What do the Palestinians Want?
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When the first Intifada broke out in December 1987, Israelis were surprised by the fierceness of the uprising. But there was no confusion as to the grievances that fueled it: the Palestinians lived in absolute misery, in constant siege, under indefinite occupation. They didn’t like it, and it was rational for them not to. They wanted things to change: they wanted a homeland of their own, where they would enjoy freedom of movement and organization, and would be able to use the resources around them to better their lives. 

This sort of rational resistance, with an eye to a better future, is what’s lacking from the second Intifada. The current mayhem the Palestinians indulge in is a Dionysian carnival of blood, fire, and dismembered limbs – a hellish celebration of death and destruction.

Israelis are at a loss in face of the new Intifada, because they cannot understand the mindset behind it. When they distance themselves from the emotional charge of current events, and think how to get out of this mess, they keep banging against the same impenetrable puzzle: What do the Palestinians want? 

The official answer is well known: an end to the occupation. But the Palestinians could have had that without the carnage they’ve wrought in recent months. It was offered to them, in plain terms and in the presence of witnesses, at Camp David in August 2000 and more extensively yet in Taba in January 2001. So the question sticks: What exactly do the Palestinians want?

The Taba talks faltered, not on the issue of territorial occupation, but on the issue of the so-called “Right of Return.” Perhaps, one might think, all the Palestinians want is this one more concession: the recognition of their Right of Return to their historic homes within Israel. 

Whether or not the Right of Return is justified, it’s demographically unfeasible. It would flood Israel with Palestinian refugees, and sooner or later, annihilate the Jewish State as such. 

Now, this fact is surely not very difficult to understand. The Palestinians must be aware of it. Their insistence on the Right of Return should thus be interpreted in one of two ways. 

The obvious interpretation, heralded by the Israeli extreme right, is that the Palestinians are simply unready to recognize Israel’s right to exist, and hope to use the Right of Return as a Trojan Horse. 

This interpretation is becoming increasingly plausible. But there is also a second interpretation, namely, that the Palestinians have yet to fully realize that in their dealings with Israel, there is actually someone in front of them – someone with interests and fears of their own – and that negotiations won’t get anywhere without some sort of compromise on their part. 

In the end, the Palestinians themselves may well be unclear on what they want. In a 9/14/2001 interview with the Israeli newspaper Ha’aretz, Barak’s Minister of Foreign Affairs, Shlomo Ben-Ami (by all counts one of the most leftist Israelis ever to hold a cabinet position), tells of the most frustrating fact about Camp David. Asked whether the Palestinians ever made a counter-proposal to the Israelis’, he replies: “No. And that is the heart of the matter. Never, in the negotiations between us and the Palestinians, was there a Palestinian counter-proposal. There never was and there never will be. So the Israeli negotiator always finds himself in a dilemma: either I get up and walk out because these guys aren’t ready to put forward proposals of their own, or I make another concession. In the end, even the most moderate negotiator reaches a point where he understands that there is no end to it.”

My own feeling is that the Arab obsession with pride has a lot to do with it. It’s quite possible that the Palestinians want exactly what they were offered in Taba, but don’t want to be offered it, as a favor from the Jews. Rather, they want to force the Jews into conceding it. 

Any way you look at what the Palestinians might want, or expect, it seems they either want the destruction of Israel, or are simply in a collective state of delusional exuberance. 
Either way, no political solution to the Mideast crisis can be reached. It is impossible to reach valid agreements with a delusional partner, let alone a homicidal one. The only solution appears to be military: Israel is in the midst of an armed conflict, and as with any other armed conflict, the military outcome will determine the terms of the ensuing agreements. 

