In the summer of 2000, many Israelis felt that the issue that had dominated their political horizons since the country’s founding—the conflict with the Palestinians—was on the verge of resolution.  Some dreaded the nature of the concessions that Israel would make as part of an agreement; others felt that ending its occupation of the West Bank and Gaza would make it possible to concentrate on other issues.  Growing difficulties in the talks with Palestinians—and increasingly acrimonious debate inside Israel—seemed to many to be only the last pangs of the conflict.  It was true that high-level talks at Camp David in 2000 had ended without an agreement, but lower level contacts continued and inched forward.

At the end of September 2000, however, the situation began to deteriorate rapidly.  On 28 September 2000, Ariel Sharon, then leader of the opposition Likud Party, decided to visit the Temple Mount/al-Haram al-Sharif—the site of the ancient Jewish Temple in Jerusalem but also the location of the al-Aqsa mosque from where Muslims believed Muhammad ascended to heaven.  Palestinians complained that the visit was a political stunt aimed at drumming up Israeli opposition to negotiating Jerusalem’s future; they also felt it was an aggressive show of strength when Sharon arrived with a huge security force to protect him. Sharon’s supporters retorted that there could be no objection to his simply visiting the site.  Clashes broke out between Muslim worshippers and Israeli security forces, resulting in a number of injuries.  Two days later, violence erupted again, rapidly escalating and spreading from Jerusalem to other Palestinian areas.  Demonstrators in most Palestinian cities marched to the nearest Israeli checkpoint, pelting soldiers with rocks; Israeli forces responded by firing on the demonstrators.  Palestinian security forces entered the fray, responding with their own fire.  And the clashes soon spread from the West Bank and Gaza to areas inside Israel’s 1967 borders as many Israeli Arab citizens demonstrated against Israeli actions.

Within a few days, the conflict between Arabs and Jews descended to its most visceral level since the establishment of the state of Israel.  Within Israeli society, the violence soon abated, but Arab citizens felt that they had been treated with a level of harshness that would have been unthinkable had they been Jewish.  Many Jewish Israelis charged that in an hour of need, Arab citizens had shown that their sympathies lay not with their state but with their ethnicity.

Ultimately the situation on the West Bank and Gaza proved even more difficult, however.  Whoever was responsible for initiating the violence, Palestinians did not shrink from continued assaults on Israeli soldiers who responded ferociously.  Local Palestinian groups escalated the conflict still further, launching attacks on Israeli settlers; Israelis who ventured into Palestinian controlled territory did so at tremendous danger to their lives.  When two Israeli soldiers seem to have lost their way and been picked up by Palestinian police in the Palestinian city of Ramallah, an angry mob formed suspicious that the captives had actually been involved in an undercover operation.  The resulting lynching convinced many Israelis that Palestinian hatred of Israelis was so profound that it was simply not amenable to negotiation.  When Palestinian terrorists turned to suicide bombings against Israeli civilian targets—and when public opinion polls indicated that most Palestinians supported such actions—few Israelis saw any possibility for a negotiated settlement.  

Israel’s responses—harsh military force, assassinations of Palestinians involved in violence, assaults on Palestinian installations (including police stations, Yasir ‘Arafat’s headquarters, and the Palestinian seaport and airport in Gaza), and banning of travel from the West Bank and Gaza into Israel and among Palestinian cities—convinced many Palestinians that the Israelis were not serious about peace.  In retrospect, both sides concluded that their erstwhile peace partner had never been serious about negotiations.  Israelis charged that their prime minister had made a generous offer and been rebuffed.  The interpretation favored in Israel was that Palestinians were bent on Israel’s destruction rather than a peaceful settlement. Palestinians felt that Israel had only sought to disguise its occupation through the peace process; the concessions Israel had offered appeared designed in Palestinian eyes to convince the world that Israel was pursuing peace while it was only thickening its settlements and military domination, allowing the form of a Palestinian state to arise without the substance.

In the face of such bitterness, Israeli Prime Minister Ehud Barak attempted the impossible: to continue negotiations while suppressing the Palestinian uprising.  With US President Bill Clinton (enormously committed to a settlement) leaving office and Barak facing new elections after losing his parliamentary majority, Palestinian and Israeli negotiators rushed to conclude the framework of an agreement.  They narrowed many gaps but ultimately ran out of time.  Even had they succeeded, it was not clear the negotiators on either side had any public support.

As the intifada continued, many Israelis turned against their prime minister.  Recognizing that he no longer enjoyed the confidence of the Knesset, Barak grabbed at one final straw: early elections for prime minister.  Polls indicated that his predecessor, Binyamin Netanyahu, would defeat him, so Barak used a legal maneuver to keep Netanyahu out of the race: he resigned personally but did not call dissolve the Knesset.  This force elections only for the position of prime minister, and the law allowed only serving Knesset members to enter the race in such a case.  Since Netanyahu had resigned his seat after Barak had trounced him in 1999, Ariel Sharon was left as the Likud candidate.  Polls also indicated that Shimon Peres, Netanyahu’s predecessor, would do far better than Barak, but Barak refused to step aside.

On 6 February 2001, Israelis went to the polls for the third time in less than five years.  As with the two previous elections, the country reversed course again.  While turnout was very low by Israeli standards (62% of those eligible), Sharon won a crushing victory, garnering 62% of the vote to Barak’s 38%.
  Since elections had only been held for the premiership, however, Sharon faced the same fractured Knesset that Barak had been unable to hold together.  Armed with strong popular support, Sharon set out to assemble a broad-based coalition, including not only Likud’s traditional partners (the religious and other right-wing parties), but also the Labor Party.  Shimon Peres led Labor into the coalition, though many in the party felt that he betrayed his own principles.  At first, it seemed that Sharon had paid a high price for the coalition: he awarded the foreign ministry to Peres and the defense ministry to Binyamin Ben-Eliezer (who ultimately succeeded Barak as head of the Labor party).  The coalition allowed Sharon to present a united front to the outside world.  And Sharon had a stronger hand than Barak did in dealing with his coalition.  His two largest partners, Labor and Shas, both knew that they would lose seats in new elections and were not anxious to provoke a government collapse.  And many Israelis rallied around their government in the midst of the intifada, allowing for the emergence of a strong national consensus in support of Sharon.  Labor and Shas often spoke of bolting the government but neither showed any willingness to pay the political price at the polls if they forced early elections.

In the wake of the election, the Israeli Knesset finally abolished the system of directly electing the country’s prime minister.  By 2001, it was clear that the system had encouraged division rather than unity, because it allowed Israelis to split their votes: they elected a prime minister from one of the major parties but then distributed their parliamentary votes among a large number of smaller parties, making it difficult to assemble a coalition.  When the current Knesset’s term expires (in 2003), elections will be held as they used to be before 1996--only for members of parliament (according to a proportional representation system).

Despite Sharon’s mandate, he was no more able than Barak to bring an end to the intifada.  Indeed, matters worsened for Israel in 2001 and 2002, as suicide bombings became more common.  International efforts to bring about a cease fire foundered in bitter Israeli-Palestinian recriminations.  And even had more progress been made in a cease fire, it was not clear that it would have lasted.  The ability of the Palestinian leadership to control those groups involved in violence seemed limited even had the willingness existed.  And the two sides showed little interest in compromise.  Sharon spoke of an interim solution involving a Palestinian state on some portion of the West Bank and Gaza, but Palestinians charged that this was a ruse for permanent denying Palestinian claims on much of the territory.  Given Sharon’s past opposition to territorial compromise and his strong support of Israeli settlements, they were probably right.

In 2002, Israelis grew discouraged as the violence escalated with no end in sight.  Israel prepared for a major military operation into Palestinian areas.  When a Palestinian suicide bomber blew up a Passover dinner in the Israeli city of Netanya, the Israeli government finally put its plan into action.  In April, it took control of most Palestinian areas on the West Bank, searching for leaders of terrorist groups and equipment.  In imposing prolonged curfews and going door to door, detaining all adult men (who would be released when Israeli forces checked them against their list of those they wished to arrest), the campaign represented the most extensive Israeli response to the intifada.  Israeli forces surrounded Yasir ‘Arafat’s headquarters and ransacked many Palestinian institutions (such as banks, broadcasting stations, and ministries), leading many Palestinians to conclude that the purpose of the campaign was to dismantle the Palestinian Authority itself (PA).

The PA did manage to survive the campaign, but the intifada and Israeli response took a heavy toll on its institutions.  Its parliament, the Palestinian Legislative Council, was only able to assemble on rare occasions and then required videoconference because of Israeli restrictions on movement.  The security forces were a frequent Israeli target, partly because many members had joined the local groups attacking Israelis.  The PA was unable to collect taxes (most of its revenues had been collected by Israel in the form of taxes on goods being brought to Palestinian areas through Israeli entry points; at the beginning of the intifada Israel ceased transferring the taxes to the PA).  This forced PA leaders to plea with Arab and European governments to support them.  The Israeli closure of Palestinian territories led to an economic depression as well.

Still, the basic structures of the PA—such as the schools—managed to continue functioning.  But the April 2002 Israeli military campaign demonstrated to many Palestinians how their new institutions were unable to defend Palestinians, and many began to call for reform.  Their efforts received a boost of sorts in June 2002 when US President George Bush endorsed them—but when he coupled it with a call for a “new and different” Palestinian leadership (i.e., replacement of Yasir ‘Arafat), even many of ‘Arafat’s opponents objected.  ‘Arafat responded to the domestic and international calls for reform by finally signing the provisional constitution his parliament had passed five years earlier and promising further fiscal and judicial reforms.  In the summer of 2002, however, it was not clear whether he had either the will or the ability to pursue the new reform program.

The chapter on Israel in Comparative Politics: A Global Introduction tested the hypothesis that “Israel political structures are most democratic when external and internal security concerns are less severe.”  The chapter found strong support for the hypothesis: it does explain variations in Israeli democracy over time.  But the chapter also noted that Israeli democracy is surprisingly robust given the gravity of the security situation; the absolute level of democracy is higher than one might expect.

The situation since the beginning of the intifada offers further evidence for these claims.  On the one hand, there has been a diminution in several aspects of Israeli democracy.  Journalists are far less willing to question the claims of government official, acceptance of dissent has decreased (with one Arab Knesset member placed on trial for a speech in Syria in which he seemed to encourage armed resistance against Israel), and Jewish tolerance for the Arab minority has notably declined.  But it is still the case that Israeli democracy is remarkably strong given the security challenges the country faces.

Two years ago, Israelis were beginning to turn their attention away from the conflict with the Arab world and more toward internal issues and divisions.  The second intifada arrested and then reversed that trend.  In focusing again on the external conflict, Israeli society is experiencing more unity than it has in a generation.  But almost all Israelis would agree that the price of this unity—the ongoing violence—is far too high.  And if diplomatic efforts ever revive, Israelis will once more have to confront their deep differences over what kind of country they wish to have.
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