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When I was a student in Princeton’s Department of Oriental Studies four decades ago, I would 
not have imagined that the Middle East conflict would be where it is today.  As we meet today, 
there has been a collapse in the hopes for peace.  There is increasing Arab anger and despair, 
rising fundamentalism, and agony among Israelis and the Palestinians.  After the boldest of peace 
initiatives, we face almost 20 months of violence.  We see an increase in the intensity of 
terrorism, with a matching and brutal Israeli military response.  The United States sponsored 
talks, aimed at reconciliation, have failed to stop violence – in spite of the efforts of CIA 
Director George Tenet and the Mitchell plan.   
 
On the other hand, we have witnessed Arab cohesion at the recent Beirut meeting of the Arab 
League.  The Arab offering in Beirut to live in peace with Israel if peace is negotiated was long 
overdue, but significant nonetheless.   
 
With the surge in violence has come an increased radicalism among young Palestinians and a 
loss of faith in both the Oslo process and the Palestinian leadership.  Why?  Young Palestinians 
have been driven to extremes for three reasons:  1) a 30% increase in the size of Jewish 
settlements since the early 1990’s 2) a humiliating division of Palestinian territory, and 3) a 
repressive Palestinian regime.   
 
And as well as the question posed today: Who will lead Palestine in its struggle for liberation?  
The effectiveness of the recent suicide bombings ensures their use in the future.  We face a 
continued threat of terror not only to Israel, but to Arab governments, the United States and the 
West.  The example of terror taking root in the Middle East will spread,  if its effectiveness 
cannot be checked. 
 
We’ve seen a significant loss of U.S. influence.  Arab moderate regimes are not prepared to 
stand by us unless the problem of Palestine is effectively addressed.  Israel is not ready to heed 
pleas for restraint while it is under siege. 
 
Palestinian violence and Israeli repression threaten the peace between Israel & Egypt, the Israeli 
peace with Jordan, and the de facto Syrian peace.  The results of the recent visit by Vice 
President Cheney have already been overshadowed.  There is no escaping the fact that Arab 
moderates feel threatened and the relationships the United States has built in the region are in 

 



peril.  Arab leaders sense anger on their own streets and are concerned about the stability of their 
governments. 
 
Iraq also must be satisfied with the situation.  The Palestinian conflict has diverted attention from 
Iraq’s potential to develop weapons of mass destruction.  And it is precisely the development of 
WMD that puts into question the right of Saddam Hussein’s regime to continue.  Iraq’s WMD 
pretensions provide the logic for America’s diplomatic assault on a regime whose record is 
outrageous and threatening. 
 
Indeed, the picture in the Middle East is bleak;  the situation is worse than when I first entered 
the diplomatic arena in the 1960’s.  No solution is obvious, but the time is right for a bold and 
sustained move by the United States.  There are three key elements to any successful U.S. 
intervention.  The United States needs to:  

1) establish clear goals – a coherent policy for the region; 
2) put forth principles to be followed that link Tenet and Mitchell; and link those steps 

to the establishment of a Palestinian state and an end to Israeli occupation; 
3) sponsor serious peace negotiations.   

 
The problem of Palestine is central to the Arab dilemma.  It is not the sole reason for Arab 
despair.  The Middle East has slumped in history in terms of GDP growth, social conditions and 
standards of living.  Furthermore, Arab populations are alienated from their governments, 
resulting in a surge in Islamic fundamentalism – which in turn represents a rejection of all 
commonly accepted norms of morality in Islam, like in Christianity and Judaism.   
 
The loss of Palestine has never really been fully absorbed.  Arabs broadly accept the fact of 
Israel and the need to live in peace with it.  The peace between Israel and Egypt – and between 
Israel and Jordan – have both been amazingly successful.  But no one since Sadat has been able 
to make the case for bringing the cause of peace to the Arab street.  The man on the street needs 
to be convinced of the necessity of peace.  Instead, ordinary people respond to the Israeli 
occupation and repression by supporting and justifying suicide bombers.  And Arab governments 
feel powerless to counter such passion, sharing the anguish their citizens feel.  Nor in the face of 
Israeli occupation and repression can Arabs make room in their logic for the right of Israel to 
security. 
 
My analysis of the Middle East is based on three assumptions:  

1) the threat to Israel is real and it will continue absent a door to a political  
settlement;   

2) there has been a loss of U.S. influence;  and  
3) the present conflict threatens Arab governments because they all lack  

legitimacy.   
 

On the third point, the threat to the Arab governments in turn undermines U.S. efforts against 
Iraq and meet a direct threat to American security interests.  I repeat, the problem of Palestine is 
central to the Arab dilemma.  The objective of American statecraft, therefore, must be to contain 
the Palestinian problem and point the parties toward a settlement.  On this, I want to make a few 
points.   

 



 
First, peace between Israel, Palestine and the Arabs is still possible because the violence has not 
– yet – spread across borders.  Beirut shows that the willingness for peace exists.  But the 
potential of the conflict to spread is real.  Second, Taba was a signal that the difficult issues of 
territory, Jerusalem, and refugees can be addressed.  Israeli and Palestinian negotiators reached a 
large measure of agreement in late 2000.  Third, there is absolutely no military solution to this 
conflict – for either side;  Israel is not to be destroyed, nor can Israel build an “iron wall” around 
its territory.   
 
Fourth, the U.S. role, as always, is indispensable.  The Administration has already taken 
important steps – principally, setting the goal of proclaiming Palestinian statehood as an 
objective of American policy.  Yet we lost an opportunity when the Administration suspended 
the Clinton efforts to negotiate.  Moreover, although Israel deserves the signal of support which 
President Bush has given, it was a mistake for the U.S. government to allow Sharon to define the 
end of violence.  We need to accept that violence – coming from Hamas and the Islamic Jihad – 
will occur side by side with any negotiations.  We now have non-state actors at play, carrying out 
the violence;  these actors cannot be displaced unless Palestinians believe there is hope and trust 
their own authorities.  Such hope will not exist until both sides return to the negotiating table.  
This will be very difficult, of course.  However, a cease-fire done in the abstract and without 
political goals is doomed to fail.   
 
Fifth, the United States needs to cultivate real regional partners.  We must respond to the needs 
of moderate Arab regimes, just as America needs to address Israel’s requirements for peace. 
Among Arab parties, the Palestinians have to take a place.  I have no time for the deceit and 
double-dealing of Arafat and his Authority.  But I recognize how key they are to finding peace.  
A Palestinian Authority is necessary, and there is no replacement for Arafat.  Just a few weeks 
ago the talk was of the “irrelevance of Arafat.”  And now his detention in Ramallah has raised 
him to the fore.  He remains a vital actor in the Middle East crisis and Israeli actions to denigrate 
Arafat have only strengthened his authority.  Finally, there should be no international 
peacekeepers injected into the area without a viable Palestinian Authority which can share the 
burden of peacekeeping. 
  

Saudi Arabia: We have critical interests in Saudi Arabia and we must maintain 
our relationship of a half-century’s standing.  We have neglected our relationship 
with the Saudis since the end of the Gulf War and we need to rectify this.  Saudi 
Arabia faces significant internal problems and there is a role for the United States 
in helping Saudis continue on the road of change and modernity.  But in regional 
politics, we need the Saudis.  Saudi Arabia is essential to be dealing with Iraq.  
Without Saudi Arabia, there can be no Arab consensus over peace with Israel.  
Prince Abdullah’s initiative is a good starting point.  The United States should 
quietly work to strengthen its relationship with the Saudis, focusing on our 
political interests, our economic ties, rethinking our military presence and 
addressing quietly our desire for domestic change.  Without full Saudi 
government cooperation and involvement, it is impossible to address the issue of 
politically radical fundamentalism.  
 

 



Egypt:  The United States also needs to rethink its relationship with Egypt, a 
refocusing that hasn’t happened since the end of the Cold War.  There will be no 
peace in the Middle East without Egypt’s help.  Egypt provides the United States 
with important strategic advantages.  Like Saudi Arabia, we need Egypt 
desperately in the fight against Islamic fundamentalism.  Egypt has been a model 
for peace for other Arab nations.  Egypt provides the U.S. with force enhancement 
- our ability to work with Egypt’s military, our exercises and access to facilities 
and the Suez Canal.  These notions will become even more critical as we enter the 
twilight of Hosni Mubarak’s presidency.  Mubarak is in his 70’s. Today there is 
frustration on both sides.  The U.S.  assumed twenty years ago that peace would 
have by now spread throughout the region.  We’re frustrated with the Egyptian 
media;  at the role Egypt’s citizens played in 9/11;  at its poor economic 
performance;  at human rights questions.  The relationship between the United 
States and Egypt has been belittled in Congress and in the press.  This must end.  
Egypt, like Saudi Arabia, is on the front line.  You do not fight a war by attacking 
your allies.  And you need allies to face down radicalism. 
 

Sixth, we have to look to the Arab governments for their commitment.  There are several steps 
that these regimes can take to help find peace:   

1) The notion of peace must be sold directly to the man on the street.  This has not 
occurred since Sadat.  Secret diplomacy is not enough.  

2) Arab governments need to end their denigration of Israel.  Criticism of a country’s 
policies is one thing, denigration is another; it undermines the spirit of peace as it 
assumes your opponent cannot be trusted and is not a worthy partner in the region. 

3) Arab governments must take on the task of undermining the intellectual basis of 
Islamic radicalism.  That radicalism is morally indefensible. 

 
In closing let me return to the University and the role you can play.  Princeton has served as a 
bridge to the Middle East for over 150 years.  Its scholars have studied and explained the 
region’s dynamics; its graduates have served in the area.  Today, I believe Princeton can play 
another role and help address the “Clash of Civilizations” thesis.  The volatile mixture of religion 
and politics in the Arab world is ill understood; dialogue between the two civilizations is largely 
absent.  Princeton has strong religion, political science and Near Eastern departments.  Their 
efforts should be combined and give concerted scholarly focus to a field largely unexplored.  The 
nation and the region require what you are uniquely placed to do. 
 
 
Question and Answer Session: 
 
ULLMAN:  What do you think about the right of return? 
 
WISNER:  The right of return is very important to Palestine, but it is negotiable.  Progress on 
this point was made at Taba. 
 
AUDIENCE MEMBER:  Could peace result from military occupation, as occurred in the 
Balkans? 

 



 
WISNER:  Some believe that peace in the Middle East exists only after there has been a 
complete defeat on the battlefield.  I do not agree with this notion.  There is no identifiable 
network of terror in Palestine.  Therefore, I do not think that military or police action will 
extinguish it. 
 
AUDIENCE MEMBER:  Do you think security can be established by military peacekeepers? 
 
WISNER:  In the implementation phase, I support peacekeepers.  There are peacekeepers already 
in Egypt, Lebanon, and Syria.  But what is the difference between these cases and Palestine?  In 
those cases, both sides agree that there will be peace; the peacekeepers merely provide 
confidence that this peace will persist.  Peacekeepers, by definition, are ineffective if there is 
open, raging violence.   Nor can they control Hamas or Islamic Jihad.   
 
FRED HITZ:  The terrorism by Hamas and Islamic Jihad cannot be controlled.  Arafat certainly 
does not have any control over them.  How do you get out of the cycle?  How do you get the 
suicide bombers to give up such an effective method of terror? 
 
WISNER:  Freddy, I have two imperfect answers to your question.  First, do not eliminate the 
only force that could possibly control the terror (the Palestinian Authority).  Second, create an 
acceptable political alternative so that the majority of Palestinians can say, “fine, enough”.   
 
AUDIENCE MEMBER:  How do you see the question of Jerusalem being answered? 
 
WISNER:  I cannot say precisely but it will not be divided and it must serve as a Palestinian as 
well as an Israeli capital.  But more importantly I am confident that the question can be 
answered.  At Taba, the question of Jerusalem was addressed creatively.  I know it can be 
approached again. 
 
AUDIENCE MEMBER:  Are there any moderate Palestinians? 
 
WISNER:  One of the greatest tragedies has been the quelling of moderate voices in the Arab 
world and among Palestinians. With negotiations and peace, these can reappear. 
 
AUDIENCE MEMBER:  Do you fault the United States administration for missing its chances? 
 
WISNER:  Without the presence of the United States in negotiations no other party can bring 
about peace:  not the Russians, not the EU, not the United Nations.  There is a palpable 
frustration when the United States withdraws.   
 
AUDIENCE MEMBER:  Why did Arafat give up at Taba? 
 
WISNER:  I cannot say for sure.  Was it a gamble that a future Republican administration would 
give him a better deal than the Democratic one?  I don’t know.  I only regret Arafat’s decision, as 
well as Sharon’s abandonment of negotiations. 
 

 



AUDIENCE MEMBER:  The question of destroying the Palestinian Authority is huge.  With it 
gone, who will crack down on the terror? 
 
WISNER:  It is easy to become mired in despair!  But it would be unacceptable for the United 
States to conclude that the situation is hopeless, so hopeless that we should not try to solve it.  
We have the pieces of a peace formula, but what is missing is how to link a reduction in violence 
with the end of occupation.  We need to combine the Tenet, Mitchell, Powell, and Saudi Arabia 
plans into a coherent vision. 
 
AUDIENCE MEMBER:  Who is Israel to talk to when there is no one with whom to talk? 
 
WISNER:  There is the Palestinian authority.  The United States is losing so many assets on the 
war on terrorism.  Little did we know that the first real problem in this war would not be 
Afghanistan, or the Indo/Pak standoff, but Palestine!   
 
AMB. ROBERT GOHEEN:  What if we were to cut back on U.S. financial aid to Israel and 
Egypt? 
 
WISNER:  Tools such as that are imperfect;  aid only buys you a seat at the table.  It is not like a 
tap to turn on or off.  Furthermore, doesn’t this seem like a dangerous tactic to use with those 
who are supposed to be our friends? 
 
DANSPECKGRUBER:  How do we prevent the Middle East conflict from weakening the war 
on terrorism? 
 
WISNER:  9/11 did not begin in Afghanistan but in the Middle East, in an Arab morass of 
despair and alienation.  In my remarks I asked for the cooperation of Arab governments:  to stop 
the denigration of Israel, to sell peace to the street.  The Palestinian problem feeds the rest.   
 
AUDIENCE MEMBER:  Are the suicide  bombers being paid substantial amounts of money?  If 
so, can we try to combat the terror by freezing these funds? 
 
WISNER:  No, there are only “solidarity funds” which are sent to the families.  Freezing these 
funds will not end the terror.  The only way to end the suicide bombings is to prove them wrong 
morally and ineffective politically. 

 


