U.S. MIDDLE EAST
POLICY AND THE
ISRAELI SETTLEMENTS

By George McGovern

AMEU's Public Affairs Series #32
January 1992

Americans for Middle East Understanding, Inc.
475 Riverside Drive, Room 245
New York, New York 10115-0245
Tel. 212-870-2053
Fax: 212-870-2050




Senator George McGovern represented South Da-
kota in the U.S. House of Representatives (1956-60)
and the Senate (1962-80). He was a member of the
Senate Foreign Relations Committee and chairman
of its subcommittees on African Affairs and the Mid-
dle East. In 1972, he was the nominee of the De-
mocratic party for president. Senator McGovern has
just assumed the presidency of the Middle East Pol-
icy Council (formerly the American-Arab Affairs
Council, on whose Board of Directors he served from
1986-1991). The following is the text of his banquet
address to the annual conference of the Middle East
Institute in Washington, D. C., October 4, 1991, at
the National Press Club.




U.S. MIDDLE EAST POLICY
AND THE
ISRAELI SETTLEMENTS

By George McGovern

A significant event happened in
early September, at the end of a year
of extraordinary events in interna-
tional relations. An American presi-
dent stood up against the powerful
lobby for Israel and announced, to
quote the late Dr. Seuss, "l mean
what | said and | said what | mean"—
land for peace, just as it is laid out in
U.N. Security Council Resolution 242.
This has been acknowledged by all
six U.S. presidents who have served
since 242 was passed in 1967, with
the endorsement of the entire interna-
tional community, to be the basis of
peace between Israel and the Arabs.

An exchange of the occupied terri-
tories in return for recognition of Is-
raeli sovereignty inside the Green
Line marking the pre-1967 border
should have happened at the end of
the Six-Day War. But negotiations
were postponed, for various reasons,
in the wake of that overwhelming Is-
raeli victory. Israel didn't have to com-

promise because the United States
failed to stand firmly on international
principle. We believed that accommo-
dating Israel was an advantage to the
United States in an arena of super-
power competition where many Arab
states and political forces were
ranged in the Soviet camp. Whatever
Israel wanted was seen as in the U.S.
national interest or—more likely—
impossible to change without alienat-
ing the Israelis and their powerful and
well-organized friends in the United
States.

Such a shortsighted policy was, in
hindsight, against the interests of eve-
rybody—the Arab states, Israel, the
United States and, most of all, the
Palestinians—because it denied the
only practical basis for a just settle-
ment: self-determination for the peo-
ple living on the land seized by the
Israeli army in 1967.

It is rare when the Congress goes
along with the president instead of
doing what is expected by the Israel
lobby, but that is what has happened
regarding the withholding of loan
guarantees to Israel. Members of
Congress know that the American
people (80 percent in a recent poll)




overwhelmingly support the president.
This includes a large number of
American Jews who are appalled by
the Shamir government's treatment of
the Palestinians.

ISRAELI TREATMENT
OF PALESTINIANS

There is no denying the effects of
Israeli policy now that national televi-
sion has transmitted pictures of the
breaking of Palestinian detainees'
bones by Israeli soldiers. It is com-
mon knowledge now that Israel uses
collective punishment on Palestini-
ans—blowing up Palestinian homes,
closing Palestinian universities, up-
rooting Palestinian olive groves, rotat-
ing in and out of prison a whole gen-
eration of young Palestinian men.

Some facts, however, are not well
known to Americans. For example, in
the Gaza Strip, a seething ghetto of
700,000 Palestinians, where 2,500
settlers now reside, the lIsraeli gov-
ernment has appropriated over two-
thirds of the land and one-third of the
water. In the West Bank, where Israeli
settlers comprise 5 percent of the
population, Israel has claimed more
than half the land and 35 percent of

the water. An additional 35 percent of
the water of the West Bank is piped
out for the use of Israeli citizens.

The discrimination against Pales-
tinians in Israel is shocking to those of
us who have been supporters of Is-
rael over the years. Palestinians are
taxed, yet they receive almost no ser-
vices, in a country which is a gener-
ous welfare state for Jews. Palestin-
ian universities and schools are
closed by the authorities arbitrarily.
Palestinian publications are censored.
Certain  Palestinian songs are
banned. Making the V-sign or show-
ing the Palestinian flag are criminal
acts. Detention without charge is
commonplace. Even torture is appar-
ently routine.

An article published in May in the
Israeli newspaper Ha’aretz and re-
printed in translation under the title
"On Gaza Beach" in The New York
Review of Books shocked and
moved all who read it.

Israeli reservist Ari Shavit, on
guard duty in Gaza Prison, describes
what he hears there—the screams of
tortured Palestinians, to put it simply.
He writes about himself and virtually




every able-bodied man in Israel who
has served in the army of occupation
over the past three years:

"You are complicit. And now, when
the screams are dying down, when
they are turning into ... whimpers,
sobs, you know that from this moment
forth, nothing will be as it was before.
Because a person who has heard the
screams of another person, is another
person. Whether he does anything
about it or not.... Even if you plug your
ears, you go on hearing."

Emotionally, as a longtime sup-
porter of Israel, and an admirer of its
religious and political ideals, | do not
want to accept these facts. But the
evidence is overwhelming and unde-
niable. The excuse is always that Is-
rael is at war, fighting for its life. Well,
it won't wash anymore, even among
American Jews.

MANIPULATION OF GUILT

Prime Minister Shamir has tried to
manipulate Jewish Americans into
supporting his settlements policy by
playing on their guilt for not having
done enough for their European co-
religionists trying to flee from the Na-

zis. Speaking in Paris a few weeks
before Israel asked for the loan guar-
antees, Shamir predicted that his
American supporters would be able to
circumvent the president's resistance
through exerting their power over
Congress. For the first time that tactic
is not working.

The Likud government tried to
make Soviet Jewish immigration a
humanitarian issue behind which it
could hide its ideologically motivated
plans for territorial expansion. After
convincing the Congress to make it
difficult for Soviet Jews to immigrate
to the United States and thereby force
them to go to Israel, Mr. Shamir criti-
cized the United States for not being
sufficiently humanitarian, invoking the
debt owed to the Jews for the Nazi
Holocaust.

This exploitation of the Hitler-led
tragedy in Europe for the purpose of
obtaining U.S. loan guarantees which
would promote the swelling of Jewish
settlements did not achieve its de-
sired end. It perhaps even served to
remind Americans of the real humani-
tarian issue—the horrors of occupa-
tion in the territories.




GREEN LINE "ERASED"

At the ribbon-cutting ceremony for
a new settlement just inside the
Green Line, Prime Minister Shamir
said that the Green Line has been
erased by the Jewish settlements. Is-
rael may agree to stop building new
settlements but continue thickening
existing settlements across the Green
Line. This might conform to the letter
of the law yet enable Israel to settle
Jews at will in the territories. Since
most housing in Israel other than the
heavily subsidized units in the settle-
ments is inadequate and expensive,
the settlements are very attractive to
average lIsraelis, not just to ideo-
logues and new immigrants.

If the Likud government has in fact
erased the Green Line, it means that
Israel has become an outlaw state,
defying the Fourth Geneva Conven-
tion, which prohibits colonizing con-
quered territory through settlement.
The allies who defeated Germany
and Japan did not settle their people
in the territories they occupied at the
end of the war. The United States
fought a cold war partly to block pos-
sible Soviet acquisition of conquered
European territory.

Some observers believe that it may
soon be too late—if indeed it is not
already too late—to achieve a trade
of the occupied territories for conces-
sions from the Arab states. They see
the West Bank divided into Palestin-
ian cantons with only the power to
manage local affairs. Stephen
Rosenfeld, responding to the difficult
question of where we go from here,
suggests in The Washington Post of
September 26, letting the Israeli set-
tlers stay in their new homes, but giv-
ing the Palestinians the right to return
to the land of their forebears too—
inside the now-erased Green Line.

Instead of building a wall between
the two peoples, Mr. Rosenfeld
seems to be suggesting a secular
state in all of Palestine, the PLO
dream which that organization was
forced to repudiate. Yasser Arafat for-
mally put the idea to rest in the fall of
1988, when he recognized Israel. But
if the Zionist dream of an independent
Jewish state is to be a permanent re-
ality, Israel will have to settle for a
state inside the Green Line.

TERRITORY FOR LEGITIMACY?

The fall of the Soviet empire has




accelerated the move by Soviet lead-
ership to recognize Israel. The former
East bloc and the Third World coun-
tries considered part of the Soviet or-
bit over the past generation will
probably follow suit, if the Arab states
and the Palestinians recognize Israel.
It is ironic that today most of the world
recognizes or is ready to recognize
the Israel demarcated by the Green
Line, just at the moment when Yitz-
hak Shamir declares the Green Line
to have been erased. This would
make it impossible for Israel to
achieve what it has always wanted—
legitimacy, and security as a member
of the world community.

It would actually be more accurate
to describe what should be traded be-
tween the lIsraelis and the Palestini-
ans as territory for legitimacy rather
than land for peace. Israel already
has the sort of peace that the strong
can impose on the weak. It has the
deterrent of its own powerful army
backed by the United States.

But Israel has always demanded
the "right" to exist, not just acknowl-
edgment of the fact of its existence.
This has been interpreted by many
Palestinians as a demand that they

concede that Israel had a right to take
away their land. From its inception,
Israel has wanted recognition—
legitimacy—from the Arabs and the
rest of the world. It is not a typical
state, accepted by all as a nation
comprising its citizens. Israel is a
creation of the United Nations, owing
its birth to the unique circumstances
following World War L.

The Palestinian Arabs who were
driven into exile when Israel was
formed did not accept this catastro-
phe as legitimate. But over the years
they have come to accept reality—
Israel is here to stay. The Palestini-
ans have had to adjust and move on.
It took a series of terrible defeats and
the day-to-day punishment of the oc-
cupation as well as the psychological
struggle epitomized by the intifada for
the Palestinians to decide that they
would settle for whatever part of the
occupied territories Israel was willing
to yield. Now it appears that Israel is
not willing to withdraw from any of the
territories and, further, that Israeli set-
tlements will be pushed, in Mr.
Shamir's words, "to the end of the ho-
rizon."

This means that Israel is becom-




ing, by the deliberate design of its
government, a binational state; a
state in which there are two national
groups, not side by side but one on
top of the other. The comparison with
South Africa is unavoidable.

U.S. WINKS AND NODS TO ISRAEL

How did this happen? Where was
Israel's generous benefactor the
United States when our Israeli allies
began heading down this self-de-
structive path? It seems clear that for
the past decade the United States
has been giving a wink and a nod to
actions by Israel that have been po-
tentially self-destructive; none more
so than the settling of the West Bank.

The American government did not
choose to pay attention to the prob-
lem of the settlements, what they
meant to Israel and what they boded
for an eventual negotiation between
the Arabs and the Jewish state. Presi-
dent Reagan reversed President
Carter's declaration that the settle-
ments were illegal. The Reagan ad-
ministration dropped efforts to pro-
mote compromise between the Arabs
and the Israelis immediately after an-
nouncing its 1982 "fresh-start" initia-

tive following the Israeli invasion of
Lebanon. While publicly reaffirming
U.N. Resolution 242 to be the basis of
any peace in the Middle East—
American policy since 1967—the
Reagan administration looked away
as lIsrael continued to efface the
Green Line and make division of the
land impossible.

Now, in the afterglow of the Gulf
War, Israel is assuming that the Arab
governments will not deny them-
selves an opportunity to gain their
own ends in negotiations just be-
cause of the Palestinians. Clearly, the
Palestinians are out of favor now for
having sided with Saddam Hussein.
But, in spite of this, all the Arab gov-
ernments have reiterated their sup-
port for Palestinian claims to the oc-
cupied territories.

The competing Israeli claim is that,
since Jews have lived for thousands
of years in the area we now call the
West Bank, this gives modern Israel
the right to control by force of arms
the people who have been living there
for the past 2,000 years of the Jewish
diaspora. In 1975, when | first met
Menachem Begin in Israel and asked
him about his views on the West




Bank issue, he said: "There is no is-
sue. As a student of the Bible you
must surely know that God gave
Judea and Samaria to his people, Is-
rael." The settlers are the physical
embodiment of this claim—"facts on
the ground." The Israeli government
knows how nearly impossible it would
be to remove the ideologically moti-
vated settlers. Would the United
States be able to watch them carried
out forcibly, as they were in the Sinai
after the Camp David agreement?

MUTUAL DISHONESTY

The witty and perceptive Abba
Eban has said that a consensus ex-
ists when everyone is saying publicly
what no one believes privately. The
current sense of betrayal among in-
siders managing the U.S.-Israeli rela-
tionship illustrates Eban's epigram.
Overt American policy has been U.N.
Resolution 242 and land for peace,
but privately we were reassuring Is-
raeli leaders that we would not pres-
sure them to compromise.

Recently Tom Friedman of The
New York Times has written about
the lack of private honesty between
the American and Israeli govern-

ments. Both the United States and
Israel will eventually have to follow
their own interests, but they have not
always admitted what their real inter-
ests and objectives were. As a long-
time member of the U.S. Senate, |
knew that many senators voting with
the Israeli lobby did so with mounting
personal resentment against the po-
litical pressure that overrode their real
convictions. But these resentments
and guilty consciences were not com-
municated to the lIsraelis, or to their
Washington lobby. They saw only the
vote count, which was always over-
whelmingly in their favor.

The insistence of the Bush admini-
stration on the peace process under-
scores their political finesse—or per-
haps their lack of political honesty, if
you prefer Tom Friedman's interpreta-
tion. For example, administration
strategists have apparently believed
that if they could only get the Israelis
into talks with the Arabs, the Arabs
would demand an end to settlements
without the United States itself having
to stand up against Israel.

The lIsraelis convinced themselves
that the United States would not stop
them from pursuing their settlements




and territorial dreams because we
had not honestly conveyed to them
the depth of American opposition. Of
course, President Bush had spoken
against the settlements every time he
met with Prime Minister Shamir, but
American money continued to flow.
The president and Secretary Baker
probably thought the Israelis were
taking seriously our opposition to the
settlements as an obstacle to peace.
But Israeli politicians now take for
granted that American politicians will
yield in the end to Israeli pressure.

Meanwhile year after year Israel
remained far and away the largest
recipient of U.S. foreign aid—over $3
billion annually. When Israeli loans
came due for American arms and
other items, the loan repayments
were frequently forgiven, thus adding
to the already huge American aid pro-
gram. No one stopped to define terms
like peace and justice; it was politi-
cally too risky. Both sides preferred to
wear masks. Now we know that both
sides meant what they said; private
conviction and public action match,
making denial impossible.

NATIONAL INTERESTS WILL OUT

Israel is a remarkable, even
unique, nation. But it needs the
United States more than the United
States needs Israel. This was the
case back in the 1950s, when Presi-
dent Eisenhower challenged the tax
benefits of private contributions to Is-
rael until it withdrew from the Suez,
and it is true today, as our leaders
now seem to recognize. The fact that
the best thing Israel could do for the
United States during the Gulf War
was to lie low while the coalition was
making its neighborhood safer illus-
trates the strategic realities now
emerging in the Middle East.

President Bush has held up $10
billion in loan guarantees to Israel for
four months. It is implied that during
those four months Israel will have to
demonstrate that it deserves the aid
by getting serious about peace with
the Arab states surrounding it and the
Palestinians living in the disputed ter-
ritory. As it is unprecedented for the
United States to require anything from
Israel in return for American money,
this delay indicates that aid to Israel is
no longer sacrosanct.
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Israeli Defense Minister Moshe
Arens has said that the loan guaran-
tees are not crucial to Israel, that they
just mean the decrease of a few per-
centage points in interest and that Is-
rael should forego the aid rather than
put itself in the humiliating position of
having to compromise on territory.
Perhaps this is an appropriate reac-
tion. But, if so, the United States
should reassess its overall aid to Is-
rael. Allowing Israel to work out its
own destiny might require it to con-
sider more carefully its territorial am-
bitions in terms of the cost of defense,
social welfare, infrastructure, and
debt service.

U.S. COMPLICITY

Ariel Sharon has said, "Yugoslavia
is exploding, the Soviet Union is disin-
tegrating, Iraq is rebuilding its nuclear
weapons program ... but the only
problem which occupies the world is
Tsur Yigal [the new settlement on the
Green Linel." He does not seem to
understand that the United States is
concerned with the settlements be-
cause its tax dollars have enabled Is-
rael to build these obstacles to our
own policy of brokering a peace
agreement between Israel and the

Arabs. Americans are culpable with
Israelis for having financed the Israeli
settlements and the oppressive mili-
tary occupation that serve neither
American nor Israeli ideals.

Israel and the United States have
long had a special relationship,
based on assumed common inter-
ests and a similar world view. The
breach that the Likud settlements
policy has produced makes life very
difficult, both personally and profes-
sionally, for those in charge of man-
aging the relationship between the
two governments, Congress in par-
ticular. Congress has been Israel's
enabler, to use a popular term from
the psychology of addiction, abetting
its self-destructive behavior out of
the best of motives—and the worst.

For the 22 years that | served in
Congress, like most of my col-
leagues, | supported Israel, out of a
combination of conviction and self-
interest. We were constantly aware
of the power of the lobby for that
country. Sometimes, against our
best instincts, we bowed to pres-
sure. Now, thanks in large part to
the leadership of the president,
more members of Congress may be
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able to follow their consciences.

Not only will the Congress and the
American taxpayer benefit from this
independence—so will Israel. They
have been led by extremists for too
long. It is bad enough for the Israeli
people to be led by their own ideologi-
cally motivated right wing. But for the
American government to take instruc-
tions from that faction is insupport-
able.

For Israel to continue to be able to
count on American support, its moral
claims must take precedence over its
very dubious strategic and ideological
claims. It is when Israel is closest to
the ethical principles of both Judaism
and democracy that it most com-
mands admiration from the American
people. The renowned American Jew-
ish violinist Yehudi Menuhin ad-
dressed the Knesset last May on the
subject of Israel's moral quandary in
terms so candid that the Israeli press
didn't report his words to their read-
ers. He said, in part:

"One fact is abundantly clear: This
governing ... by fear, in contempt for
the basic dignities of life, this steady
asphyxiation of a dependent people

should be the very last means to be
adopted by those who themselves
know too well the awful significance,
the unforgettable suffering of such an
existence.... It is unworthy of my great
people, the Jews, who have striven to
abide by a code of moral rectitude for
some 5,000 years."

To which | can only add, amen.
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