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Abstract

Negotiations in the Israeli–Palestinian conflict are historically traced and

compared through an analysis of conflict resolution (CR) and conflict

management (CM), defined as distinct negotiation processes. The

assumption that CM is a stepping-stone to CR is challenged: Linking the

two processes has not only entrenched but exacerbated this enduring con-

flict. Theoretical and practical implications are discussed.

Why are some conflicts difficult to resolve, thus persisting over time? Although disputing parties in

enduring rivalries often engage in negotiations, negotiations are not always successful in ending a con-

flict. In examining the enduring Israeli–Palestinian conflict, we assess the nature of the negotiations that

have occurred over the past decades. We look at the types of negotiation processes, specifically whether

their objective was the management or the resolution of the conflict. We suggest that categorizing con-

flict management (CM) and conflict resolution (CR) as distinct negotiation processes helps explain the

failure to date to resolve this conflict. Further, we argue that CM is not a prerequisite for the resolution

of conflict nor is it necessarily a stepping-stone on the way to resolution. To the contrary, the Israeli–
Palestinian example demonstrates that CM and its distinct objectives can lead paradoxically to the

escalation of conflict, making resolution even harder to attain. Although CR negotiations do not always

succeed in bringing about a resolution, they may be more likely to fail when CM is construed as an

integral part of the resolution process.

Destructive international conflicts that have endured for more than 20 years, which includes the

Israeli–Palestinian conflict, have been referred to as intractable conflicts (Coleman & Vallacher, 2011),

deep-rooted conflict (Burton, 1987), protracted social conflict (Azar, 1986), moral conflict (Pearce &

Littlejohn, 1997), and enduring rivalries (Diehl & Goertz, 2000). These conflicts are characterized by fac-

tors such as legacies of dominance and injustice, instability, human and social polarities, symbolism and

ideology, oppositional group identities and intense intragroup dynamics, strong emotionality, protracted

trauma, and normalization of hostility (Coleman, Deutsch, & Marcus, 2014; Goddard, 2010).

To be sure, both Israelis and Palestinians are no strangers to the negotiating table. In fact, they have

engaged in frequent negotiations in the last two decades of the conflict, following a period of no direct
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negotiations between 1967 and 1991. The disputed issues in this conflict and what a resolution might

look like seem rather clear to many, and yet after many rounds of negotiations a resolution is ever so dis-

tant. We contend that the conceptual distinction between CM and CR negotiations helps illuminate the

persistence of this conflict. According to Zartman (2007), the study of peacemaking recognizes the inevi-

tability of conflict. At the same time, it presents ways in which “conflict can be first managed, moving

from violent to political manifestations, and then resolved, transforming it and removing its causes”

(p. 3). Here, we trace the history of the Israeli–Palestinian conflict, explore the attempts of CR and the

multiple CM agreements, and then propose that the theoretical assumption that CM leads to CR has

stalled, and even further distanced, rather than facilitated the end of this conflict.

Enduring Rivalries: The Israeli–Palestinian Conflict and Failed Attempts at
Resolution

Prior to 1967, the Israeli–Palestinian (I-P) conflict was embedded in the broader Arab–Israeli conflict
(Maoz, 2006). Israel became independent in 1948 with the culmination of the British Mandate, and the

1967 Arab–Israeli War marked the transition of Palestinian nationalism from a pan-Arab movement to a

nation seeking sovereignty. With Jordan’s and Egypt’s acquiescence to designate the West Bank, East

Jerusalem, and Gaza Strip territories as part of the future Palestinian state, Palestinians became a state-

seeking nation. Between 1967 and 1987, there were no direct official talks between Israel and the Palestin-

ians, though the Palestinian issue was an essential element in the 1978 Camp David talks. The 1978 Camp

David Accords between Israel and Egypt stipulated neither CM nor CR, but formally acknowledged the

need to address the Israeli–Palestinian conflict.

With the outbreak of the First Intifada in 1987, the conflict shifted gears; there were now frequent peri-

ods of formal CM and CR negotiation processes in conjunction with increased violence, including violent

outbursts originating in the Palestinian Territories—Gaza and the West Bank. The 1987 intifada marked

the first time Palestinians from within the West Bank and Gaza used violent means to pursue their politi-

cal goals in the conflict. Casualties on both sides brought the conflicting parties to recognize that the situ-

ation had reached a mutually hurting stalemate (Zartman, 1997). Further, international intervention

became more forceful, demanding that negotiations be conducted to resolve the conflict. The First Intif-

ada’s violence, in this sense, opened the door to the first attempts of direct negotiations between Israel

and Palestinian delegates in Madrid (1991) and Oslo (1993). However, lacking a clear distinction between

CM and CR, parties embarked on three failed negotiation processes following the first intifada: the

Madrid Conference of 1991, the Oslo process, which began in 1993, and the 2000 Camp David Summit.

The Madrid talks marked the first time Israeli and Palestinian delegates met openly to negotiate an

agreement, and although the talks were fruitless, they opened a door for further discussions by establish-

ing a precedent for CR negotiations. Soon thereafter, more violence erupted, and the negotiation process

took the form of CM rather than an attempt at a resolution. The Madrid format was a regional one that

included other Arab countries. It followed the logic that a comprehensive regional agreement would

facilitate the resolution of the I-P conflict, much like Shimon Peres discussed in his 1993 book, The New

Middle East. Peres observed that mutual incentives, such as a common economic market between Israel,

Palestinians, and the rest of the region, could be a platform for addressing the conflict. He argued that

facilitating regional economic interdependence in the Middle East would naturally lead to cooperation

based on countries’ dependency on one another for economic stability, thereby creating a well-protected

peace treaty. Scholarship on interdependency and its pacifying qualities (e.g., Grieco, 1990; Ruggie,

1993) also supports this notion.

Following this logic, regional cooperation was a central mechanism of the Madrid talks in 1991, when

the American-facilitated negotiations attempted to resolve the conflict by tying its resolution to normaliza-

tion of interstate relations across the region. As these talks took place following the First Intifada, the com-

bination of economic promise and an end to violence presented mutual gains for both parties: For the
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Palestinians, the attainment of an independent Palestinian state and a firm commitment by the interna-

tional community to help establish and fund political and economic institutions; and for the Israelis, an

end to the violence and the normalization of political and economic relations with other countries in the

region. The conveners of the talks—particularly the United States—had the explicit goals of capitalizing on

the opportunity that had presented itself after a successful regional coalition in the First Gulf War and of

reaching a peace settlement. The Israelis and Palestinians may have had different goals. The presumed

objective of these talks was a resolution to the I-P conflict; however, they did not lead to an agreement.

The stalemate and violence that followed triggered another attempt to resolve the conflict: the Oslo

talks in 1993. The Oslo Accords relied on the notion of the confidence- and security-building measures

approach (Holst, 1983; Hunter & Jones, 2004; Landau & Landau, 1997; Maoz, 2006; Rittberger, Efinger,

& Mendler, 1990). Instead of discussing the difficult issues at the heart of the conflict, the process sug-

gested that CM would lead to CR by building trust between the parties. The process was designed in

stages; after some stages of CM were accomplished, CR negotiations would ensue because the parties

would be more confident in each other’s intention to resolve the most difficult aspects of the conflict.

Unlike the Madrid talks, Oslo was limited to both sides (Israelis and Palestinians) without U.S. media-

tion and was devised as a lengthier process than one that might have started with CR negotiations.

However, countless violations on both sides and continued violence derailed the process, and negotia-

tions for resolution never took place despite a comprehensive CR draft agreement reached in track II by

Yossi Beilin and Abu Mazen in 1995.

The next attempt at CR, the 2000 Camp David Summit, marked a change in approach. This time a res-

olution to the conflict was explicitly laid out before any stages were discussed. However, the pressures of

a U.S. administration on its way out and an Israeli prime minister under threat of the dissolution of his

government caused the Americans and the Israelis to adopt a hurried approach. The politically motivated

timing of these negotiations was seriously compromising; along with Arafat’s decline in popularity, this

situation presented a conundrum for the Palestinians. The appearance that the Palestinians would accept

an agreement drafted by the United States and Israel, whether justified or not, was politically unaccept-

able to the Palestinian Authority. It symbolically emphasized the power imbalance between the negotiat-

ing parties. However, the post hoc assertion that Camp David failed because the timing was wrong—or

the moment was not ripe—is functional, because had CR succeeded at Camp David, the historical

moment would have been interpreted as ripe (Cristal, 2012).

The substantive framework for CR in the 2000 Camp David negotiations was pragmatic and could

have yielded the desired results. Multiple reasons have been identified for its failure (Malley & Agha,

2001). One negotiation-process mistake may have been that by insisting that the permanent status agree-

ment would be dubbed a final offer and mark the finality of claims to the Israeli–Palestinian conflict,

Israel’s position could have been interpreted by the Palestinians as an ultimatum. At the end, Barak’s

intimidating power-move facilitated a reciprocal power-move by the Palestinians, culminating in the

Second Intifada, which erupted following opposition leader Ariel Sharon’s controversial visit to the Tem-

ple Mount. Another ground for the failure of the 2000 Camp David Summit can be explained by mistak-

ing the timing of the talks as a mutually enticing opportunity in the shadow of imminent Israeli and U.S.

elections. President Clinton and Prime Minister Barak considered this timing to be a sufficient opportu-

nity for Chairman Arafat, whom they pressured into meeting, even though Arafat urged them to delay

the summit. According to Pundak (2001), Arafat preferred to continue with secret negotiations and to

try to reach a joint agreement with no outside pressure, leaving a few undecided issues to be discussed

later. Despite Arafat’s preferences, both Barak and Clinton followed personal incentives to rush into a

summit meeting. The short time frame added to the looming pressure, and despite painstaking efforts,

no agreement was reached.

After nine years that included three distinct attempts to resolve the ongoing Israeli–Palestinian con-

flict, the eruption of the Second Intifada on September 29, 2000, marked the end of a CR phase that had

begun with the 1991 Madrid talks. The failed peace talks, along with a mix of bad-faith implementations,
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high-risk agreements, poor mediation efforts, and leaders who often had to cater to particular domestic

constituencies, redirected subsequent negotiations into a phase of CM, when, instead of seeking a

solution, the goals became reactionary, dealing with issues that needed to be addressed immediately. In

January 2001, in a fraught effort to salvage CR, negotiators met in Taba, Egypt. For many, this marked

the last chance for a resolution before a hawkish Israeli government was expected to come into power.

The Taba talks were conducted only days before Barak was expected to—and did—lose an election, and

thus they ended inconclusively due to these domestic constraints. In short, although to some it may have

seemed that an opportune moment for a resolution had arrived, this was not the case.

Identifying the ripe moment (Zartman, 2000) is complicated by the fact that conflicting parties do not

necessarily know when they have reached their limits and a willingness to negotiate and compromise. In

prolonged conflicts, political actors who have grown accustomed to the conflict may prefer the known

reality of a low-grade and mostly managed conflict to negotiating a resolution—an unknown, risky

endeavor. Power-based explanations demonstrate that inflicting hurt can change actors’ preferences and

help bring them to the negotiation table (Jervis, 1999). However, the perceived imbalance of power

between Israel and the Palestinians may have weakened Israel’s sense of urgency to resolve the conflict;

Israel may have regarded concessions in a negotiated agreement as a heavy price when the Palestinians

had “nothing to offer.” For their part, the Palestinians, having persevered for decades in a state of con-

flict, may have found it harder as time passed to accept an agreement that offered them less than the

objectives for which they had been fighting. Furthermore, cultural differences in perceptions of power

may have exacerbated the conflict in terms of procedural justice and distributive justice (Alon, 2000;

Alon & Brett, 2007; Axelrod, 1984; Brett, 2014; Kopelman, 2009; Lind & Tyler, 1988; Lytle, Brett, & Shap-

iro, 1999; Schwartz, 1994; Teitel, 2000). For both sides, the reality of living in conflict may create a cycle

that hinders a shift in the negotiation process toward CR.

During the ensuing years of CM, the Quartet (US, Russia, EU, UN) weighed in on the conflict, in

2003; its stance was the creation of an independent Palestinian state roughly along the 1967 borders, with

East Jerusalem as its capital. This outside involvement, although not constituting CR negotiations,

spurred Israel’s unilateral withdrawal from the Gaza Strip as a measure of CM and, one can argue, as a

way to avoid further CR negotiations (Birnbaum & Tibon, 2014). Further, in the decade since, multiple

outbursts of conflict were each followed by CM. The first Palestinian tahadiya, or cease-fire, in 2003, and

the second one, in 2005 were short-lived and controversial among various Palestinian factions who

considered the tahadiya a kind of surrender that would not lead to a desired agreement (Abu Nimah,

2005). The tahadiya was violated numerous times by Palestinian factions that did not agree with its pro-

visions; it was eventually abandoned altogether because neither side was able to move beyond the mutual

suspicion that a cease-fire was meant only to please the Quartet mediators and that it was a decoy for fur-

ther enhancing the conflict.

Another failed CR attempt occurred in 2007 following the Annapolis process that started with the

Annapolis Conference between Olmert and Abu Mazen, which was mediated by George W. Bush. This

was part of the Quartet initiative, and, although in terms of substance it was the most far-reaching pro-

posed agreement, neither party had the political support at home to carry through an agreement that

involved the necessary sacrifices. It differed from the former three CR attempts because under the cir-

cumstances the consensus seemed to be that the talks would not result in an agreement nor lead to any

changes.

Most recently, Secretary of State John Kerry initiated a negotiation effort in the summer of 2013 with

international support (O’Donnell, 2013), which collapsed in April 2014. This marked yet another

attempt at CR that followed more than a dozen years of iteration between CM and violent manifestations

of the conflict. Its failure had elements that resemble the previous unsuccessful CR negotiations, particu-

larly a reliance on CM to reach a resolution. In this case, negotiations were not immediately preceded by

a bout of violence but instead were pushed for by the United States. Despite the stated CR objective of

the talks, confidence-building measures were scheduled for implementation (such as prisoner release by
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Israel and curbing violence by Palestinians) throughout the nine months of negotiations. These interim

steps and perceptions about their violations prevented an advance on the core issues of resolving the con-

flict (Birnbaum & Tibon, 2014).

Conflict Management as an Obstacle to Conflict Resolution

The Israeli–Palestinian conflict persists despite multiple and iterative high-level negotiation attempts.

Typical to parties engaged in intractable conflict, the Israeli–Palestinian conflict has been characterized

by periods of sustained violence (and war), lulls of d�etente, periods of CM, and failed attempts at CR.

Conflict, according to Pruitt and Rubin (1986), is defined as perceived divergence of interests, or a belief

that parties’ current aspirations cannot be achieved simultaneously. To overcome the interest gap

between the conflicting parties, Zartman (2007) suggested a temporal approach, arguing that conflict

needs first to be managed before it can be resolved. Whereas Zartman defined CR as a long-term process

that removes the causes and manifestations of a conflict, CM leaves the roots of the conflict unresolved

and prioritizes the elimination of violent and violence-related means of pursuing the conflict, opening

the possibility to work it out at the political level (Chiozza & Choi, 2003). The epistemology of the stages

approach also includes conflict transformation and conflict prevention. This argument states that each

stage is connected to the next, and for each to be realized, the preceding stage must be fully stable.

Interaction between Israelis and Palestinians over the last few decades challenges this approach, which

implicitly suggests that conflicting actors realize a ripe moment for CR when their interaction is identi-

fied either as a mutually enticing opportunity or as a hurting stalemate (Zartman, 2000). It is not clear

whether the parties in the I-P conflict ever aligned on a mutually enticing opportunity, such as the vision

of Shimon Peres and the perspective of third-party mediators. The two parties did identify mutually

hurting stalemates following violent outbursts. However, once CM addressed these outbursts of violence,

the actors were further distanced from CR. We suggest that CM in this case obscured the immediate need

to resolve the conflict.

Because the objectives of CM and CR are distinct, achieving CM may distance the parties from incen-

tives to resolve the conflict, creating an illusion of stability. When CM removes the violence but leaves

the roots of the conflict intact, necessary measures for resolving those root causes can more easily be

delayed. And although CM is a temporary solution, parties to the conflict may calculate that alternating

between CM and conflict is less costly than the necessitated concessions for reaching CR.

The Israeli–Palestinian CM and CR negotiations have been characterized by the diffusion of the

urgency for resolution due to successful sporadic CM. The stage approach of the Oslo Accords demon-

strates this: While each stage in the implementation of the agreement was meant to enhance trust and

move the sides closer to an agreement, in reality, the Israelis and Palestinians both took advantage of

these time lapses to make power plays that might influence the final agreement in their favor. The

absence of an agreed-upon resolution at the outset sets the stage for a framework of CM in the form of

stages. The process mandated that CR talks on the tough issues be addressed after the confidence-build-

ing measures were complete. When for various reasons these stages did not yield the agreed-upon results,

both sides exercised power plays, not only violating the CM agreement but also driving the parties fur-

ther from CR negotiations.

The violent hostilities between Israel and Gaza over the last decade, with the most recent manifestation

in the summer of 2014, demonstrate another challenge to the stages approach of CM leading to CR. As

Zartman (2007) posited, the purpose of CM is to remove the violence, “leaving [the conflict] to be

worked out on the purely political level” (p. 13). However, in the instances of CM that followed violence

between Israel and Gaza (2008–2009, 2011), the political stage failed to follow the cease-fire agreements;

it remains to be seen if this pattern is repeated following the summer of 2014. In the absence of any

agreement beyond that of a cease-fire (CM), violence is likely to cycle back, and the conflict to remain a

persisting rivalry.
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To summarize, the enduring Israeli–Palestinian conflict demonstrates, through more than two decades

of intermittent negotiations, that CM and CR are distinct negotiation processes and that the former does

not facilitate the latter. Specifically, as demonstrated by the stages approach of the Oslo Accords and the

violent outbursts between Israel and Gaza over the last few years, CM may distance conflicting parties

from reaching a resolution. Paradoxically, CM may generate an illusion of stability. Even when CM’s

temporary nature is acknowledged, it may become an attractive alternative to dealing with the root

causes of the conflict and permanently ending it.

Our argument sheds further light on the reasons for the failure of CR. Common explanations for

unsuccessful CR attempts include (a) one or both parties may not have been interested in reaching

an agreement, so the efforts for resolving the situation were in vain, (b) the situation was not ripe

enough for the parties to cut a deal, or (c) the time was historically ripe (the opportunity was there),

but the negotiation process was poorly managed (Cristal, 2012; Pundak, 2001). Public opinion polls

conducted at the end of July 2000, the culmination of a nine-year period in which three CR negotia-

tion processes failed, affirm all three explanations. The Palestinian Center for Policy and Survey

Research (PSR) in Ramallah and the Harry S. Truman Research Institute for the Advancement of

Peace at the Hebrew University of Jerusalem (Truman Institute) conducted a joint survey of Palestin-

ians and Israelis (PSR & Truman Institute, 2000). These polls indicated that Israelis thought that

“too much was offered” and that Arafat was not courageous—or willing—enough to accept what was

offered. At the same time, Palestinians were offended by the rushed nature of the talks, thought that

they were asked to agree to a settlement that was not in their interest, and considered the motivation

of both Israel and the American mediators as questionable at best given the political exigencies of

both Clinton and Barak (Husseini, 2000). It seems then that neither side was truly interested in

reaching an agreement. Likewise, the second possibility is aligned with the claim that the timing of

the 2000 Camp David Summit was politically enticing for Clinton and Barak but not for Arafat and

the majority of Palestinians, who wished to delay it. The third suggestion expands on the second and

holds that the American mediation efforts were responsible for mistakes such as openly siding with

the Israeli perspective (FMEP Settlement Report, 2000) and failing to take into account central

Palestinian interests (Malley & Agha, 2001).

Conflict resolution negotiations may fail for many reasons. We suggest that conflict management and

conflict resolution negotiations are distinct processes and that the assumption that conflict management

leads to conflict resolution is a conceptual obstacle, which has not been identified or discussed in the lit-

erature. As demonstrated in the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, conflict management negotiations were too

often combined with conflict resolution negotiations and failed as stepping-stones to a resolution.

Whether considering the Israeli-Palestinian conflict or other conflicts, we suggest that achieving conflict

management may hinder the possibility of attaining conflict resolution because it shifts the interests of

the parties and changes their mutual interests to resolve the conflict. Because conflict management is eas-

ier to achieve than conflict resolution, it may be appealing as it signals an achievement of sorts. However,

if conflict management is viewed in the context that we suggest—that conflict management negotiations

are distinct in their scope, methods, and objectives from conflict resolution negotiations—then the

attainment of conflict management may be understood as an obstacle to conflict resolution. Despite its

immediate relief in the form of eliminating violence, conflict management offers only a temporary solu-

tion, is not a stepping-stone to conflict resolution, and even possibly sabotages the prospects for resolu-

tion, given the illusion of stability that it produces.
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