a means. While Arafat and the rest of the Palestinian leadership was fighting Israel out of Beirut, Abbas was with his family in Damascus. He positioned himself as the Palestinian fundraiser and ambassador in residence: he fostered ties with the broader region and world, working especially closely with Soviet Russia (where he completed a controversial doctoral thesis in 1982, which disputed the number of Jewish victims in the Holocaust). By the 1970s and 1980s, he was openly advocating dialogue with Israelis, and a decade later he began to openly support the concept of a “two-state solution,” in which a Palestinian state would be established next to Israel in the territories of Gaza and the West Bank.


    Abbas's wish became the Palestinian platform with the advent of the Oslo Accords in 1993. Through back channels in London and then Norway, Palestinian negotiators reporting to Abbas, and Israeli negotiators close to then prime minister Yitzhak Rabin's government reached a historic declaration of principles that laid out a path toward a comprehensive peace agreement. The Oslo Accords were a high point of optimism in the history of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. After their signing, a new entity—the Palestinian Authority—was established, with Arafat as its leader. Abbas, the architect of this historic achievement, found himself back in the margins afterward. Arafat, Peres, and Rabin all received Nobel Peace Prizes. Abbas got nothing.


    The next six years were a frustrating period for Abbas. He led one back-channel attempt to reach a comprehensive peace agreement with Israeli representatives, but the agreement became irrelevant following the tragic assassination of Rabin in 1995. And while the peace process was stuck, Abbas failed to navigate the treacherous waters of Palestinian politics, where his rivals portrayed him as a weak and untrustworthy negotiator who was “too soft” with Israel. In July 2000, when the Clinton administration made one final attempt to reach a peace agreement at the famous Camp David summit, Abbas was so busy protecting his own image that he contributed almost nothing to the negotiations, and in the words of one senior American official present, “was a non-entity.”5


    After the Camp David negotiations collapsed, violence erupted on the streets, leading to thousands of deaths in what came to be known as the Second Intifada, or uprising. During this dark hour, while Arafat was actively supporting terrorism, Abbas emerged as a rare voice of reason and moderation within the Palestinian leadership. He warned Arafat early on about the dangers of unleashing violence against Israel and regularly admonished local leaders for supporting terror attacks. What was happening, Abbas told Gazan leaders in 2002, was the “total destruction of all we have built.”6 Arafat refused to listen, however, and Abbas was again on the outside looking in.


    All of that changed in 2003, when Arafat—under considerable pressure from the Bush administration—agreed to create the position of prime minister within the Palestinian Authority and name Abbas for the post. For a few months, Abbas tried to reform the Palestinian institutions, strengthen the government and put an end to the intifada. Yet despite the support he received from Washington, Abbas's tenure as prime minister ended in failure. Arafat refused to budge or cede any power to his deputy, and Abbas eventually gave up. He resigned just months into the job, with nothing but uncertainty about the future.


    He had stood up to the “Old Man” however, and when Arafat died in 2004 Abbas became the immediate favorite to replace him. He was named Arafat's successor in November of that year, before winning a presidential election in January 2005. He now had a mandate to strengthen the PA's institutions and engage in peace negotiations with Israel. Yet within a year of his election he suffered a catastrophic setback when his Fatah party was crushed in the 2006 Palestinian parliamentary elections by Hamas, an Islamist party officially designated as a terror organization by the United States.


    To make things even worse, in July 2007, a civil war broke out between Abbas's Fatah-dominated PA and Hamas in Gaza. Abbas would lose, his forces would be expelled or killed, and the trajectory of the Palestinian national project would forever change. From this moment on, Abbas would be a president with half a mandate. He could negotiate with Israel, but he could never deliver an agreement to all of his people. Staying in power and preventing a similar takeover in the West Bank would become the primary goal of the rest of his tenure.


    Israeli prime minister Ehud Olmert was eager to reach a peace agreement with Abbas despite all of that, and in the fall of 2008 he presented to the Palestinian president a far-reaching offer that included an Israeli withdrawal from most of the West Bank and a return of thousands of Palestinian refugees into Israel. Abbas, however, never gave Olmert an answer. Olmert was himself in a weak position at the time, as a number of corruption investigations were about to bring down his government. Palestinian officials insist it wasn't a serious offer, and Americans saw it as a feeble attempt, but, regardless, it was a unique overture from an Israeli premier, one that Abbas ignored.


    In 2009, Benjamin Netanyahu replaced Olmert in Israel, while Barack Obama became president of the United States. Abbas was hopeful about the Obama administration, especially after it turned out that he was among the first leaders in the world to receive a phone call from the new president. Yet with time, Abbas's excitement was replaced with disappointment as he saw the American administration devote less and less attention to the peace process. At one point, Palestinian officials even confessed that they were somewhat longing for the previous administration of George W. Bush. Faced with an uninterested White House and an Israeli prime minister whom he didn't trust, Abbas turned toward international legitimacy, launching an auspicious plan to make the world recognize Palestine as the 194th member state in the United Nations.


    The “Palestine 194” campaign was Abbas's attempt at subverting the traditional peace process while placating his people. When, in November 2012, Abbas went to the UN General Assembly and upgraded the Palestinian standing, thousands celebrated in the West Bank. That's why when, in 2013, Secretary of State John Kerry offered to sponsor another round of peace negotiations with Netanyahu, Abbas was hesitant. He did not believe anything would come out of these negotiations. Many within his camp preferred making more moves at the UN rather than entering another round of unpopular talks. Yet eventually he entered the talks, only to walk away from a historic peace plan proposed by the Obama administration in March 2014, at his last-ever visit to Barack Obama's White House.


    Since the civil war in 2007, Abbas—once a champion of democracy and reform—has gradually turned into an authoritarian. He's fired rivals, persecuted his antagonists, and put allies in key positions within the party. He's attacked union heads, detained journalists, and even sent his PA forces after everyday citizens for their social media posts. There was a point in his life when he viewed negotiations as the way forward for the Palestinian national project, but after coming to power he has appeared less and less interested in that. The primary focus of his reign is on consolidating as much power as he can.


    Mahmoud Abbas started his presidency as a man of peace and institutions. More than a decade into his four-year term, he will end it as just another regional autocrat.
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    The picture on the cover of this book is of Mahmoud Abbas's first campaign stop. Two months after Yasser Arafat died, Abbas arrived in the northern West Bank town of Jenin to speak to nearly ten thousand Palestinians. It was one of the largest crowds he had ever addressed. He arrived to a mob and was carried through town on people's shoulders. In the picture, he's holding hands and waving while a poster of the Old Man, his mentor, rival, and predecessor Arafat, looks on. Weeks later, he would win the presidency by a comfortable majority. His victory would mark the golden age of Abbas's rule: a one-year period before he lost his parliament, and then Gaza, to his rivals in Hamas. This period would be the height of his political legitimacy in Palestinian politics. He would never approach it again.


    Taken together, the arc of Mahmoud Abbas's career bends toward that of a missed opportunity. If Israeli officials were to describe their ideal negotiating partner, they would describe someone almost identical to Abbas, with his aversion to terror and stated willingness to compromise. But the tragedy of Abbas, and of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict in general, is in what he doesn't bring to the table. He is not a charismatic leader and thus could not convince his people to modify their version of the national narrative. Peace requires leaders who have both the courage to sign an agreement and the ability to implement it. Abbas appeared at times in his life to have the former. He was never close to having the latter.


    Blame is easy to come by in the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. Surely, Abbas is not the sole reason the Palestinian people do not have their own state. But he has failed to prepare his people for the concessions necessary to live peacefully side by side with Israel. He lost half his territory in 2007 to the Islamist terror group Hamas and then also lost touch with many ordinary Palestinians, who see him and his royal court as detached from the hardships and realities of their life.


    And yet, Abbas still occupies a place in the Palestinian political hierarchy few others can claim. When he speaks, he can claim to do so in the name of an entire people. He was born into the British Mandate of Palestine before the creation of the state of Israel, grew up as a refugee outside his homeland, and spent decades working next to the father of the Palestinian national movement, Yasser Arafat. Abbas has personally lived the history of his own people. He is very likely the last Palestinian leader with that kind of pedigree.
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    On a cool autumn day in 1994, a black Mercedes weaved its way through the quiet streets of Safed, a historic mountaintop city in northern Israel. The luxury car passed through the center of the city before stopping at a small parking lot across from the local market. Glancing at the nearby Sea of Galilee, the passengers took in the scene.1


    Sitting in the back of the car, Mahmoud Abbas looked around in disbelief. More than four decades had passed since he was last in this place, and yet it looked so familiar. The market square, the tall cypress trees, the stone-built houses, and the view of the Golan Mountains in the distance—everything was still in its place.2 There was no doubt about it: this was the street where he was born and raised, although the house where he had spent his childhood days no longer existed. Where it once stood, there was now a Jewish religious school.3


    Abbas walked up and down the street, passing by the ruins of an old mosque where his family used to pray. When he lived here as a child, the area was called Harat al Jora, which in Arabic means “the neighborhood of the pit,” so called because of its location in a valley between two tree-covered hills. Now, his old street bore the name of Ze'ev Jabotinsky, an influential Zionist writer admired by the Israeli right wing. Across the market, a parallel street was named after twenty-two local children who were murdered by Palestinian terrorists in 1974.


    The memory of that tragic incident was still strong twenty years later. When news that Abbas was planning a trip to Safed reached the local mayor, he issued a public warning. “People won't be happy to see him here,” the mayor told the press. Undeterred, Abbas insisted he was coming anyway. Then he heard that a couple hundred angry demonstrators were waiting for his motorcade at the entrance to the city, and cancelled.4


    Still, Abbas couldn't stay away from his hometown. A few weeks later, he chose a different tact. Now with only a few members of a security detail and no media announcement, Abbas was making his homecoming—but quietly.5 His son, Tareq Abbas, sat with him in the car along with Ahmad Tibi, an Arab-Israeli politician and friend of the family. The visit lasted only a few minutes—there wasn't much to see. Tareq recalled years later that “the house doesn't exist anymore. When we were children, my father and grandfather told us stories that gave us an attachment to the house. But it's impossible to live there.”6


    After a short stroll, Abbas got back into the Mercedes and the small party drove to a nearby restaurant. But just as they were getting out of the city, Abbas suddenly asked to stop the car for a moment. He got out, alone, and stood by the side of the road taking in the view.7 The last time he had looked at Safed this way was in 1948, when he was a thirteen-year-old boy fleeing the city with his family.8 Now he was there again—this time as a grown man—accompanied by his own son and visiting with Israeli approval.


    Ahmad Tibi recalled years later that Abbas, a typically stoic man, “had tears in his eyes” as he gazed over the roofs of the city. Tibi had known Abbas for decades, yet that was the only time he had seen the Palestinian politician appear so emotional. “When he got back into the car, he didn't want to talk about the past anymore,” says Tibi. “From that point on, the only thing he wanted to discuss was how we can guarantee that our people have a better future.”9
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    Mahmoud Abbas was born in March 1935 to a working-class family in Safed. Back then it was a “mixed town,” meaning approximately six thousand Arab-Palestinian residents lived with a community of more than two thousand Jews.10 The city, like the entire land between the Jordan River and the Mediterranean Sea, was under British control. British soldiers regularly patrolled its streets.


    Abbas's father, Mohammad, sold cheeses, olives and canned goods out of a small grocery store, which the family lived above.11 “They weren't a rich or famous family, but they did okay,” says Mustafa Abbasi, an Arab-Israeli professor and a leading historian of Safed. “There were two kinds of merchants in Safed at the time: large merchants, who traded silk, spices, and other goods with large cities in the region like Damascus, Beirut, and Amman, and local merchants, who worked mostly within the city's boundaries. Abbas's father belonged to the second group.”12


    Both the Arab and the Jewish communities in Safed had deep roots in the city that stretched back hundreds of years. The relationship was largely a peaceful one, but it had its moments of violence. One of them was in 1936, the year after Mahmoud Abbas's birth, when an Arab revolt broke out against the British rulers.13 In Safed, Palestinian residents attacked the city's Jews, who fought back using weapons that were gathered by a Zionist militia called the Haganah (“defense” in Hebrew).


    The 1936 revolt was a pivotal moment in the history of the Palestinian national movement. Yet Mahmoud Abbas, who decades later would come to lead that movement, grew up in a family that was barely involved in these dramatic events. His family chose to stay out of the revolutionary upheaval of the day.14 Abbas himself, in a short memoir that was published decades later, described his Safed childhood in idyllic terms: “I liked school and was dedicated to studying. My childhood was enjoyable—outside of school, my days were spent with my classmates playing and exploring Safed's mountain peaks.”15


    In between studying and playing, young Mahmoud helped his father's business by doing deliveries to different parts of the city, including to Jewish business partners.16 The family's ties with some of these Jewish merchants didn't revolve solely around business: on the last day of the Jewish holiday of Passover, Abbas's father would send his Jewish partners an offering of baked goods, sweets, and cheeses as a neighborly gesture.17


    “The seasons of the year in Safed were well marked,” Abbas recalled fondly, “winter, for instance, is cold and snowy. Spring is bright and blossoming, with the earth and mountains carpeted by multicolored layers reminiscent of a handcrafted Persian silk rug. Summer is hot, but the city enjoys an invigorating fresh breeze making it a summer attraction for tourists and vacationers. Fall, with its brisk winds, rolls in stripping the trees of their leaves and ushering them into winter with a new garment.”18


    Abbas's description, however, omits the political and religious tensions in the city at the time. By 1947, Safed was at a fever pitch. The United Nations voted to enact the famous “partition plan,” which called for the creation of two national states within the historic borders of Palestine: a Jewish state on 56 percent of the land and an Arab one on 43 percent, excluding Jerusalem.19 Safed was supposed to become part of the Jewish state, despite the fact that it had a clear Arab majority (in a census from 1944, the city's population had 9,500 Muslims and approximately 1,950 Jews).20 The Zionist leadership accepted the partition plan, but the Arab world and the Palestinians rejected it and declared war against the newly formed state of Israel.


    The British forces, as part of their redeployment all across the land, left Safed on April 16, 1948, clearing the way for an all-out confrontation between the local Arab and Jewish populations. Two weeks later, Jewish fighters captured the villages of Birya and Ein al Zeitun to the north of the city, putting themselves in a good position to conquer the city. Abbas mentions this event in later writings, stating “it never occurred to us that we would be expelled from our homes until one day the nearby village of Ein al Zeitun was taken over by the Haganah militias. After this, the western, and then only entrance to the city was closed. Safed's residents started to consider sending women and children away in fear of potential massacres.”21


    As the Jewish fighters were closing in on Safed, thousands of local Arab residents volunteered to repel the attack. According to Mustafa Abbasi, one of them was the young Mahmoud Abbas, then only thirteen years old: “His name appears in the list of people who volunteered to fight the invasion, together with the names of other men from his family. However, there was no mention of a weapon that was distributed to him, which means that he probably didn't get one.”22


    The Haganah's forces broke into the city on May seventh. It was a rainy night, and Abbas's neighborhood came under constant mortar fire.23 Abbas's father decided to send the family's young children, including Mahmoud, out of the city. “As we were leaving the city along its eastern border, I felt an overpowering urge to turn and cast a glance backwards, as if to cement Safed's familiar details in my mind,” Abbas wrote later. “I felt I might not see it again.”24
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    Like thousands of Palestinian families who fled or were forced out of the Galilee, the Abbases made their way to neighboring Syria. They became part of a humanitarian crisis commonly referred to as “the Palestinian refugee problem,” which has remained largely unresolved to this very day. Approximately 700,000 Palestinians lost their homes as a result of the 1948 war.25 They settled all across the Middle East, with the largest contingencies concentrating in countries on Israel's borders, such as Lebanon, Syria, and Jordan. The Arab countries’ reaction to this crisis was to insist that the Jewish state be responsible for solving it, preferably by allowing the refugees to return to their homes. It was a proposition that Israel could never accept, since a sudden influx of Palestinian refugees would vastly create a non-Jewish majority within its borders, meaning the end of Israel as a Jewish state. Many of the original refugees and their descendants, as a result, have been stuck in limbo for decades.


    The refugee crisis was a focal point in the history of the Palestinians. Every year, Palestinians commemorate the event as al-Nakba, or “the Catastrophe.” For Mahmoud Abbas, it was a defining moment in his life, as a happy childhood in the lush greenery of the Galilee was replaced with a grim struggle to survive.


    “We rented a two-room house in the Akrad neighborhood of Damascus where most of the populace lived in abject poverty,” Abbas wrote. “We lived with our parents in one room and in the other lived my older brother with his wife and children. All of us, with no exception, started to search for jobs. We had to have jobs to eat and to pay rent. But when it came to clothes, we often shared.”26


    Abbas began working in construction, earning “one Syrian pound” per day by working from sunrise to sundown. “I watched sorely as other kids went to school,” he recalled. “My heart broke in sorrow and grief over what had happened to me.”27 Eventually, Abbas saved enough money to return to his studies, and in 1953 he completed high school while simultaneously working as a teacher at an elementary school nearby. It was this difficult period that instilled in him the deep belief in the importance of education. “Education for our people was the only way ahead in life,” he wrote; “we had no land to nurture, no industry to flourish and no trade to prosper. Education was therefore the only path available to us to face up to the challenges that life handed us.”28


    When large oil fields were discovered in the Persian Gulf in the 1950s, local governments needed an educated workforce to help facilitate global trade. Young Palestinians who had studied under the British Mandate's education system before 1948 suddenly had a golden opportunity. Mahmoud Abbas was one of many who decided to move to the Gulf. He took a job in Qatar, a tiny emirate that desperately needed teachers for its growing education system.29 After a short stint with a local oil company, he landed a senior job at the Qatari ministry of education, which provided a good salary and important connections in the local government.30 His personal life was also moving forward at this time. In 1958, Abbas married Amina, who like him was a refugee from Safed.31 Two years later, Amina gave birth to their oldest son, Mazen. His friends would now know Mahmoud Abbas as “Abu Mazen,” in line with the Arab tradition of naming the heads of households after their firstborn son. The family acquired a comfortable and spacious house in Qatar, and other relatives of Abbas—including one of his brothers—also settled in the country.32


    The Abbas family hadn't been politically active back in Safed, but in his new home the young and successful Mahmoud Abbas became increasingly involved in Palestinian politics.33 Together with a number of friends, he founded a local group devoted to the idea of “launching the revolution” against Israel.34 They had no financial backing, organizational skills, or military background (when Abbas tried to enroll in a Syrian military academy before his move to Qatar, the local commander quickly dismissed him, ruling that he was unfit for service).35 What they did have, however, was a connection with a similar group established by young Palestinians in the nearby oil-rich kingdom of Kuwait.36


    Unlike Abbas and his friends in Qatar, the Kuwaiti group was organized. They called themselves Harakat at-Tahrir al-Watani al-Filastini (“The Palestinian National Liberation Movement”), which backward forms the acronym “Fatah.” Their leader was Yasser Arafat, a short, bearded engineer who was born in Egypt and raised in Jerusalem and Gaza. Among the cadre of Fatah founders, two were close to Arafat: Khalil al-Wazir (Abu Jihad), a native of Ramle and later Gaza who was involved in planning attacks against Israel even before finishing high-school;37 and Salah Khalaf (Abu Iyad), a native of Jaffa who was responsible for Fatah's contacts with other Palestinian groups across the Arab world.38


    Fatah started gaining momentum in the early 1960s, with more and more Palestinians from different countries joining its ranks. “They built a network that started out in the Gulf, but spread all across the Arab world, and also into communities of Palestinian students and laborers in Europe,” says Nazir Magally, a veteran journalist for the international Arab newspaper Asharq Al-Awsat who has covered the Palestinian leadership for decades. “Their success became a threat to Arab regimes, who wanted to use the Palestinian issue to rally up support among their own peoples.”39 For the leaders of countries like Egypt and Syria, says Magally, talking about justice for the Palestinians was “an easy way to give the people what they wanted to hear: revolutionary and nationalistic rhetoric.”40


    That's why, in 1964, Egypt helped found a Palestinian organization aligned with its own interests, called the Palestine Liberation Organization (PLO). The PLO was initially designed to be an umbrella organization for different Palestinian groups, thus giving Egyptian president Gamal Abdel Nasser “ownership” of the Palestinian effort. Arafat and his partners in Fatah had no intention of letting that happen. They viewed the PLO with suspicion, as part of an Arab ploy to actually weaken the Palestinians and stop them from starting a guerilla war against Israel.41


    “We considered the PLO to be an Arab instrument and [its military wing] a part of the Arab armies,” recalled Khaled al-Hassan, a founding member of Fatah and close associate of Arafat. “In view of our experiences with the Arabs…and our deep lack of trust towards them…we feared that the PLO would kill or divert the awakening of our people.”42 Historian Yezid Sayigh writes that al-Hassan and other Fatah officials viewed the PLO's founding as a direct challenge to “the revolutionary process among the Palestinians.”43


    “Arafat set the tone in making the Palestinian national movement a rebellious movement against the Arab regimes,” recalls one of his biographers. “He talked about the war of 1948 as an event of Arab betrayal towards the Palestinians. ‘There are tens of millions of Arabs, and less than a million Jews in Israel,’ he would tell his crowds, ‘so how can it be that the Jews won the war?’ His answer to that question was simple: because the Arabs didn't really put up a fight.”44


    On January 1, 1965, Fatah carried out its first terror attack against Israel, a failed attempt to damage the Israeli National Water Carrier, near the Jewish state's border with Jordan.45 Soon, many other attacks followed. The organization's founding leaders moved from Kuwait to Syria, a country that had a direct border with Israel, a large community of Palestinian refugees, and vast empty areas suited for military training.


    Mahmoud Abbas had almost no role in any of these activities. After being turned down to defend his hometown at the age of thirteen and later dismissed within months of entering a military academy in Damascus, the aloof teacher knew armed “resistance” wasn't going to be his calling.46 And so while Arafat and the other movement leaders organized commando missions against Israel, cycling in and out of Syrian jails (the local government arrested them out of fear of their growing popularity but had to release them for the very same reason), Abbas tried to help in more bureaucratic ways. He raised money, wrote articles and pamphlets, and helped improve Fatah's ties with oil-rich monarchies in the Gulf.47 Fatah needed a diplomat-in-residence, and Abbas was ready-made for the job.
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    Then came the six-day war of June 1967. Within a week, everything changed. From June 5 to June 10, Israel fought and defeated all of its Arab neighbors. The Israeli military conquered the Gaza Strip (formerly controlled by Egypt), East Jerusalem, and the West Bank region (formerly controlled by Jordan) and brought under its control more than a million Palestinians.48


    Amidst the sense of desperation that took over the Arab world, there was one man who saw a promising opportunity. Yasser Arafat believed that the failure of the Arab states to defeat Israel and liberate Palestine created an opening for Fatah to rise to the center of the stage. Where the powerful and glorious Arab militaries had failed, his small organization would succeed. As one scholar noted, “to many Palestinians, Fatah would become the icon of their national aspirations…Fatah seized the opportunity to advance an alternative approach to achieving Palestinian independence.”49


    That alternative approach was two-pronged: carry out attacks against Israelis and seize control of the PLO. Taking over the PLO was important for Fatah, since the Egyptian-founded organization had something that Fatah did not—international legitimacy. The PLO was an umbrella organization, made up of different parties and groups and speaking for Palestinians all over the Arab world, while Fatah was seen as a smaller organization focused primarily on terror attacks. If Arafat and Fatah could gain control of the PLO, they would gain broader legitimacy and a larger microphone to broadcast to the world. After an unsuccessful Israeli invasion of Jordan in March 1968 to strike a PLO camp at Karameh—in which Fatah and Jordanian fighters inflicted serious damages on the Israeli army50—the party had enough momentum to take over the PLO. Historian Mustafa Kabha writes that “Fatah's image as the organization responsible for redeeming Arab honor was revitalized.”51


    At the 1969 PLO conference, Fatah won enough seats to gain control of the PLO's internal parliament, the Palestinian National Council (PNC).52 Within a year, Arafat had effectively purged the anti-Fatah leadership from the PLO, placed himself on top of the movement, and repurposed the PLO as a “state within a state” in Jordan.53


    With a population of more than a million Palestinian refugees and a long border with Israel, Jordan was a natural choice for Arafat to set up his new base. The country's young ruler, King Hussein, was initially patient with a newfound Palestinian apparatus in his country. But by 1970, he had grown tired of his militant guests. Not only was the PLO hurting his country's image with foreign investors and tourists, they were also trying to hurt him personally. An assassination attempt put the king over the edge. In September of 1970, Hussein went on the offensive and ordered his military to drive the PLO out of Jordan at any cost.54 Hundreds—possibly thousands—of Palestinians died in the “Black September” clashes with the Jordanian military.55 When the dust had settled, the PLO under Arafat's leadership was forced out, defeated and humiliated.


    It was during this period that Mahmoud Abbas began dedicating himself full-time to the Palestinian cause, attaching himself to the PLO's senior leadership.56 Abbas had no military training, background, or credentials. What he did have were legal, political, and fundraising skills that would prove very valuable to Arafat as the organization suffered from the consequences of its confrontation with King Hussein.


    By the early 1970s, Arafat and most of the PLO leadership settled in Lebanon, where they succeeded over the next decade in building the “state within a state” that King Hussein stopped them from creating in Jordan. Arafat himself set up his office in the capital city, Beirut, while the southern parts of Lebanon—where the PLO placed military installations, rocket launchers, and checkpoints—soon became known as “Fatah Land.”57 Mahmoud Abbas, however, did not join his colleagues in Lebanon. He abhorred the revolutionary atmosphere in Beirut and opted instead to live with his family in Damascus.58


    Away from the center of events, Abbas began carving a new role for himself as the PLO's in-house expert on Israel.59 For a movement focused on fighting the Jewish state, the PLO had very little knowledge about it. Abbas had known Jews as a child in Palestine under the British Mandate, but he had barely met any after fleeing in 1948. Eager to expand his understanding of his enemy, he began investing a lot of time in reading books and essays about Israel.60 “Unlike Beirut, the atmosphere in Damascus was relatively calm which allowed me to become engrossed in reading publications and information about Israel,” he wrote later. “I had dedicated a great deal of my time to becoming acquainted with Israeli society. It had been a commonplace feature across the revolutionary community and [PLO] leadership not to attend to the composition of the enemy we planned to go to war with.”61
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    Abbas's rationale for immersing himself in Israeli studies was anything but altruistic. He wasn't a peacenik, and in fact continued to raise money that was used by the PLO to carry out terror attacks. According to Abu Daoud, the PLO mastermind of the cruel massacre of eleven Israeli athletes in the 1972 Olympic Games in Munich, Abbas supplied the funding for that attack without knowing what it would be used for.62


    However, something in his approach did gradually change. By the late 1970s, Abbas was starting to suggest a different direction in the Palestinian approach to the conflict. He began talking not just about the need to study Israeli society but also to engage with it, and perhaps move toward resolving the conflict through negotiations.


    There were three groups in Israel that Abbas was particularly interested in.63 The first was Jews who had immigrated to Israel from Arab states. Israel had absorbed more than a million of them after 1948, and in the 1970s many were still speaking Arabic at home. Abbas believed this group, which was discriminated against by the Israeli founding elite, could be more open to understanding the Palestinian narrative. In 1977 he wrote that integrating those Jews from Arab states was a “huge success of Zionism,” but that they might be the natural ones to return to Arab countries.64 Abbas blamed the Arab countries for their mistreatment of their Jewish residents; a mistreatment that he thought fueled their emigration to Israel.


    The other Israeli demographic group that Abbas was fervently studying was the country's Arab Israeli population—Palestinians who didn't leave their homes during the 1948 war and became citizens of Israel. They were around 150,000 right after the war and grew to roughly half a million by the 1970s (there are over 1.7 million of them today).65 At first, the Palestinian national movement treated these Palestinians as collaborators and traitors, blaming them for accepting Israel's existence, legitimizing it by participating in Israeli elections, and refraining, most of the time, from creating civil unrest.


    Abbas was one of the earliest Palestinian leaders to see things differently. “He talked about us as a bridge to peace,” recalls Ahmad Tibi.66 Journalist Nazir Magally adds that, “Unlike most Palestinian leaders at the time, who only came to Israeli Arabs with demands—‘do this or do that’—Abu Mazen met Israeli-Arab politicians in Europe and spent a lot of time asking them questions, trying to understand their point of view and to learn about them.”67


    Abbas's third “constituency” in Israel, and the one he would eventually be most successful in courting, was the evolving Israeli “peace camp” that emerged in the 1970s.68 As Israeli governments started building new settlements in the territories Israel conquered during the war—mostly in the West Bank and Gaza—a new movement was building up in the country's left wing, calling for a withdrawal from those territories in return for peace and diplomatic relations with the Arab world. The first Arab country to offer such a quid pro quo agreement to Israel was Egypt, and after a lengthy, American-brokered negotiation an agreement between the two countries was signed in 1978, leading to a full Israeli withdrawal from the Sinai Peninsula.


    When it came to the West Bank and Gaza, where Israel was now ruling over more than a million Palestinians, two approaches emerged within the Israeli “peace camp.” The first one called for negotiating over those territories with Jordan, since it had originally controlled the West Bank; the second approach, which was considered quite radical at the time, was to begin direct negotiations over those territories with the PLO, with an eventual aim of allowing Palestinians some form of autonomous rule. That position was only held by a small fringe group within the left, and was widely unpopular among the general public. Yet it received a boost when some PLO officials began hinting at the possibility of founding a Palestinian state, not in place of Israel but alongside it, in the West Bank and Gaza.


    An important milestone was reached in 1977 when Abbas orchestrated a meeting with former Israeli general Mati Peled, who fought in the 1967 War but afterward became an advocate of negotiations.69 Over the course of two days, the two sides constructed a mutual acceptance of principles for the establishment of a Palestinian state existing alongside, and recognizing, a “Zionist State of Israel.”70 The meeting and the document it produced had the potential to become a historic turning point, but the reactions to it both in Israel and on the Palestinian side were negative.


    In his memoirs, Abbas recalls that at the time the Palestine National Council (the PLO's legislative body) “bitterly attacked” PLO officials for even meeting with Israelis:


    I discovered that none of them [PLO officials] knew what they were talking about, that their knowledge of Israel was limited to the simple fact that it was the enemy. So, I set out to work on this weakness within our ranks, to let my views on how to deal with enemies infiltrate and to suggest ways of attaining our goal. I did not scorn the gun, which was one of the means to our end, but seven years of reading and writing had enabled me to delve into issues we had not considered before; so at the PNC meeting I got up and spoke confidently to my colleagues for forty-five minutes, touching on all the ideas that I wanted them to hear in an impromptu but organized fashion. Through the expression in their eyes and the silence in the hall I realized that they were hearing such words for the first time.71


    Abbas defended his position in the face of harsh criticism by distinguishing between various strains of Zionism—those who were willing to compromise with the Palestinians on some of the land, and those who weren't.72 By doing that, he also exposed a similar strain within his own national movement, between those who believed it was possible to reach a compromise with Israel, and those who stuck to Fatah's original goal of destroying it.


    Abbas was clearly emerging as one of the most outspoken representatives of the “compromise” group, and he was doing so at a personal risk. “People began referring to him as a traitor and a Zionist agent,” says Tibi. “He never received enough credit from the Israelis for his courage during that early period.”73 One of Abbas's partners in the moderate camp, Issam Sartawi, was murdered in 1983 by an extremist Palestinian group. “Abu Mazen knew very well that the same thing could happen to him.”74


    His support for reaching a compromise with Israel, however, didn't turn Abbas into a fan of the Zionist movement. From 1980 to 1982 he would spend time at the Moscow Institute of Orientalism, writing and defending a thesis titled “The Other Side: The Secret Relationship between Nazism and the Leadership of the Zionist Movement.”75 The controversial thesis cited Holocaust deniers, asserted a connection between Hitler and the Zionist movement, and pondered if the number of Holocaust victims was actually lower than one million.


    Abbas's thesis work would garner him praise from his PLO compatriots. Years later, however, he backtracked on his own research under considerable pressure and apologized for his treatment of the Holocaust. He published an unprecedented statement for a Palestinian leader, in English and in Arabic, describing it as “the most heinous crime to have occurred against humanity in the modern era.”76
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    Until the 1980s, Abbas was a peripheral player in the Palestinian national movement, always separated both politically and geographically from the centers of power. When Fatah was founded in Kuwait in the 1950s, he lived in Qatar. When Arafat moved the PLO to Lebanon, Abbas chose to remain in Syria and later went to study in Moscow. Yasser Abed Rabbo, a senior Palestinian politician, describes Abbas as “a very isolated man. He's a family man. He likes to isolate himself within his family. He has a very limited number of friends. He doesn't like to be engaged too much in political activities with others.”77


    Israel's invasion of Lebanon in 1982 changed Abbas's calculus. With Israeli troops in South Lebanon and warplanes bombing the PLO's strongholds in Beirut, Arafat and the PLO were cornered. After a months-long siege, they fled the country, humiliated, in what Abbas called “the end of an era and the dawn of a new one.”78


    The experience rocked the PLO to its core. Arafat felt betrayed by the Arab world, which hadn't come to the aid of the Palestinians in face of the Israeli onslaught. Abbas shared that feeling. It was his job during the siege of Beirut to negotiate aid and support from other Arab countries.79 Their ultimate neglect of the Palestinians spurned deep resentment. In the words of one Fatah leader at the time: “Not only Israel is the enemy, but the Arabs—Saudi Arabia, Syria, and all of them. When we get rid of the Arab rulers we will fight [Israel].”80


    Some Fatah leaders even mused about moving the PLO's headquarters to Greece, a European country, in order to “make the Arab world look silly.”81 Abbas, who became the movement's top surrogate to Russia following his studies there, took it a step further. In a meeting in Moscow shortly before the funeral of Leonid Brezhnev in 1982, Abbas asked the Soviets if they would support a Palestinian plan to buy an unpopulated Greek island and turn it into a temporary Palestinian state. “I was amazed by his naiveté,” says a PLO leader who was with Abbas in the meeting.82 So was one senior Soviet official, who promptly burst out laughing before asking Abbas if he had ever heard of NATO, which Greece had joined thirty years prior.83


    Despite that embarrassing event, Abbas's abilities as a negotiator, fundraiser, and in-house “expert” on Israel became very valuable to the PLO when the group relocated to Tunisia following their defeat in Lebanon in 1982. “Abbas was the first to leave for Tunisia,” recalls Abed Rabbo; “he got there before all of us.”84 After operating for more than fifteen years in countries bordering Israel directly, the PLO now found itself in a difficult position, leading a struggle to liberate Palestine from over a thousand miles away. “Tunisia changed the PLO,” says Nazir Magally; “in Lebanon they lived a crazy lifestyle, always driving around with guns. Tunisia turned many of them into bourgeois kind of people. They lived in nice villas overlooking the sea.”85 In the post-Lebanon PLO, Abbas believed the moderate camp within the Palestinian movement would be strengthened.


    And his role within the PLO would grow more important after Arafat's two closest deputies—Khalil al-Wazir and Salah Khalaf—were assassinated in Tunis over a span of three years. Al-Wazir—the PLO's top military figure—was killed by Israeli commandos in 1988, while Khalaf was shot to death by a rival Palestinian group in 1991.86 This made Abbas one of the last surviving “founding members” of Fatah: although he hadn't been with Arafat in Kuwait in the 1950s, he had ties to Fatah going all the way back to the pre-PLO days.


    The late 1980s were a time of crisis for the PLO. In 1987, an intifada, or popular uprising, broke out in Gaza, East Jerusalem, and the West Bank. Thousands of young Palestinians took to the streets, rioting and protesting, while the general work force organized strikes. The PLO in Tunisia suddenly risked looking out of touch. While Palestinians confronted Israelis in front of international camera crews, the “Palestinian leadership” sat in fancy villas in Tunis, completely detached from the ground. The one Palestinian leader who managed to create good contacts with the young leaders of the intifada was al-Wazir, until Israel assassinated him in 1988.


    Arafat was deeply worried about his movement's detachment from the protests, but in order to “own” the intifada, the PLO had to show the Palestinians in the West Bank, Gaza, and Jerusalem that it was indeed relevant to their struggle. Abbas writes that the PLO needed to “discuss what we can offer them,” lest everyday Palestinians turn on the PLO and “throw stones at us.”87 At this point, a debate emerged within the PLO about establishing a state-in-exile. A number of senior members were against it; Abbas led the charge in favor. “Abbas
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