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Abstract 

 

This thesis examines the Shultz Initiative of 1988, launched to quell the first Palestinian intifada 

and reach a solution to the Palestinian question in the last year of the Reagan presidency. The 

initiative aimed to forestall the development of nationalist tendencies in Palestine by establishing 

a Jordanian-Israeli condominium over the West Bank while excluding the Palestinians as equal 

negotiating partners. Built on outdated assumptions about the practicability and desirability of the 

Jordanian option and reluctance to deal with the Palestinian leadership as equal partners, the 

initiative stalled by mid-1988. Failing to attract partners to the initiative and losing control over 

international efforts, the secretary allowed the PLO to establish themselves as a legitimate actor 

on the international stage over the latter half of 1988. Courted by independent peace initiatives and 

becoming fully legitimized on the international stage, the PLO was able to force the US to accept 

their status and demands as legitimate by the end of the year.  

The oft-overlooked Shultz initiative occupies a space between two paradigms in 

approaches to the Palestinian question: a pre-1988 reliance on the Jordanian option as the only 

solution to the issue, and a post-1988 universal recognition of eventual Palestinian national 

demands. Although the Shultz initiative failed in its ambitions, the dynamics established through 

the months of attempted dialogue and maneuvering would form the basis for a new paradigm in 

American mediation of the Palestinian issue, recognized as the key to comprehensive peace. The 

thesis argues that the failure of the Shultz initiative and the disruption of American hegemony over 

the Arab-Israeli conflict acts as a vital bridging point, inadvertently legitimizing the PLO and 

giving international actors the maneuvering space necessary to lay the groundwork for the later 

Madrid and Oslo processes. 
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Chapter 1 | Introduction 
 

“Nothing more than a real estate dispute” 

In a 2021 opinion piece, former US-Middle East envoy Jared Kushner outlined the progress of the 

Arab-Israeli conflict on the eve of the outgoing Trump administration’s tenure and the brokering 

of peace between Israel and the United Arab Emirates. Speaking to the “myth that [the Arab-Israeli 

conflict] could be solved only after Israel and the Palestinians resolved their differences,” Kushner 

described this particular facet as “nothing more than a real-estate dispute between Israelis and 

Palestinians” that would “be resolved when both sides agree on an arbitrary boundary line.”1 In 

his tenure as Middle East envoy, Kushner had attempted to offer the Palestinians a roadmap for 

peace without consulting Palestinian representatives. Upon the Palestinian dismissal of the 

proposal as nakedly pro-Israel, Kushner frustratedly remarked that they were “going to screw up 

another opportunity, like they’ve screwed up every other opportunity that they’ve ever had in their 

existence.”2 Kushner’s curt attitude toward the Palestinians and insistence on the primacy of 

bilateral talks as the foundation of Arab-Israeli peace echoes a tradition of American unwillingness 

to fashion peace initiatives in any format that could challenge Israeli security.   

The contrast between the bombast of the Trump administration’s foreign policy rhetoric 

and their meek stance toward the Arab-Israeli conflict mirrors the earlier Reagan administration, 

which found its bombastic foreign policy doctrine challenged by the eruption of the intifada in 

December of 1987. Attempting to deliver a quick fix to a complex conflict, Secretary of State 

George Shultz launched the eponymous Shultz initiative in March 1988, aiming to assuage both 

Arab and Israeli demands by providing a framework for negotiations of the issue without having 

to concede to growing Palestinian demands for independence. By the end of the year, the initiative 

was dead, the United States faced universal international censure, and the secretary was forced to 

deal with the Palestinian Liberation Organization on a timeline for independence rather than with 

Jordan on a timeline for reannexation. Shultz’ initiative and his unfortunate position at a vital 

juncture in Middle Eastern history are often overlooked as an obscure inbetweener process, and it 

is hoped that the following will ameliorate this injustice somewhat. 

 
1 Kushner, Jared. “Opportunity Beckons in the Mideast.” Wall Street Journal, March 14, 2021. 

https://www.wsj.com/articles/opportunity-beckons-in-the-mideast-11615750526.  
2 Ibid. 

https://www.wsj.com/articles/opportunity-beckons-in-the-mideast-11615750526
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Scope of thesis and research question 

The study centers most narrowly on Secretary of State Shultz’ effort to provide a framework for 

bilateral negotiation between Israel and Jordan on the status of the Palestinian territories through 

the year 1988. Seeing the potential for upset to the status quo resulting from the eruption of the 

Palestinian intifada, and attempting to preempt growing calls for Palestinian independence, 

Secretary Shultz tried to provide an arena for bilateral talks between delegations from the two 

nations aimed at a joint condominium over the territories. Throughout 1988, Shultz would fail to 

bolster and draw interest to his initiative, allowing other international actors to set the agenda in a 

process that would find the US isolated with Israel against universal approval of the Palestine 

Liberation Organization and its goal of Palestinian independence. Shultz’s peace initiative is often 

skipped over as another failed interlude between the Camp David accords and the 1991 Madrid 

Conference and 1993 Oslo Accords, but sits at a vital juncture in the history of the Palestinian 

question. As will be explored in this thesis, Shultz actions were contingent on a long-running 

pattern in US Middle Eastern policy, but would inadvertently serve to irrevocably break the very 

same, causing a paradigm shift in future US policy toward the Arab-Israeli conflict. 

The thesis thus aims to answer the following questions: how did the Shultz initiative 

contribute to the resolution of the Arab-Israeli conflict? How did the initiative fit into the pattern 

of US Middle Eastern policy? Why did the initiative fail to gain traction? How did it contribute to 

the legitimation of the PLO as a serious partner for peace? To what extent did it serve as a bridge 

to the post-Cold War mediation paradigm?  

 

State of research 

In drafting and pursuing his initiative, Secretary Shultz was constrained by decades of 

entrenched patterns in US policymaking toward the Arab-Israeli conflict. Understanding the 

evolution of US policymaking toward the Arab-Israeli conflict and ingrained attitudes toward the 

Palestinians is vital to form a basis for analysis of the year 1988. Therefore, works focusing on 

the political process of policymaking have been gauged along with works on the psychological 

factors informing attitudes to the Palestinian and Arab polities. Following are some selected 

works that have informed the development of the thesis. 
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American policy toward the Arab-Israeli conflict 

Secondary literature has been pursued with the aim of contextualizing the actions of the supposedly 

ideologically driven Reagan administration in a broader pattern of US policy toward the Arab-

Israeli conflict. Laura Eisenberg and Neil Caplan’s Negotiating Arab-Israeli Peace has been 

particularly useful in outlining the “Psychology of Peacemaking,” tracking how the psychological 

element informs the development of patterns in policymaking.3 In regards to the Arab-Israeli 

conflict, the early establishment of a positive relationship with Israel and the guilt of generations 

of anti-Semitism formed a pattern of deepening support across successive administrations. 

Especially important to Eisenberg and Caplan is the idea of “personality as a psychological 

element in the failure or success of negotiations” and national psychologies in understanding the 

conflict.4 Deepening mistrust toward mediation efforts drive and are reinforced by every failed 

peace initiative, irredentism becoming entrenched as negotiations along old lines, like the repeated 

attempts to force Jordanian annexation of the West Bank, continued to prove fruitless.5 

The influence of the Cold War on Middle East policy is explained to have been driving an 

increasingly supportive policy toward Israel over the twentieth century, the US-Israeli relationship 

making Arab states more likely to seek the aid of the Soviet Union. According to Claudia Wright, 

American prestige in the Middle East was based on the perception of the US as a powerful entity 

in regional affairs, leading the Reagan administration to take a more assertive role than the soft-

handed Carter administration. In failing to achieve positive results in the conflicts of the region, 

the damage to that perception was all the more damaging to the “American protectorate.”6 In 

Charles Smith’s Palestine and the Arab-Israeli Conflict, the Reagan administration’s approach is 

couched in almost purely strategic terms. Smith argues that the Arab-Israeli conflict was merely a 

side-show to the larger “anticommunist crusade” until the Iranian revolution upset the US web of 

alliances. After this, Israel was recast as “the only remaining strategic asset in the region on which 

the United States [could] really rely.”7 

The administration’s tendency to overpromise and underdeliver on its rhetoric, however, 

is brought up by Shimon Peres’ advisor Nimrod Novik in Encounter with Reality. The 

 
3 Eisenberg, Laura & Neil Caplan. Negotiating Arab-Israeli Peace: Patterns, Problems, Possibilities Indiana: Indiana University 

Press: 272. 
4 Ibid. 
5 Ibid., 22 
6 Wright, Claudia. 1984. “Reagan Arms Policy, the Arabs and Israel: Protectorate or Protection Racket?” Third World Quarterly 

6, no. 3: 652. 
7 Smith, Charles D. 2010. Palestine and the Arab-Israeli Conflict: A History with Documents. Boston: Bedford St. Martins: 356-7 
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administration raised expectations to “act firmly when American interests in the region were 

threatened, but it lacked the independent means to do so.”8 He goes on to discuss the diplomatic 

disasters that followed – with their inability to coerce either Israel or their Arab counterparts to 

make any significant concessions in the face of both regional and domestic pressure, the 

administration’s plans to assuage Jordanian fears through bolstered military aid stymied by a 

Congress hostile to the idea of weakening Israeli regional dominance.9 William Newmann, in a 

similar vein, writes on the levels of US policymaking in The Structures of National Security 

Decision Making, holding that the informal style Reagan adopted in his foreign policy structure 

led to “process breakdowns” at a time when a sure hand would be needed to exact real concessions 

from the prospective negotiating parties.10 

 

Attitudes toward Palestine 

Secretary Shultz’ attempt to resolve the Palestinian question was inevitably colored by decades of 

developing attitudes toward the Middle East in both the State Department and Western public 

opinion. In attempting to resolve the Palestinian question, American diplomats tended to reduce 

the Arab population to a uniform bloc, Palestinians and Jordanians considered similar enough that 

confederation would be undramatic and even preferable. However, much like Israelis feared for 

the “Jewish character of Israel” in the case of a one-state solution, so too did the Jordanians fear 

their own reduction to a national minority should the proposed condominium turn into a full 

union.11 American policymakers continually found this hard to grasp. According to Kathleen 

Christison, “the Palestinians did not exist politically” in the eyes of the Americans, with “an entire 

generation of policymakers [coming] of age not knowing, and not thinking it necessary to learn, 

the Palestinians’ story.”12 Following the disappearance of Palestine after the 1948 war, the 

American diplomatic corps erased them from memory. Israel and Jordan controlled their territory, 

and thus became seen as the only legitimate suzerains over the Palestinians. As the Palestinians 

had no developed lobbying organization, domestic pressures would increasingly favor Israeli 

 
8 Novik, Nimrod. 1985. Encounter with Reality: Reagan and the Middle East During the First Term. Boulder: Westview Press:44 
9 Ibid., 64. 
10 Newmann, William. 2004. “The Structures of National Security Decision Making: Leadership, Institutions and Politics in the 

Carter, Reagan and G. H. W. Bush Years.” Presidential Studies Quarterly 24, no. 2: 278 
11 Barari, Hassan. 2014. Jordan and Israel: A Troubled Relationship in a Volatile Region. Amman: Friedrich Ebert Stiftung: 17. 
12 Christison, Kathleen. 1999. Perceptions of Palestine: Their Influence on U.S. Middle East Policy. Los Angeles: University of 

California Press: 95; See also Kimmerling, Baruch, & Joel S Migdal. 2003. The Palestinian People: A History. Cambridge: 

Harvard University Press: 241 
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security. The failure to relate to the Palestinian side would make it difficult to build any peace 

initiative that would not be immediately discarded as intolerably pro-Israeli.13 

 Perspectives on the PLO coincide with critical and post-colonial writers writing in the 

aftermath of the organization’s legitimation and the growing interest in the organization as a 

political, rather than terrorist, movement. Even though the PLO was considered “the representative 

of the Palestinian people” since before even before Camp David, they were kept at arm’s length 

as a terrorist organization, even as the organization made moves toward an amelioration of this 

image.14 As the organization has grown, authors like Keith Feldman, writing in An Imperial Life 

of Race: Shadow over Palestine, have told of the organization’s struggle in relation to the broader 

movement against colonialism and racism. Feldman interestingly connects the Palestinian struggle 

and the PLO’s demonization to the treatment of American civil rights group, arguing that the racial 

attitudes of their own country have impacted their perceptions of the Palestinian national 

movement. Feldman holds that yielding to liberation movements like the PLO would have given 

confidence to domestic movements like the Black Panthers, with “freedom struggles at home and 

abroad” converging “with the spatial imperatives of Palestine’s decolonization.”15 

 

Theoretical perspectives: The dynamics of international policymaking 

Two frameworks have been useful in investigating the stubborn resistance to adapt the initiative 

or the inclusion of the PLO in negotiations: the concept of entrenched national psychologies as 

elaborated by Eisenberg and Caplan and the analytical models explored by the proliferous diplomat 

William Quandt to explain US policymaking.  

In Negotiating Arab-Israeli Peace, Eisenberg and Caplan deepen their explanation of 

national psychologies as explanation for the entrenching of policy over time. National 

psychologies, too, drive countries to entrench their policies toward the conflict. For instance, the 

Arab perception of Israel as oppressors of the Palestinians coincided with their continued 

embarrassment in war to drive a deepening  rejectionist trend that became more entrenched with 

every passing year.”16 Meanwhile, a commensurate Israeli siege mentality made any concessions 

equally politically dangerous, a nationalist right growing increasingly powerful in the Israeli 

 
13 Eisenberg & Caplan, Negotiating Arab-Israeli Peace, 20. 
14 Jørgen Jensehaugen. 2018. Arab-Israeli Diplomacy under Carter: The US, Israel and the Palestinians. I.B. Tauris & Co.: London: 31. 
15 Feldman, Keith. 2015. A Shadow over Palestine: Imperial Life of Race in America. Minneapolis; University of Minnesota 

Press: 61. 
16 Eisenberg & Caplan, Negotiating Arab-Israeli Peace, 20. For the psychology of peacemaking, see 272. 
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Knesset. Applying the theory to American Middle Eastern policy, one can see a similar 

entrenchment of positions. With American public and congressional opinion consistently favoring 

a pro-Israeli stance, successive administrations become increasingly steadfast in their support for 

Israel, finding the established pattern not worth straying from. A line can be drawn from the 

ambivalence of the Truman presidency through the policing of Israeli aggression under 

Eisenhower to the While different presidents have disagreed on how to weigh the aspirations of 

the Arab counterpart, making any decision that could be perceived as threatening Israeli security 

has rarely been considered viable in the increasingly pro-Israeli domestic political scene.17 

Former diplomat William Quandt writes authoritatively on the process of fostering peace 

in the Middle East in Peace Process: American Diplomacy and the Arab-Israeli Conflict since 

1967. Three models are proposed as tools for analyzing US decision making in this period – the 

strategic model, the bureaucratic politics model, and the domestic politics model. According to the 

strategic model, decisions are made by career officials irrespective of whoever holds the executive. 

This is proposed to explain the continuity of policy despite changes in leadership. The bureaucratic 

politics model, meanwhile, explains policy as being made through the perpetual competition 

between government agencies, results of the “give and take … of the Washington scene.” The 

most fruitful to this study, however, could be the domestic politics model. According to this model 

of analysis, policy is most significantly affected by domestic interest groups and the sway of public 

opinion.18 This model can be used to account for Shultz’ courting of special interest groups and 

half-hearted diplomacy as well as Reagan’s reluctance to translate his rhetoric of reconciliation 

into practical policy. Quandt ultimately argues that the personal character and doctrine of the 

particular leader is most important in the shaping and development of policy, even momentous 

changes “rarely [affecting] deeply held views.”19 In the context of the intifada, this would bear out 

in the inability of Secretary Shultz, after the Jordanian exit, to reorient around ingrained antipathy 

to allow for the PLO’s inclusion. leading to what diplomat Aaron Miller highlights as the influence 

wielded by lobby groups of the “organized Jewish community” on the US policymaking 

apparatus.20  

 

 
17 Christison, Perceptions of Palestine, 234. 
18 Quandt, William B. 2005. Peace Process: American Diplomacy and the Arab-Israeli Conflict Since 1967. Berkeley: University 

of California Press: 7-8. 
19 Ibid., 9. 
20 Miller, The Much Too Promised Land, 87. 
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Primary sources  

In trying to analyze the actions and motivations of Secretary Shultz, the most logical place to start 

would be the archival collections of the Reagan administration. In lieu of physical archives, 

digitally available resources have been used to build the thesis. Particularly, the collections of the 

Reagan section of the Foreign Relations of the United States (FRUS) database have been used to 

assess the secretary’s diplomatic posture over the Palestinian issue. The collection on dealings with 

the Soviet Union in the period 1986-1989 has been invaluable, offering enlightening memoranda 

of conversations between the secretary and the Soviet foreign minister on the disintegration of the 

peace initiative and Soviet attempts to influence Shultz toward inclusion of the PLO. In gauging 

relations with allied powers over the issue, the archive of the Margaret Thatcher Foundation has 

been especially useful, with minutes from meetings between the two administrations showing a 

common distrust of the PLO and explicit antipathy toward the idea of an independent Palestine. 

Contemporary documents from the American intelligence service have been investigated 

to gauge feelings toward the conflict from the ground. The CIA and US Department of State 

databases have provided valuable reports from regional offices. These sources, especially reports 

compiled by the national offices of the Foreign Broadcast Information Service (FBIS) and the 

Directorate of Intelligence giving good accounts of the blow-by-blow reactions of the American 

intelligence apparatus to the intifada’s progress. The Homeland Security digital library has been 

of use in gauging the how the security services contextualized the rise of the PLO in terms of the 

US strategic framework, yielding access to previously classified reports compiled by the 

Department of Homeland Security on terrorist-classified organizations like the PLO. 

Seeking to understand the motivations of the diplomats involved, selected memoires have 

been used where appropriate.  Shultz’ own Turmoil and Triumph: My Years as Secretary of State 

has been highly useful in assessing how the secretary’s motivations, or later justifications, for the 

way he drafted and carried out the initiative and dealt with its slow demise.  More critical opinions 

are offered by contemporary Norwegian diplomat Torleiv Anda’s decidedly critical perspective in 

Intifada: Opprør mot Israel,21 and State advisor Aaron Miller’s sardonic yet insightful retelling of 

the same events discussed by Shultz in The Much Too Promised Land: America’s Elusive Search 

for Arab-Israeli Peace. Referenced against available sources and literature, these have been 

invaluable in extracting the perspectives of some of the involved actors themselves.

 
21 Lit. Intifada: Rebellion against Israel 
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Chapter 2 | A Gordian Knot? Answering the Palestinian Question 1967-1987 
 

Throughout the Cold War, the Middle East represented a potentially critical linchpin in the struggle 

between the US- and USSR-led blocs. US Middle Eastern policy was initially marked by 

ambivalent, often contradictory policy that trended toward Israel as their most secure ally. 

Congressional pressure made it increasingly hard for any president to apply too much pressure on 

Israel over the following decades, making Presidents aware of the danger both to their domestic 

approval and regional strategy should they press too hard.22 The Palestinians had for their part 

essentially been ignored as a national group since their loss to Israel in 1948. Jordan having 

conquered the West Bank in that war, most Palestinians were given Jordanian citizenship, and 

Jordanian suzerainty settling as the goal for following peace initiatives. The reduction of the 

Palestinians to a sub-national minority was convenient, making their displacement and annexation 

less objectionable for the coming peace conferences.23 Added to this was a Cold War policy pattern 

that found successive administrations deepening their pro-Israeli stance, the Palestinians and their 

patrons becoming cast as pawns of the Soviet Union as they cast about for support against the 

Western-backed Israel.24 

Although the actors and perspectives changed, the proposals to solve the issue changed 

little over the two decades, the parameters of negotiation becoming entrenched as domestic and 

strategic considerations calcified. Certain moments do stand out as critical points of shock to the 

system, where leaders had a chance to break from the policy pattern. Following is an exploration 

of the aftermath of the wars of 1967 and 1973, as well as Jimmy Carter’s Camp David tribulations, 

before going into the Reagan presidency, aiming to explain the entrenchment of an increasingly 

supportive US-Israeli policy and charting the development of the Palestinian national movement. 

 

The Six-Day War: Entrenchment of the US-Israeli relationship 

The decisive Israeli victory in the Six-Day War of 1967 marked a shift in US policy toward the 

Arab-Israeli conflict, their victory proving their worth as a strong regional ally yet sparking 

concern over Israel’s occupation policies. Israel had come into control of the entirety of the 

 
22 Quandt, Peace Process, 8; See also Christison, Perceptions of Palestine, 288. 
23 Christison, Perceptions of Palestine, 95. 
24 Jensehaugen, Arab-Israeli Diplomacy under Carter, 14. 
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Palestinian Territories, with no apparent plan to withdraw. It had beaten the Arab states soundly, 

and now had the leverage needed to settle a favorable peace. Their star had dimmed, however. 

Their massive land grab could not be permanent; it had to be exchanged for peace.25  

Rippling unrest over the expansion led the US to join with the Soviet Union in drafting 

Resolution 242, aimed at stabilizing the regional balance of power and jumpstarting a conclusive 

peace process. The final draft proclaimed the “inadmissibility of the acquisition of territory by 

war” and each state’s “right to live in peace within secure and recognized boundaries.”26 The 

resolution implicitly called for Israeli withdrawal from all territories occupied since 1967 and the 

resolution of the Palestinian refugee issue, envisioning a return to the status quo ante bellum and 

implicitly the return of Palestinian lands to either Jordan or a new polity.27 The final draft of the 

resolution would form the basis for peace negotiations in the following decades, though not in the 

way intended by the drafters. Although aimed at restricting Israeli expansion, there was little real 

pressure to back up the resolution. Instead, the resolution’s reference to “secure and recognized 

boundaries” would be used as a cudgel by the pro-Israeli camp to exclude independent Palestinian 

voices, latter hardliners thinking it a defeat to accept Israel’s loosely defined borders without 

reference to their weaker national demands.28 

While privately communicating the need for an eventual “virtually complete [Israeli] 

withdrawal,” the US cemented their support for continued Israeli occupation, establishing a pattern 

that would entrench itself over the coming decades.29  In what Quandt calls a “sop to the Arabs,” 

the preambular text called for withdrawal from conquered territories, but this had no coercive 

effect and would not be pursued.30 In internal memoranda, policymakers were deferred from 

forcing Israel to exchange lands without a “quid pro quo from the Arab parties” that would ensure 

the former’s security.31 As the Arab states failed to best Israel in their successive wars, the 

Palestinians began to lose faith with the fervor of their allies. Lacking a state or substantial 

sympathetic constituency in the US, they had no ability to exert any independent pressure in the 

international system. King Hussein of Jordan, having been ousted from the West Bank, continued 

 
25 Smith, Charles D. 2010. Palestine and the Arab-Israeli Conflict: A History with Documents. Boston: Bedford St. Martins: 304. 
26 As quoted in Smith, Palestine and the Arab-Israeli Conflict, 336. 
27 Khalidi, Rashid. 2013. Brokers of Deceit: How the US Has Undermined Peace in the Middle East. Boston: Beacon Press: 2; 

See also Smith, Palestine and the Arab-Israeli Conflict, 304. 
28 Christison, Perceptions of Palestine, 235; see also Quandt, Peace Process, 46-47. 
29 Smith, Palestine and the Arab-Israeli Conflict, 305. 
30 Quandt, Peace Process, 46-47 
31 Quandt, Peace Process, 5. 
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to act as the chief protector of the Palestinian people and the patron of the recently established 

Palestine Liberation Organization. The reduction of the Palestinian question to a question of 

suzerainty meant that, even in the Middle Eastern theatre, its resolution became a constant, but 

unimportant, factor in the peace processes through the Cold War period.32 While the lands 

occupied beyond Israel’s 1967 borders were regarded as unlawful, little real pressure would be 

exerted to force withdrawal, and there would at any rate be no talk of an independent Palestinian 

state in those areas. At best, these areas would be relinquished to Jordan, cementing what became 

known as the Jordanian Option as the ideal future for the occupied territories.33  

 

Yom Kippur and Palestinian resurgence  

The Yom Kippur War of 1973 gave fresh impetus to the Palestinian cause, shaking the picture of 

Israeli dominance and again drawing international focus to the region. Despite failing to 

completely expel Israeli forces from their occupied territories, Egyptian strength gave pause to 

Israeli policymakers while convincing the Arab states that Israel was unlikely to be moved back 

to the 1967 borders by military effort.34 The Arab states renewed their interest in the plight of the 

Palestinian people, voicing concerns that had been muted in the period of Arab rule over the 

territories. The Israeli setback following the Yom Kippur war was compounded by the PLO’s rise 

on the world stage. The PLO had been granted observer status by the UN in 1973, being recognized 

as the legitimate representative of the Palestinian people in the following year. Invited to address 

the General Assembly on the territorial question, the PLO leadership managed to articulate their 

aims to both win sympathy from the international community and present themselves as legitimate 

leaders to the Palestinian population.35 The Jordanian claims to the West Bank, meanwhile, grew 

increasingly tenuous as occupation continued, driving tensions between the king and the PLO and 

making Jordanian reannexation a steadily less attractive option.36 

 The US remained obdurate in the face of growing international support for the PLO, 

refusing to allow the organization a seat in negotiations for the future of the Palestinian territories, 

notwithstanding a clandestine contact with their Beirut office.37 Resolution 242 was resurrected in 

 
32 Jensehaugen, Arab-Israeli Diplomacy under Carter, 18-19. 
33 Quandt, Peace Process, 6. 
34 Abraham, Sareem. 1980. "The PLO at the Crossroads: Moderation, Encirclement, Future Prospects." Middle East Report. 

https://merip.org/1979/09/the-plo-at-the-crossroads/.  Last accessed 30 March 2021. 
35 Lesch, Ann Mosely. 1982. “The Palestine Problem.” World Politics, 1982, Vol. 34, no. 4: 561. 
36 Smith, Palestine and the Arab-Israeli Conflict, 325. 
37 Khalidi, Brokers of Deceit, 8. 

https://merip.org/1979/09/the-plo-at-the-crossroads/


 

11 

 

the broadly similar Resolution 338, aimed at settling a ceasefire and calling for withdrawal from 

occupied territories, mainly Egyptian. Without a Palestinian state, however, it remained difficult 

to argue for Israeli withdrawal from the now-abstracted territory, and their occupation continued. 

A secret 1975 memorandum of understanding between the US and Israel cemented the PLO’s 

exclusion from meaningful negotiation despite growing legitimacy in the international arena. 

Unless the PLO would accept Israel’s right to its borders and adopt non-violence “without any 

parallel demand,” i.e., without reference to Palestinian claims, there could be no inclusion.38 

Despite this stated exclusion, the US did open clandestine contact with their Beirut office, laying 

the ground for Jimmy Carter’s more open-handed approach.39  

 

Camp David and beyond: The Carter sidestep 

The 1976 election of Jimmy Carter presented a potential for sea change in the US approach to the 

Palestinian question, if he could only break from the entrenched pattern of preceding 

administrations. Carter envisioned a new line in American foreign policy, aiming to break from 

the realpolitik of preceding administrations. Being the first to even “speak of the need for a 

‘Palestinian homeland,’” the new US president imagined he could finally resolve the conflict in a 

way amenable to the Arab states.40 Jimmy Carter “genuinely believed” that the PLO’s inclusion in 

a peace process was vital, contingent on their acceptance of resolution 242.41 Despite his idealistic 

drive, Carter’s wish to craft a comprehensive solution to the conflict would break against solid 

opposition both from Congress and an energized Israeli right-wing. The 1977 Israeli elections saw 

the right-wing coalition Likud rise to power, their victory cementing a hardline stance that would 

be maintained through the following decade. Under Likud leadership, there would be no talk of an 

independent Palestine, and the very idea of talking to the PLO was condemned. Betraying 

presidential weakness to domestic pressure, Carter was forced to back down twice when trying to 

break from established doctrine. A proposed US-Soviet push for an international conference on 

the Arab-Israeli conflict was shot down by Likud outrage, and an oral recognition of Palestinian 

national rights had to be recanted after universal Congressional disapproval.42 Strong in belief but 
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weak in influence, Carter’s dream of a comprehensive peace would have to take advantage of an 

ongoing initiative undertaken by the warring parties.  

The Camp David talks resulted in two frameworks to map a path toward lasting peace. The 

first, outlining a path toward final resolution of the Egyptian-Israeli conflict, was followed by a 

peace deal the year after. The second, optimistically titled “A Framework for Peace in the Middle 

East,” outlined a solution to the wider conflict based on resolution 242, an anemic version of 

Carter’s vision that envisioned autonomy for the occupied territories under Jordanian suzerainty, 

without consulting King Hussein on the issue.43 Weakness in the face of Israeli pressure caused a 

watering-down of Carter’s vision and enduring Arab skepticism toward American mediation. 

Carter’s push for Palestinian independence was reduced to vague references to Palestinians’ 

“legitimate rights,” and an attempt to unilaterally declare Jordanian patronage over the Palestinians 

frustrated both Jordan and neighboring Arab states.44 The Egyptian-Israeli peace treaty, divorced 

from the now-defunct autonomy talks, removed the threat of another unified push against Israel 

making it difficult for US administration to leverage concessions from Israel without politically 

suicidal sanctions, further entrenching the unbalanced power relationship between the two states. 

Historian David Lesch considers the Camp David accords as having “ended the Arab-

Israeli conflict in its original form,” robbing the irredentist faction of one of its most powerful 

partners.45 For all Carter’s concern for the rights of the Palestinians, the accords ensured the Israeli 

hold on the Palestinian territories while, according to historian John Hudson, crippling “the Arabs’ 

ability for collective action” for the foreseeable future. The Arab states were fatally wedged apart, 

and the Soviet Union had been marginalized, the US setting the agenda in concert with Israel.46 

Arab countries reacted poorly to the process, seeing it as Sadat selling out the Palestinians for the 

sake of a separate peace. King Hussein, furious at the unilateral decision to include him in perfidy, 

disavowed the treaty, and would remain wary of any similar attempts to strongarm him into 

similarly disadvantageous compromises.47 The Palestinians were dejected by Camp David, seeing 

it as “a crucial moment of state prevention.”48 Their cause had been taken up in great power 

mediation, but apparently dropped as soon as it stopped being convenient. Carter continued to 
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press for the recognition of “the legitimate rights of the Palestinian people” and a more 

comprehensive “resolution of the Palestinian problem in all its aspects,” but with little result.49 

With the Egyptian-Israeli peace treaty, the Egyptians washed their hands of the Palestinians, and 

Israeli settlements continued to flourish.50 The accords did, however, teach the Palestinians an 

enduring lesson. They could not count on their patrons any more than they could the US and Israel. 

Their own mobilization on the international stage would be the only way to legitimize the idea of 

Palestinian independence.51  

 

A new sheriff in town: the Reagan years 

Ronald Reagan entered office with a markedly different perspective to Carter. Reagan viewed 

every regional conflict through a Cold War lens, every conflict a potentially fatal part of the 

Manichaean struggle against the forces of chaos and communism. To the new president, 

“communism and terrorism were the organically linked plagues of the age,” and attempting to 

coddle either was a path to destruction.52 Since many insurgent organizations aligned themselves 

with the professed anti-imperialist communist bloc, they were universally eyed as servants of 

Moscow. Seeing the preceding administration’s coddling of the enemy as having weakened the 

position of the Western bloc, Reagan saw a strong, offensive posture as the best path to finally 

defeating Moscow in their inevitable showdown.53 The Reagan administration’s commitment to 

Israel was on the face of it unshakable, a 1981 memorandum of understanding making clear that 

no rapprochement would be forthcoming with the PLO, viewed as “a hardcore terrorist group and 

an agent of Soviet influence.”54 As explained by historian Kathleen Christison, Reagan viewed the 

Arab-Israeli conflict “essentially from within the conventional frame of reference as it had 

prevailed thirty years earlier,” seeming to simply “discard whatever information did not fit into his 

mind-set.”55 Contrasting with the President’s bombastic cold-warrior rhetoric, the administration 

suffered from an initial crisis of leadership  as a result of Reagan’s hands-off approach, leading to 

factional infighting and a lasting reactive pattern in Middle Eastern matters, what historian Doug 
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Rossinow explains as “debilitating closed-door infighting that Reagan showed little interest in 

stopping.”56. In lieu of a clearly laid out strategy, Reagan’s Middle East strategy appears to have 

been a matter of reactive gut instinct leading to a reliance on outdated perceptions of the region. 

In A Companion to Ronald Reagan, Clea Bunch argues that, for all Reagan’s bombast, he found 

himself constrained into finding “a degree of continuity with previous administrations and … 

fewer policy diversions than the American public anticipated.”57  

The administration’s lack of concrete strategy led to a strategic paralysis that locked them 

into a reactive pattern that mostly favored Israel. In Reagan’s first term, the outsized reliance on 

Israel caused lasting animosity against the US as a good-faith actor. An invasion into Lebanon, 

bombing of Iraqi reactors and cooperation on the Iran-CONTRA affair causing lasting damage to 

US regional legitimacy.58 Incoming Secretary of State George Shultz aimed to mollify Arab 

outrage with the 1982 Reagan Plan. Attempting to salvage lost American credibility following the 

Lebanese debacle, the Plan reintroduced the idea of resolving the Palestinian question. The Plan 

mainly reiterated the points outlined in the Camp David framework, envisioning negotiations 

aimed at bringing autonomy to the Palestinians in the occupied territories, albeit without 

supporting independence. Speaking to the confused middle-path direction of the administration, 

Reagan proclaimed that “the United States will not support the establishment of an independent 

Palestinian state … and will not support annexation or permanent control by Israel.”59 Instead, 

there would be a “just solution of [Palestinian] claims,” balanced against “Israel’s legitimate 

security concerns.”60 Like the Camp David accords, the Reagan Plan envisioned Jordanian 

suzerainty, in spite of the 1974 Rabat conference’s elevation of the PLO over Jordan as 

spokespeople for the Palestinians. Not appearing to present much of substance and lacking any 

substantive regional support, the Plan found no takers. On the contrary, the talk of Palestinian self-

determination increased Israeli fears of a turn in US policy, unleashing a “firestorm” of criticism 

both from Knesset and Congress that convinced Reagan to back down.61  

For fear of causing further outrage among the increasingly hardline Israeli leadership, 

George Shultz took the reins in returning to a supportive pattern, and would prove unwilling to 
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make any significant demands of the Israeli leadership. This realignment coincided with an 

apparent weakening of the Jordanian-Palestinian patronage and mobilizational capacity. In 

addition to friction over whether to accept the demanded concessions, the PLO was being 

functionally expelled from the Levant, losing their bases in Lebanon and having their erstwhile 

patron Hussein of Jordan intensify efforts to strengthen his own hold on Palestine.62 A joint 

Jordanian-PLO proposal for a Jordanian state was the closest the PLO came to anything resembling 

inclusion in peace talks, though this initiative would fall under rivalries between King Hussein and 

the PLO leadership before it could gain traction. The PLO lost even the Jordanian king’s support, 

Hussein again breaking ties in frustration at PLO intransigence in 1986. The door was open to 

rapprochement with Jordan. Despite a statement of support for Palestinian self-determination 

under the Reagan Plan, the PLO could safely be discounted. While the Reagan administration 

appeared to lack a strong strategy, their hold on regional policy appeared solid.63 

 

Moves toward peace: The London agreement 

The latter half of the Reagan presidency saw a steady simmer in the occupied territories, an 

increasingly repressive occupation policy accompanying a booming settlement policy. With each 

year, the Israeli occupation appeared to be growing more permanent, and violence in the territories 

rose. A deal had to be struck before tempers boiled over, made difficult by a bolstered nationalist 

faction having rotated into the Israeli premiership at a critical time. Since 1986, Likud had 

controlled the Israeli government under Prime Minister Yitzhak Shamir as part of a unity 

government, and were deeply opposed to any talk of ceding any occupied territory.64 A new hope 

for peace came, however, in clandestine talks between the king’s representatives and Labor 

Foreign Minister Shimon Peres, Shamir’s contentious counterpart in the unity government. The 

talks resulted in the London Agreement, a framework for an international peace conference aimed 

at the revival of the Jordanian option. When the conditions of the prospective conference became 

known to the Israeli government, the terms caused a political incident, Shamir intent on blocking 

the conference until it ran out in the sand. Any conference in which Israel could face united 

opposition was unacceptable, potentially forcing them to cede more than was absolutely necessary. 
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Jordanian-Palestinian frustrations were kept on a simmer, slowly boiling as it became apparent 

that no progress on the agreement was forthcoming.65 Secretary Shultz, for his part, was interested 

in the initiative, but the ingrained apprehension over upsetting their relations with the Israeli 

government preempted any push for the agreement’s progress. An emissary from Shamir 

intercepted the secretary, warning of the dangers of “getting embroiled in internal Israeli 

politics.”66 Wary of upsetting the already fraught relationship with Shamir, Shultz declared it was 

not worth the time and pulled back, letting it wither as conditions deteriorated in the territories. 

By the time the London Agreement was penned, tensions in the Occupied Territories had 

reached a point of no return that would have made it difficult to implement. Palestinians in the 

Territories were frustrated with the uncertainty of their position, the PLO furious over not being 

treated as equal negotiation partners, having concluded that “Israel understood only the language 

of force.”67 Israel’s Likud-led government was too opposed to ceding control over the occupied 

areas, too confident to be persuaded by their patron. The Jordanian king, though claiming 

responsibility for the Palestinian people, had shown himself too prideful, too deferential to the 

West to return the Palestinian territories to Arab hands, growing increasingly detached from the 

idea of Jordanian reannexation. Certain the US would neither allow them a seat at the table nor be 

able to pressure Israel to act in good faith, the PLO grew ever more impatient. From despondency 

was born a simmering rage that would only need a spark to set alight.  Faced with this mess, Shultz 

was tasked with reviving the talks, getting the correct parties back to the negotiating table, and 

preempting any move toward Palestinian independence. Negotiating with the “mud puppy” PLO 

Chairman Yassir Arafat and his band of terrorists would, at the very least, never happen.68 As the 

US, Israel and their Arab counterparts bickered over the fate of Palestine, they had grown too 

blinkered to account for a rising nationalist tide whose solutions would require a difficult break 

from their established policy patterns.   
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Chapter 3 | Uprising and opportunity 
 

Tensions in the occupied territories reached a head in late 1987, the culmination of drawn-out 

simmering over Israeli occupation policies. A provocative expansion of settlements combining 

with a harsher security policy, an uptick in violence in December quickly turned into a sustained 

period of protests against the Israeli occupation, soon dubbed the intifada, the shaking-off of Israeli 

occupation. Wary of the potential for disruption of the regional status quo, and aware of the 

prestige associated with resolving the Palestinian question, Shultz launched an initiative aiming to 

bring Jordan and Israel together in an understanding over the contested territories. Attempting to 

repackage “Camp David without referring directly to Camp David,”69 the ill-fated Shultz initiative 

would see the very paradigm for peace negotiations change irrevocably, invited parties gradually 

losing faith in US mediation while those on the outside, especially the PLO, became increasingly 

independent of both their Jordanian patron and the superpowers.  

 

Palestine erupts 

On 9 December 1987, four Palestinians were killed by an Israeli military vehicle in Gaza, causing 

a wave of demonstrations across the Palestinian territories. Within days, the demonstrations turned 

into an uprising against the Israeli occupation, a campaign of resistance against the occupation 

causing an increasingly heavy-handed crackdown.70 The rising brutality of increasingly frustrated 

security forces was broadcast around the world to increasing condemnation from a world 

community already worried about the occupation. The protestors, subject to live ammunition and 

arbitrary deportations, became seen as victims rather than perpetrators, making it difficult for the 

Reagan administration to continue their rapprochement with Israel, at risk of being pulled into the 

whirlpool of international public relations.71 While the intifada would prove to be a major 

headache for American policymakers, initial security assessments suggest a dismissive attitude 

toward the uprising, local intelligence services assuming that as with other protests the unrest 

would die down sometime into the new year.72 Instead, the violence of the intifada only picked up 

as the new year progressed, as protests evolved into cycles of riots and repression, recriminations 

hardening attitudes on both sides.  
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The US regional framework was dealt a significant blow with the outbreak of the intifada. 

The violent Israeli response to the riots threatened to not only inflame regional tensions, but also 

opened the door to the Soviets, blocked from any meaningful influence since 1975 but now inching 

their way back in.73 King Hussein, once seen as the great hope for expanding the alliance network 

in cooperation with Israel, was tilting back toward Moscow as pro-Israeli attitudes in Washington 

seemed to come at the expense of Jordanian security.74 With the Palestinians of the West Bank 

technically Jordanian citizens, inability to respond to the crisis could result in the resumption of 

hostilities in the Middle East, lighting another fire that might ignite a wider anti-Israeli coalition.75 

Leadership on the Arab side was confused, with the Jordanian king and the PLO eyeing 

each other as spoilers to their own ambitions. Both aspired to head the project of Palestinian 

liberation, but neither side had been in charge at the outset of the uprising. King Hussein, still 

claiming patronage over the Palestinians, saw the uprising as an opportunity for reclaiming the 

lands lost through skillful rhetoric, but saw the PLO gradually assimilate the intifada’s leadership 

into its own structure.76 The PLO, while growing in confidence, was suffering from their removal 

from the territories. Until their expulsion from Lebanon following the Israeli invasion, the PLO 

had primarily considered diaspora Palestinians their core constituency. It was only with their 

displacement that they began to focus on the Palestinians in the West Bank and Gaza areas, 

building the skeleton of an institutional network still in its infancy at the turn of 1988.77 The PLO 

was able to use this to assume a leadership position quickly after the initial outbreak of the intifada, 

appropriating the protest through the outlining of specific demands and a vision for an independent 

Palestine developed in exile.78 Their handle on Palestinian opinion was tenuous, their claim to 

meaningful representation unrecognized by neither Shultz, the Israelis nor other Arabs. They found 

themselves forced to contend with both Jordan and competing Palestinian movements for 

leadership in the opening months of the uprising.79 Israeli leadership was similarly fractured, a 

Labor-Likud unity government having rotated the premiership to Likud. While Labor had been 

willing to entertain proposals for autonomy or condominium with Jordan in the interest of their 

long-term security, Likud’s Yitzhak Shamir was now at the wheel. In contrast to Labor’s leniency, 
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Likud was diametrically opposed to any surrender of land. Shamir euphemistically held that “the 

status of territory could be separated out from the political rights of the individual,” in effect 

arguing that historic Palestinian residence in the occupied territory did not give them the right to 

self-rule there, that the land was Israeli by right of conquest.80 Internal leadership struggles in this 

time of escalating unrest gave Shultz the perfect climate to launch a revolutionary peace initiative, 

if one could be conceived. 

 

The Shultz initiative is launched  

As the unrest escalated into 1988, US intelligence services began to show concern for the enduring 

nature of the Palestinian unrest, with the brutal measures of Israeli security forces making 

American inaction harder to justify, and decisive action potentially all the more rewarding.81 Shultz 

perceived a golden opportunity to achieve what most every state secretary had hoped to achieve 

since 1948: crafting a decisive, comprehensive solution to the interminable Arab-Israeli conflict.82 

Following talks with Arab and Israeli leaders, the initiative was announced in an open letter in 

March, addressed to Israeli Prime Minister Shamir. In the letter, Shultz outlined his vision for 

constructive talks on the future of the Palestinian territories and “comprehensive peace” in the 

region.83 Shultz envisioned the initiative as a framework for negotiations toward potential 

autonomy and self-determination for the Palestinians, with talks progressing along a strict timeline. 

By the end of March, Arab and Israeli leaders would reach a “tacit understanding that would halt 

the violence of the intifada.”84 By April, a six-month negotiation would start on the final state of 

the Palestinian territories, followed by a three-month election period culminating in a “self-

governing authority” in Gaza and the West Bank by February of 1989.85 Pointedly, no mention 

was made of the Palestinian elections in the letter. Every mention of Palestinian representation in 

the talks proper emphasized that this would be as part of a Jordanian delegation, shutting down 

Palestinian demands for independent representation and lessening the impact of nationalist voices 

like the PLO. Participants were expected to recognize Israel’s right to exist and renounce violence 

in accordance with United Nations resolutions, the wording being primarily targeted at the PLO, 
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who were refusing to concede this point unconditionally. Little heed was given to Palestinian 

demands, beyond oblique references to the “legitimate rights of the Palestinian people” as an 

objective of the proposed talks.86 While optimistic in his ambition to solve the conflict within a 

remarkably short time frame, Shultz was uncreative in the scope of, or pressure to be used for, the 

proposed talks. Like many preceding secretaries, he was unwilling to shape the talks in a way that 

would disadvantage the Israeli position, nor to experiment too wildly. The initiative intended to 

restart the peace process was envisioned as composed of “key ideas drawn from the Camp David 

Accords, without referring directly to Camp David.”87 The Camp David accords were widely 

considered to have been deeply flawed, a capitulation to Israeli and Western interests in exchange 

for symbolic assurances of Palestinian rights that never materialized into tangible progress. It 

would be political suicide for King Hussein should he be seen to agree to a similar framework, 

likely to lead to “excommunication from the Arab world” for betraying the project of Palestinian 

liberation.88  Both Shultz and Soviet Foreign Minister Eduard Shevardnadze would agree that 

invoking the Camp David legacy “would not lead to a good result,” an upset status quo 

compromising both powers’ interests in the region.89  

The initiative, intended to simply repackage the Camp David framework for a new age, 

was not received enthusiastically, and calls for an international conference did not lead to a new 

tack from the secretary. In later meetings with the Soviet foreign minister and the prospective 

initiative partners, Shultz would insist that talks would consist of direct, bilateral meetings over 

discrete issues, with an eventual multilateral conference to have only a marginal role, a dynamic 

that would be to the benefit of Israel.90 Outside influence was only likely to have a negative impact 

on the Israeli position. As Israeli security forces became more frustrated with the lack of progress, 

repressive measures became ever more brutal and indiscrete, with US public opinion becoming 

correspondingly more sympathetic to the Palestinians. Having to defend Israel in a public 

international conference could be ruinous to the legacy of the Reagan administration as well as the 

longer-term American image in the region, and the unattractive framework remained. 91 
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Bickering within both Arab and Israeli factions made it difficult for the secretary to spark 

interest in the initiative. Israeli division between the Likud and Labor factions resulted in severe 

schisms in objectives and strategy toward the Palestinian question. Likud’s prioritization of 

pacification and assimilation was undermined somewhat by the more conciliatory attitude from 

the Labor camp, more amenable to compromise and dialogue with an appropriately reformed PLO. 

Over the course of the intifada’s first year, overtures would tend to survive only as far as the ravine 

between Likud and Labor.92 Meanwhile, American unwillingness to either apply pressure on Israel 

or open for effective Palestinian participation in the initiative would lead to growing Arab 

antipathy toward the process, with Jordanian and Palestinian public opinion becoming steadily less 

enthused with the negotiations. Even King Hussein found the public frustration with the project 

difficult to surmount, becoming compelled to censor state media when trying to air Shultz’ 

interviews on the initiative for fear of outraging public opinion further.93  

Despite the apathy toward the talks and to the idea of Jordanian-Palestinian confederation, 

Shultz would continue to insist on the Jordanian option, refusing to consider Palestinian demands 

for an independent state. When asked to clarify his reasoning for insisting on confederation, he 

explained Arab identities as essentially equivalent to regional US identities: “If you ask me what 

am I, I might say 'I am a Californian,' and if George Bush were here, he would say 'I am a Texan.' 

We also say we are Americans.”94 Falling into a long tradition in State Department thinking, the 

secretary failed to even consider the distinctive Palestinian identity as politically legitimate. With 

Shultz perceived as failing to adapt to Arab demands and the Jordanians unable to change his mind, 

the Palestinians would have to look elsewhere for support. 

 

The Soviets reach out  

Frustration over American intransigence led to the Soviet Union to enter the stage more 

confidently. Excluded from the region since 1975, the Soviet Union attempted to seize on the 

frustration triggered by Shultz’ handling of the initiative to boost their own damaged regional 

profile. The intensification of Shultz’ overtures, and his intransigent support for Shamir, was 

spurred on by Soviet moves toward normalization with Israel and a possible shaking of US 

 
92 Anziska, Preventing Palestine, 256. 
93 Sciolino, Elaine. 1988. “Shultz Initiative Gets No Support.” The New York Times. 6 April. 

https://www.nytimes.com/1988/04/06/world/shultz-initiative-gets-no-support.html.  
94 Ibid. 

https://www.nytimes.com/1988/04/06/world/shultz-initiative-gets-no-support.html


 

22 

 

dominance in the region.95 Since 1985, Israel and the Soviet Union had been on the path toward 

normalization, with a Soviet legation planted in Tel Aviv since July of 1987 and an Israeli visit to 

Moscow planned for the following year. Soviet refusals to cancel talks with Israel in the wake of 

the intifada were optimistically noted by American operatives as a golden opportunity to shore up 

their own regional bonds, Moscow’s denunciations of Israeli policy perceived as having failed to 

mollify rising Arab distrust.96 On a more worrying note, alleged pro-Israeli bias in both diplomacy 

and arms provisions was perceived as leading Jordan to look to the Soviet Union for their defense 

needs. By 1988 Jordanian-Soviet talks were intensifying, with the intelligence community 

expressing concerns over the “broader political and security cooperation” developing between the 

two states.97 If the king could not be coaxed into signing onto the Shultz initiative, the intelligence 

services feared that he would gradually drift away from the American orbit and lose interest in 

acting as a balance against Palestinian revolutionaries. At worst, this could lead to a takeover by 

the “Marxist-Leninist” PLO, a worst-case scenario in the Reaganite security picture.98 

While not at the point of any material support, the PLO was mending ties with the Soviet 

Union, coming together since 1986 as similarly marginalized actors.99 Allowing Jordanians to 

represent the Palestinian cause was seen as doomed to failure, King Hussein being effectively 

dissuaded from pushing their case too vigorously through threats of cuts to US military and 

economic aid.100 As Shultz struggled to draw representatives to preliminary talks, his Soviet 

counterpart was contacted by PLO representatives urging Moscow to further their demands for 

substantive talks, continuing to question the symbolic nature of Shultz’ proposed international 

conference. For their part, the Soviets were eager to thwart the plans of US diplomats in the region 

as well as boost their profile as an agent of stability in the Middle East to return from their decade-

long exclusion.101 This was not a new demand from the Soviets, but mounted as the Soviets eyed 

a possibility in the growing pressure on the Reagan administration.102  

Soviet attempts to insert themselves in the handling of the intifada became increasingly 

insistent as Shultz’ timeline shortened. The conflict, unsolved by successive American 
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administrations, was seen as presenting an opportunity for the Soviet Union to salvage its image 

as a responsible actor in the wake of the war in Afghanistan.103 The Soviet foreign minister seized 

on the opportunity to increase their influence in the region and began to press the Palestinian 

perspective in meetings with his American counterpart. As early as February of 1988, Foreign 

Minister Shevardnadze pressed Shultz for more substantive multilateral processes in accordance 

with Arab wishes.104 A conference with meaningful roles for permanent Security Council members 

and representatives of all parties was presented as the only way to succeed. This was not a new 

demand from the Soviets, but mounted as they eyed a possibility in the growing pressure on the 

Reagan administration.105 The foreign minister would eventually begin to use the potential for 

Jewish emigration as a bargaining chip – were a multilateral conference convened, the Soviet 

Union could be tempted to liberalize their Jewish policy, an important piece in the Likud strategy 

of altering the “demographic character of the West Bank and Gaza.”106 Should Israel agree to 

convening a conference, the foreign minister implied that the Soviet Union might “consider its 

position on diplomatic relations with Israel and Jewish migration.”107 

By late March it was becoming clear that the Soviet Union was positioning itself as a 

supporter of Arab demands. In his March meetings with Shultz, Shevardnadze intimated a 

deepening relationship with the Jordanian king in particular and the Arab League in general as a 

result of frustration with Shultz’ initiative. Arab visits to Moscow were apparently yielding 

“substantive discussions on all aspects of the Middle East problem,”108 with Shevardnadze 

implying a drift among US allies like Jordan before pressuring Shultz for a comprehensive 

multilateral conference. Shultz, however, remained intransigent, continuing to push for direct, 

limited talks.109 As the year progressed, alternatives began to proliferate, challenging American 

leadership from both Arab and Israeli quarters. 
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Counter-initiatives and a slipping hegemony 

As the intifada continued, recriminations, perceived lack of give from the Israelis and an 

increasingly demanding PLO made it difficult to keep the Jordanian king interested in the 

negotiations. While King Hussein was amenable to reoccupying the West Bank, the continued 

clamor for independence made it difficult to stick to the plans for Jordanian-Israeli condominium 

without appearing to outright betray the Palestinian cause. Meanwhile, Likud leaders remained 

unwilling to loosen repressive measures or concede to demands for Palestinian representation. 

With the US unwilling to meaningfully pressure Israel to either curb their use of repressive 

measures or agree to more comprehensive frameworks, Arab states began to drift away from the 

initiative. Despite Shultz’ efforts to assuage Arab fears, it was becoming apparent that this was 

another Camp David, another Western ploy to settle the Palestinian question in Israel’s favor.110 

Having been drawn to the negotiating table by the US condemnation of Israeli actions in January, 

the refusal to rein in the further excesses of Israeli security forces quickly reversed any 

accumulated good will. Especially onerous was a US veto of a UN resolution calling on Israel to 

recognize Geneva articles on the protection of civilians in accordance with the PLO’s January 

demands. The veto caused widespread condemnation in the Arab public sphere, with 

correspondingly mounting pressure on leaders to walk away from a process unlikely to amount to 

anything but naked capitulation.111 

With American leadership flagging as the talks stagnated, peace initiatives launched by 

other parties gained traction, further undermining Shultz’ attempts to steer the course of the peace 

process. The Israeli domestic political scene would similarly complicate matters for Shultz, with 

personal and ideological conflicts making the Israeli leadership less likely to meaningfully engage 

with the initiative or provide a space for their Arab counterparts to make concessions of their own. 

In late March, the Israeli Labor Party began to make overtures of their own, dispatching an 18-

point “Memorandum of Understanding” in the form of an initially secret communiqué to the PLO 

in Kuwait. In the document, Labor deviated significantly from traditional doctrine, conceding 

substantial rights of self-determination to the Palestinians in their prospective accord. While not 

committing fully to the idea of full Palestinian independence – instead promising a PLO-governed 

Palestine that would be “like a state” – the PLO was to be granted recognition of national 
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sovereignty “in confederation with Israel and Jordan.”112 From this point of departure, further 

negotiations would decide the nature of an Israeli-Jordanian-Palestinian confederation on the West 

Bank. Representing the furthest step toward political recognition so far, this could have been an 

opportunity for Shultz to apply pressure on Shamir to make concessions to both his foreign and 

domestic rivals. Nothing came of the letter, Shultz failing even to mention the letter in memoranda 

or memoirs. He would continue trying to make his initiative work on his own terms. 

Over the following months, Shultz attempted further rounds of shuttle diplomacy, returning 

in April and June to corral the Israeli and Jordanian leadership into proceeding into meaningful 

negotiations, but achieving little. Refusing to deviate from the prospect of direct, directed talks, 

the secretary continued to reject both Jordanian and Soviet calls to include the Palestinians or 

consider multilateral talks with authority to enforce solutions.113 As the Arabs became more 

despondent with the lack of Israeli give, or American push, so too did the previously amenable 

Labor party take a harder tack as the violence in the occupied territories continued. In May, a 

reformulation of their foreign policy platform firmly rejected their former consideration for 

Palestinian self-determination. While allowing for Palestinian inclusion in peace talks, demands 

for self-determination and reduction of Israeli settlements in the territories were firmly rejected. 

The new platform continued to push for Israeli-Jordanian condominium. Unaware of growing 

Jordanian antipathy toward the initiative, Labor maintained that “the Jordan will be Israel’s 

security border,” significant military forces maintaining control over the Jordan Valley while 

leaving Jordan responsible for the administration of the territories.114 The intifada rolled on 

without the initiative’s timetable moving forward. By summer, lack of progress on the peace 

initiative would drive both the Israeli and Palestinian camps to spin on with their own initiatives. 

 

The Palestinians energized 

As spring rolled into summer, Arab negotiators began to realize that American promises regarding 

the Palestinians’ “legitimate rights” would not materialize in any tangible pressure for Israeli 

concessions. Indeed, far from being ambivalent to the question of Palestinian independence, the 

Reagan administration was as opposed to Palestinian independence as the Likud; in a March 
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meeting with UK Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher Reagan intimated that any process that could 

“sow the seeds of an eventual independent Palestinian state” was considered to be opposed to 

Western interests.115 Shultz was therefore unwilling to stand in the way of Shamir’s iron fist policy 

or force guarantees of self-determination, pushing the Palestinians and Jordanians further away 

from constructive negotiation and leading to eventual rejection of the whole plan.116 With meek 

and unenforceable proposals and condemnations failing to halt the violence, Israeli repression 

would continue to drive Palestinian mobilization, with rising violence and non-inclusion of the 

PLO hardening Palestinian and Jordanian leadership against constructive deliberation.  

The talks already behind schedule, Israeli security forces further upset Shultz’ timeline by 

ramping up their attacks on the Palestinian leadership structure. The surge culminated in the April 

killing of Khalil al-Wazir, seen as the leading director of the PLO’s intifada efforts. Indifference 

turning to outrage, the killing and outstanding denunciation proved the futility of the Shultz 

initiative, with fresh riots breaking out across the Palestinian territories, new records in single-day 

death tolls, and surging anti-Western sentiment across Arab countries.117 The lack of response to 

the killing of al-Wazir, compounded with similar apathy toward repressive brutality and 

indiscriminate bombing of Palestinian civilians, served to cause lasting PLO hostility toward US 

or Jordanian leadership in the peace process. The apparent US apathy toward the Palestinian plight, 

and their willingness to stand with Israel despite growing condemnation would cause enduring 

distrust from the PLO, the former’s “complete bias in favor of Israel’s viewpoint” seen as 

“shunning the other international parties and the UN institutions” as more fitting mediators.118  

US failure to curb Israeli force ended Palestinian patience with the Jordanian assumption 

of leadership, and the PLO prepared to take the mantle themselves. In early June, the PLO 

published their own roadmap to talks over the status of the occupied territories at the Arab Summit 

Conference in Algiers. Shultz’ initiative, and his assumption that Jordanians could play a 

meaningful role as the chief representative of the Palestinian cause, was considered delusional, as 

was his talk of Palestinian delegation independent of the PLO. Talks could only progress, 

according to the PLO spokesperson, as negotiations directly between Israel and the PLO. The 

prospect indicated PLO acceptance of resolutions 242 and 338, but only “in the context of the other 
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UN resolutions, which do recognize the national rights of the Palestinian people.”119 While a step 

in the right direction, the refusal to accept the resolutions unconditionally made it impossible for 

the Israelis to accept their inclusion. For now, then, the PLO remained in the back seat. 

 

The talks falter 

By summer the initiative was in its death throes, the initial flurry of activity having failed to either 

live up to Shultz’ timeline or inspire any enthusiasm among the prospective parties. Trying to 

salvage his initiative, Shultz returned in June to resuscitate the moribund talks. The new rounds of 

meetings brought no progress, however, and the shortening time scale put the pressure on Shultz, 

not his counterparts, to make concessions.120 As the prospective talks petered out, US personnel 

realized that, as a result of US refusals to apply pressure on the Israeli leadership, the intifada 

would “continue indefinitely” unless there was a shift in the US approach.121 This never came, 

with aid and assurances to Israel instead increasing over the spring of 1988 in order to soothe 

Israeli tempers over their perceptions of flagging US support. Far from reining in Israel, the 1988 

Strategic Cooperation Agreement promised closer economic and military cooperation, and fast-

tracked the transfer of military hardware to assuage their mounting insecurity.122 The agreement 

drove further Jordanian apathy toward the peace initiative. With the talks stagnating and aid to 

Jordan blocked by Congress in an apparent move to pressure compliance, Jordanian public opinion 

swung further away from the pro-US sympathies of the king. Hussein found it ever more difficult 

to support further involvement with the Shultz initiative, declining to send new ambassadors to 

Washington until after the 1988 presidential election, beginning to turn more openly toward 

cooperation with the USSR as a gambit to force a more assertive American stance toward Israel.123 

With the talks failing and mounting popular support for Palestinian autonomy pressuring 

the Jordanian leadership, King Hussein grew despondent over the uprising and his relationship 

with the US in the context of Arab resurgence. In April and June meetings with Shultz, Hussein 

appeared increasingly “candid and gloomy,” going along with the initiative more out of a desire 

to keep regional dynamics stable rather than any belief in moving toward a comprehensive 
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solution.124 Despondency over US-Israeli intransigence coincided with the king’s frustration with 

an increasingly confident PLO leadership evading his demands. The PLO leadership became ever 

more unwilling to submit to Jordanian leadership. Over the first half of 1988 they grew more 

evasive to Jordanian pressure, and grew more bold in their lobbying in Moscow. Shevardnadze 

would become ever more insistent on Palestinian demands in meetings with Shultz, pushing for 

independent Palestinian representation in eventual talks as well as the PLO demand for Israeli 

territorial compromise in exchange for Palestinian recognition of resolutions 242 and 338.125  

With the PLO becoming more confident as the year progressed, The Jordanian option 

became steadily less attractive. The PLO was escaping from under Hussein’s control, and it was 

becoming apparent that a Jordanian administration would likely to have to contend with the same 

issues as Israel, brother peoples or not. The king thus made the unilateral decision to divest Jordan 

from the West bank on 31 July, citing the Palestinian right to self-determination and “the need for 

Arab unity.”126 The decision ensured the closing-off of the potential for Jordanian leadership of 

the Palestinians, with the king remarking that “Jordan never again [would] assume the role of 

speaking on behalf of the Palestinians.”127 Eisenberg and Caplan, however, contend that the 

decision may not have been intended to permanently sever Jordanian ties to the West Bank, but 

rather to sever the Palestinians from the PLO. In making the PLO responsible for what he regarded 

as a doomed initiative, frustration over the lack of progress might tarnish the ambition for 

Palestinian independence, “in effect handing Arafat a ‘poisoned chalice,’ following which West 

Bankers would request a return to Hussein’s stewardship.”128 

With the end of Jordanian participation, the initiative as envisioned at the beginning of the 

year was functionally dead. Both Israeli and American functionaries had a dim view on the 

prospects for stability in the Palestinian territories. Israeli, Jordanian and American leaders were 

all opposed to the idea of an independent Palestinian state, but the only alternative in the wake of 

Jordanian withdrawal was Israeli annexation. Following the demographic trends of the time, this 

would mean a Palestinian majority in the state of Israel within two decades, to the consternation 

of the nationalist right.129  As a former head of Israeli intelligence pithily put it: “now we will 
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either have a Palestinian neighbor, or we will be a Palestinian state.”130 In spite of these 

developments, neither Likud nor Labor leadership seriously entertained inviting the PLO, waiting 

instead for an inevitable Jordanian return to the table. The PLO leadership was invigorated, yet 

were facing pressures from below. They now found themselves with vastly increased maneuvering 

space as the sole remaining legitimate representative of the Palestinian people, but pressed by local 

actors to ensure the intifada yielded real political results. Buoyed by growing legitimacy, the PLO 

spent the summer months formulating positions and strategies for their now-plausible inclusion as 

equal partners in the peace talks. As the Jordanian option faded, the PLO began to develop their 

own position papers based on a two-state solution that by now appeared the only viable option.131  

As summer rolled into autumn, the new dynamic – an insecure Israel and an impetuous 

PLO – would deeply challenge Shultz’ skills as a diplomat. The removal of the Jordanian option 

left him with little choice but to push for PLO inclusion in peace talks – a prospect he was wary 

of, and which the Israelis were utterly hostile towards. From the secretary’s own recollections after 

his term in office, the short amount of time left to the Reagan administration appears to have both 

inspired the nature of, and fundamentally undermined, the Shultz initiative. In his recollections, 

Shultz describes his process as “comparable to a ‘two-minute drill’ at the end of the fourth quarter 

of a football game; that was about how much time was left in the Reagan administration.”132 

Indeed, the limited time left to work out a signature deal had led Shultz to make too many 

contradictory promises in the interest of expediting the process. The mounting pressure on the 

secretary allowed Israeli leaders to evade any efforts to wring out concessions, and laid the 

foundations for growing PLO fervor as the year continued. 
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Chapter 4 | A Loss of Initiative 
 

Following the exit of King Hussein from the Palestinian conflict, his counterparts in Israel and the 

State Department were left with a potentially disastrous new conundrum. If Jordan would not take 

responsibility for the Palestinians, who would? A willing partner – the PLO – was enthused by 

what they saw as their inevitable invitation to fill the Jordanian shoes, an invitation that did not 

come. The Shultz initiative was functionally dead, and the secretary proved unwilling to change 

his approach or ease his attitude toward the PLO in order to allow for the initiative’s resuscitation. 

Without the Jordanian option, there was no credible alternative to the PLO as representatives of 

the Palestinian people, and thus no real way to avoid broaching the demand for Palestinian 

independence. The initiative withering, the remainder of 1988 saw the Israeli position harden while 

the PLO softened, the latter attempting to transform themselves into a legitimate partner for peace. 

As Shultz set out to salvage his initiative, he needed to change a number of minds. The Palestinians 

had to be persuaded to unconditionally accept the borders of Israel; the Israelis had to be persuaded 

to negotiate with their most hated enemy; and Shultz had to persuade himself that the PLO could 

be trusted. As the year progressed, Shultz would allow other actors to take the initiative, sticking 

inflexibly to his original plan without any of the gusto of the early months of the intifada while 

refusing to “initiate any steps in the peace process [himself].”133  

 

Israeli strain, Palestinian confidence 

Within Israel, the unity government was anything but united, each party wary of appearing weak 

in the face of the intifada as the November election approached. Although Israeli public opinion 

was becoming more favorable to the broad idea of a final settlement of the Palestinian question, 

appearing to achieve peace through surrender remained political suicide.134 By August, even Peres’ 

Labor had reneged on their comparatively charitable March proposal, arguing for a harder stance 

as Hussein’s exit left them without a proposal to sell to the voters. They were, however, still willing 

to work with the PLO. Shamir’s Likud, however, were still obdurate, unwilling to yield any ground 

nor entertain the idea of Palestinian independence or self-determination.135  Throughout the 

remainder of the year, the Israeli government would refuse to countenance the possibility of an 
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independent Palestine. Meanwhile, the morale of the occupying security forces appeared to be 

flagging, with the brutality of the repressive measures and the Palestinian unwillingness to back 

down making its mark. The chief leader of the occupying forces, general Amran Mtizna, 

exclaimed: “I still do not feel well when I wake up in the morning considering what I must do.”136 

Public opinion, similarly, was becoming frustrated with the lack of progress on the uprising. Israeli 

voters were becoming increasingly critical of the government’s paralysis and began to drift away 

from the major parties to fringe parties further out on the political spectrum. While the nationalist 

right would gain the most in the year’s election, the summer saw a rising wave of protests against 

the inaction on the peace process in particular, suggesting an increasing Israeli apathy over the 

whole occupation.137 With public opinion polarizing and the morale of the security forces 

dropping, an opportunity for compromise might be found with the right pressure. 

For the Americans and Israelis alike, the idea of turning to the PLO as a primary negotiating 

partner was a controversial one. Shultz was open to dealing with the PLO if all other options were 

exhausted, but thought himself unable to accept the organization until they could unconditionally 

recognize Israel’s right to exist and renounce violence as a political tool. Even if they desired 

rapprochement, the PLO leadership were prevented from conceding unconditionally by hardliners 

within the organization as well as the Palestinian population at large, which was now fought over 

by a splintering array of popular movements.138 Although the PLO was buoyed by their proximity 

to real influence over the settlement of the Palestinian Question, internal Palestinian politics would 

make it difficult for them to transition from fighters to diplomats. Splinter groups continuing to 

conduct the intifada with violent means, joined by a growing fundamentalist movement 

represented in the young Hamas, were threatening PLO dominance. With violence increasing 

throughout 1988, appearing to back down would be seen as a sign of weakness.139 On the other 

hand, the decentralization of violence could be a boon to the organization. As had been suggested 

by a subordinate leader in relation to ongoing violence along the Lebanese border, “while the 

Intifada should not be transformed into an armed struggle, it was important to back it with 

firepower.”140  
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Shultz, meanwhile, was unwilling to take the initiative in bringing the PLO into 

negotiations until they could fulfill the rhetorical criteria deemed necessary for them to shed the 

terrorist label. According to his memoirs, the secretary saw the exit of King Hussein as an 

opportunity for moderate Palestinian voices to rise rather than an imperative to normalize the PLO. 

Shultz appears to have thought that the growing economic difficulties plaguing the West Bank 

would cause Palestinians to turn on the PLO, allowing US-Israeli diplomats to harvest other 

representatives after a round of elections as outlined in his initial prospect.141  

 

The PLO at a crossroads 

Despite their rise as the only remaining option as a negotiating partner, the PLO’s unwillingness 

to unconditionally outlaw violence as a political tool was a constant obstacle to their counterparts 

seeking their inclusion while making sure they would be cooperative with the hardening Likud. 

The Palestinians were wary of making concessions as the weaker party. Accepting the 1967 

borders without commensurate guarantees from the other side would leave them with little 

recourse but to accept the unacceptable when time came for negotiations. The settlements, it was 

apparent, would no doubt be solidified after the Palestinians gave up their last remaining 

negotiation card, and as such continued to be a sticking point for any discussion of concessions.142 

The organization’s refusal to decisively distance itself from violent acts in the territories 

was a source of constant consternation for those wishing for stronger inclusion. The Jordanian 

king, while still acting as the patron for the organization, had been continually frustrated with the 

“evasive” nature of the PLO leadership.143 The increasing violence of the intifada made it difficult 

for the PLO to shed their terrorist label; much like the Israeli leadership saw retreat and de-

escalation as a surrender, so too had the PLO seen violence as the only remaining tool to pressure 

the occupying forces. Over the first months of the intifada, the PLO and its subgroups would 

openly claim responsibility for acts of terrorism in the territories. In August, a blow to the budding 

reconciliation came in a terrorist attack in Haifa. On the 21st, a grenade attack injured 25 Israeli 

civilians, reportedly orchestrated by Fatah, the major constituent faction of the PLO. Fitting into a 

trend of rising Palestinian violence, the PLO reaction was remarkable for a party wishing to enter 

into the diplomatic warmth. Rather than distancing themselves from the attack, the PLO boldly 
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took responsibility, “alleging that the victims had been Israeli intelligence agents.”144 This 

represented a broader trend of disagreement that would mount over the following years, with 

hardliners and rejectionists seeing moderation and non-violence as ineffective. Since a November 

meeting, the factions composing the PLO were increasingly opposed over the question of non-

violence, although the group would become more harmonious in the coming months.145  

Nevertheless, Shultz entertained the possibility for PLO inclusion in the peace process as 

the closest thing he could see to a responsible partner in a revamped dialogue. In early September, 

the PLO made more direct overtures through former NSC advisor William Quandt, asking the 

secretary “whether the United States or Israel would respond to a PLO move at this point to meet 

the U.S. conditions.”146 With even hardliners having accepted that the conditions were hard set, 

the PLO had transmitted a document complying with all conditions as a basis for dialogue. 

Included in the document, however, was the implicit understanding that the end goal would be 

self-determination for the Palestinian people. While self-rule had been a part of the initial 

timeframe of the Shultz initiative, explicitly accepting it outside the umbrella of Jordanian 

administration was tantamount to conceding to an independent Palestine. Shultz rejected the 

document, though it would eventually be shared with the Soviet diplomatic corps, who began to 

exert pressure on the United States to at least consider the idea as an opening position. In a letter 

to Shultz, however, Shamir opined that conceding this as an opening move would encourage the 

PLO hardliners, while “hampering efforts to deal with non-PLO Palestinians.”147 Shultz agreed – 

both he and Shamir were hopeful that more respectable, and controllable, Palestinians could be 

found through planned elections, as laid out in the initiative’s timetable. As the US-Israeli camp 

allowed the PLO to slip from their grasp, other actors would step in to keep the road to constructive 

dialogue going. 
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Many tracks toward dialogue 

While Shultz was letting his project die, a Swedish initiative was gaining momentum, with Foreign 

Minister Sten Andersson attempting to initiate a dialogue between the PLO and the US, setting up 

a series of meetings between PLO leaders and prominent American Jews with connections to, and 

later the implicit blessing of, the Reagan administration. An earlier iteration had attempted to set 

up similar meetings with Israeli leaders, but had been met with a “negative reaction” from the 

Likud government.148 Meanwhile, The PLO’s August overtures had evolved into a running 

dialogue between Quandt and Mohamed Rabie, a Palestinian-American with ties to the PLO. The 

PLO, it was maintained, would be prepared to accept American premises in return for “some 

expression of American support for the idea of Palestinian self-determination. In what became 

known as the Rabie-Quandt initiative, Quandt would act as a go-between with the State 

Department that began to synergize with the Swedish effort by pushing the PLO further down the 

road toward declaring their unconditional assent for coexistence with Israel.149 Shultz remained 

unenthusiastic toward these parallel initiatives, appearing to still hold out for the Palestinians to 

turn against the PLO and finally hold elections for an independent representative body. In the 

meantime, he apparently viewed the overtures as positive signs of the PLO “taking some 

initiative,” though not as anything solid he could present to the obdurate Israeli leadership.150 As 

suggested by Kathleen Christison, Shultz’ disinterest in the Swedish and Rabie-Quandt initiatives 

symbolized a wider unwillingness to contemplate any deviation from his original plans, choosing 

instead to hold out hope for an opening for the original plan that would not materialize.151 

A separate attempt at normalization was made by the Socialist group in the European 

Parliament to expedite the normalization of the PLO by inviting Yassir Arafat to their September 

summit, instead of their usual guest Shimon Peres.152 In his address to the group of left-wing 

delegates, the chairman laid out the PLO’s vision for its initiation into the peace negotiations now 

that it was the only realistic hope for Shultz to salvage his peace plan. While Arafat unequivocally 

stated the PLO’s acceptance of resolutions 242 and 338, he muddied this in American eyes by 

simultaneously asking why Israel and the United States would not respect the multitude of other 
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resolutions which explicitly protected a people’s right to self-determination. The Shultz initiative 

was criticized as “translating Israeli rights into an independent state … while dismissing the 

Palestinian state, government and people by speaking of Palestinian rights in terms of a mere entity 

attached to the Kingdom of Jordan.”153 In the address, Arafat laid out the proposed premises for 

an Israeli-PLO initiative. The negotiations would either be based on “All UN resolutions relevant 

to the Palestine questions, including … 242 and 338;” or “Resolutions 242 and 338 along with the 

legitimate rights of the Palestinian people, foremost among which is their right to self-

determination.”154 Both premises rejected the Jordanian option or any attempt to hinder the 

development toward Palestinian independence. Worrying American and Israeli diplomats, the talk 

was received warmly, with particularly the leader of the British Labour delegates stating that he 

thought “the majority of Europe is ready to accept a Palestinian state.”155 Many of these points 

would resurface in the November declarations of independence and principles, when Arafat’s 

proposals were carried in the PLO’s legislative body, the Palestinian National Council. 

 

The Soviets try to set the agenda 

Shultz was losing the US its dominant position in the Middle East. By August, Israeli diplomats 

had taken up residence in Moscow for “the first time since the [Six-Day War].”156 While the 

parallel initiatives were developing, the Soviet foreign minister continued attempting to direct the 

secretary in a more conciliatory direction through their regular meetings. In a September meeting 

Shevardnadze furthered the demands from earlier in the year that the PLO should be included in a 

more direct fashion. The foreign minister proposed that “in the wake of King Hussein’s 

disengagement from the West Bank, progress depended on a political program being presented by 

the Palestinians,” aiming for direct Israeli-PLO dialogue under superpower auspices.157 

Attempting to set themselves up as the spokespeople for the Palestinians, Shevardnadze proposed 

a basis for constructive dialogue within the post-Jordanian constellation. Like Shultz, 

Shevardnadze was opposed to the idea of a fully independent Palestinian state. Among the points 

listed by the foreign minister was a reiteration of the desirability of “a confederative union of 
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[Palestine] with Jordan,” though the minister still proposed the Palestinian state be an equal, 

independent party. While Shevardnadze maintained his agreement with the American distaste of 

independence, the minister was open to the dialogue developing in that direction.158  

The points proposed by Shevardnadze were unlikely to be agreeable to the Israelis even 

were Shultz to forward the proposal. Among the premises for talks were two that completely 

nullified the proposal’s allure: finding a solution to the Palestinian refugee problem and the 

convening of an empowered UN preparatory committee before the talks. The refugee problem was 

not a point Israeli negotiators had ever wanted to deal with in an international arena, while an 

empowered exploratory committee would likely result in increased international pressure on Israel, 

anathema to the Reagan administration’s policy aims. The proposed negotiators would also not fly 

with the Israeli leadership. Moving to undercut the troublesome Shamir, Shevardnadze proposed 

the talks be conducted between Yassir Arafat and Shimon Peres, as the Labor leader had proven 

far more amenable to compromise as well as merely being open to the idea of talking to the PLO.159 

This hope would be dashed in the upcoming Israeli elections. 

 

Israeli politics harden 

In the immediate aftermath of the intifada’s outbreak, Israeli public opinion shifted toward peace, 

and it was hoped that the growing calls for peace could shift Shamir toward a more conciliatory 

track. Shultz’ confidence in launching the initiative in March was buoyed by the growing domestic 

and international calls for peace, the pressures of public opinion potentially relieving him of the 

need to exert real pressure on Shamir. As the year progressed and the peace initiative did not, 

public opinion hardened. By the time of the November elections any radical moves, like dealing 

directly with terrorists, was political suicide. In his discussions with the Soviet foreign minister in 

September, Shultz noted that they could not hope for “anything bold” from the Israelis in an 

election year.160 October polls showed increasing disappointment with both Likud and Labor, with 

voters drifting toward the extremes as the intifada continued without major action from either 

party. Pushing for reconciliation, however, was not seen as a winning play.161  
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The November election did not produce promising results for the Israeli peace camp, nor 

for Arab-friendly diplomats. The election saw both Likud and Labor losing seats, but with the 

pickup strengthening the nationalist right wing.162 Some seats were picked up by left-wing and 

Arab parties, but the majority of changing seats went to the nationalist right. No longer forced to 

share the premiership with Labor, Shamir now faced little pressure to compromise with the 

Palestinians. The repressive measures would continue, and any talk of compromise with the 

Palestinians would be resisted vigorously throughout his period in office.163 The Palestinians for 

their part were disappointed with the election results, the PLO responding to the strengthening of 

the right as predicting a rise in “harshness, hatred and terrorism.”164 The results presaged a more 

boisterous turn in PLO rhetoric. While the Israeli right was legitimized, the election had also 

resulted in a strengthening of the fringe parties, with the PLO likely relying on a strong but 

uncertain Israel to shape a more aggressive approach toward their international legitimation. 

 

The PLO declares independence 

While the elections appeared to spell an end to the gradual move toward their direct inclusion in 

negotiations, the PLO had achieved enough international recognition through the intifada to make 

legitimate claims on the international stage.165 In November, the PLO made its official turn toward 

becoming a more legitimate negotiating partner. With a majority of the Palestine National 

Congress aligning with Arafat’s changing vision for Palestinian mobilization, resolutions 242 and 

338 were officially ratified at the Congress summit in Tunis, allowing the PLO to circumvent the 

last obstacle to their seat at the table.166 Although recognition of Israel and renunciation of violence 

would lose the organization face among Arab hardliners, the legitimization would enable them to, 

if not enter immediately into negotiations, be able to make appeals directly to the international 

community, leveraging sympathy built up through the year of intensified repression.167 

Their acceptance of the necessary UN resolutions was not, however, unconditional, as 

always paired with the furthering of Palestinian national rights. In mid-November, the Palestinian 
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National Council released a political communique on the road forward for the intifada as well as 

a more bombastic declaration of independence. Although both documents explicitly affirmed a 

new commitment to peace and recognition of Israel, these affirmations were conditional on 

provocative demands that Israel make concessions that would amount to complete retreat. While 

the political communique emphasized the need for an “international conference to be convened on 

the basis of [UN] resolutions 242 and 338,” this was implied to be conditional on recognition of 

“the principles and provisions of the United Nations Charter concerning the right of peoples to 

self-determination, and by the inadmissibility of the acquisition of the territory of others by force 

or military conquest.”168 Thus, while the PLO could recognize Israel’s right to exist, they wanted 

this recognition to be contingent on Israel’s recognition of the Palestinians’ rights to self-

determination and the return of areas occupied since the war of 1967. Until the settlement could 

be agreed upon, the communiqué proposed the occupied territories, including “Arab Jerusalem,” 

be “placed under the auspices of the United Nations” in order that the prospective Palestinian state 

be allowed to “exercise its legitimate authority” in safety from Israeli backpedaling.169 The 

declaration of independence, published on the same day, reaffirmed the call for immediate Israeli 

withdrawal from the Palestinian territories while calling for UN protection over a transitional 

period. While rejecting violence as a tool for force, the document also rejected “terrorism against 

[Palestine’s] territorial integrity and independence,” referring to the Israeli occupation and 

repression policies.170 The statements published in mid-November were provocative and written 

in a way that made it difficult to see them as documents to be taken at face value. Between the 

lines, the main points stress the PLO’s willingness to enter negotiations based on acceptance of 

resolutions 242 and 338, though contingent on Israeli acceptance of international observation and 

enforcement of any conference. The bold demands placed on Israel to withdraw from the territories 

and accept Palestinian independence were, however, highly provocative, it long being held by 

American and Israeli leaders that PLO acceptance of the UN resolutions “should be unconditional, 

not part of a blanket acceptance of all council resolutions on Arab-Israeli questions.”171  
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Reactions to the communiqué and declaration of independence were sharply polarized 

within and without Israel. The Israeli Foreign Ministry, Cabinet and Prime Minister Shamir all 

quickly condemned what they saw as the provocative and duplicitous nature of the declarations. 

The Foreign Ministry dismissed the “ambiguity and double talk … again employed to obscure [the 

PLO’s] advocacy of violence,” reiterating that the organization still “resorts to terrorism and 

adheres to extreme positions” despite their professions of non-violence.172 The Israeli Cabinet 

dismissed the declarations as “a jumble of illusions, meant to mislead world public opinion,” 

imploring the international community to dismiss the entire organization and return to the track of 

bilateral talks between sovereign nations.173 International reactions, on the other hand, were 

broadly laudatory. A European Community declaration lauded the declarations as comprising 

“positive steps toward the peaceful settlement of the Arab-Israeli conflict.”174 Focusing on the 

explicit acceptance of the appropriate UN resolutions, the EC members saw the declaration as a 

vital step toward a “lasting solution to the Arab-Israeli conflict,” voicing support for “an 

international peace conference under the auspices of the UN,” much like the Soviets had tried to 

push through for some time. The Swedish initiative, meanwhile, resulted in a December meeting 

between Arafat and an American Jewish delegation with support from the US and Swedish 

governments. In a statement, the “American personalities strongly supported and applauded the 

Palestinian declaration of independence and the political statement adopted in Algiers, and felt 

there was no further impediment to a direct dialogue between the United States Government and 

the PLO.”175 With the declaration, the PLO had begun to loosen Shultz and Israel’s grip on the 

scope and form of the proposed negotiations as well as shaking their sway over international 

attitudes toward the PLO. With support for an international conference mounting and Arafat rising 

in favor, Shamir’s worst nightmare was becoming a reality.  
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Arafat goes to Geneva 

In the immediate aftermath of the November declarations, Shultz had the opportunity to finally let 

the PLO to the stage, to normalize them as a legitimate actor and push for the peace initiative to 

be revived as an Israeli-PLO dialogue or conference. The UN General Assembly was due to have 

a debate on the Palestinian Question, with Arafat anticipated to hold an address on the PLO’s 

position on the intifada as well as their position in the UN system. As an officially designated 

terrorist organization, members of the PLO could only be issued a visa with the express permission 

of the secretary of state, an act that under the circumstances would have significant symbolic 

reverberations in international attitudes and likely lead to increased pressure on Israel to open 

official lines of communication. Shultz faced pressure from both foreign and domestic leaders to 

grant Arafat a visa in order to speak at the United Nations in New York. Even former president 

Jimmy Carter called to push for Arafat to be granted a visa, with the backing of former president 

Ford and president-elect Bush. The prince of Saudi Arabia furthered the push, imploring that “a 

positive gesture is required to break the psychological barrier,” likely referring to the thick shell 

around Shamir’s thinking on the PLO.176 When the PLO made its official request for entry in late 

November, Shultz recommended that Arafat not be granted a visa, refusing the chairman or any 

other PLO member entry.  

Shultz’ refusal to grant Arafat entry to the United Nations was met with near-universal 

denunciation, even from traditional US allies, who were increasingly inclined to the organization’s 

elevation following the last six months’ developments. The pope “suggested that [the PNC’s] 

positive gestures needed a response.” The German government stated that “‘Washington’ had lost 

touch with reality.” The Egyptians were “going crazy.” Even the top UN diplomat to the UN, 

Joseph Reed, called Shultz’ decision “baffling and contradictory.”177 Arafat’s September visit to 

the European Parliament had even impressed Margaret Thatcher, who had only in March been in 

agreement with the Reagan administration’s opposition to any developments that might presage 

an independent Palestine.178 With the November declarations, she now told Reagan and Shultz that 

the PLO’s positive turn since the outbreak of the revolt was ample grounds for increased inclusion. 

In all, international response to the US decision was to break free from the consensus on the 
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Palestinian question. Voting 154 to 2, the General Assembly moved their meeting to the Geneva 

offices to host Arafat’s address.179 The reasons for Shultz’ continued resistance to normalization 

of the PLO, in the face of universal condemnation, are hard to define. The PLO had officially 

accepted the central US demands, albeit not unconditionally. Leading Jewish voices in the United 

States had, after meeting with Arafat through the Swedish initiative, been positive to the idea of 

an official dialogue, neutralizing the threat of the Israeli lobby.180 With Vice President Bush’s 

victory in the recent presidential election, the succession was secured. If Shultz wanted an 

opportunity to revive his peace initiative, taking charge of the gradual rise of the PLO on the 

international stage would at least be a significant shock to the Shamir’s denialism.  

In his memoirs, Shultz states his reasoning as based on the PLO’s history of terrorism. The 

PLO had been responsible for terrorist acts against Americans and American allies, and were thus 

ineligible for entry. Their renunciation of terror is implied to have appeared inadequate and 

evasive.181 In light of the international condemnation of his decision, however, this reasoning is 

unsatisfactory. Perhaps, with Bush’s electoral victory, Shultz figured that he had time to pursue 

alternatives to the PLO, to continue with the plan to elect independent representatives from among 

the Palestinians residing in the territories as outlined in his initiative prospect. As it stood, Shultz’ 

refusal to get with the program resulted in the PLO growing ever more legitimate on the 

international stage while the potential to exert real pressure slipped from the secretary’s hands. 

Despite the snubbing, the secretary kept the dialogue going through an exchange of letters over 

the progress of the Swedish initiative, attempting to steer the PLO towards making a statement 

more amenable to the US.182 Shultz was aware that Arafat was facing his own pressures, still being 

unable to go much further in “wresting concessions from hard-liners at the PNC.”183  Little would 

come of this until the Geneva summit and the PLO’s final legitimation.  

On 13 December, Arafat was able to deliver his address at the UN General Assembly’s 

summit in Geneva. At the summit, Arafat reiterated the points made in his September address to 

the Socialist group of the European Parliament and in the PNC’s November declarations. The 

chairman declared the PLO’s acceptance of all pertinent UN resolutions, including those that 
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guaranteed the right to self-determination, while condemning Israel and the United States for 

reneging on every past overture and settlement. On specifics, Arafat echoed earlier Soviet points, 

arguing for the convening of a “preparatory committee of an international conference … under the 

auspices of the UN Secretary-General,” followed by a period of UN administration of the 

territories while the specifics of a final peace settlement could be worked out.184 The language of 

the address was criticized by US diplomats as circuitous on the topic of recognition of resolutions 

242 and 338, with questions raised over Arafat’s prioritization of resolution 181 of 1947, according 

to which Mandatory Palestine had originally been partitioned. In a follow-up statement the 

following day, Arafat clarified that the PLO accepted all UN resolutions following this, the closest 

he would go toward unconditional acceptance.  

Reactions to Arafat’s address followed much the same pattern as those to the year’s other 

addresses and declarations, with the world community largely positive to the PLO messaging while 

Shamir and Likud derided the statements as “a monumental act of deception.”185 While the address 

renounced violence, Arafat simultaneously hailed the intifada as a “struggle for liberation,” 

clashing with the Likud presentation of the uprising as largely driven by terrorism.186 The attempt 

to push back against the international community’s embrace of the PLO failed, however, with the 

Reagan administration declaring its intention to initiate a dialogue on the day after the address. 

Buttoning down the hatches, Likud’s failure to retain their allies caused a rapprochement with an 

equally insecure Labor in a “‘wall-to-wall coalition’ government” that would hold out against their 

perceived isolation in the face of mortal danger.187  

 

Reimagining the peace process 

The Likud attempt to discredit the PLO failed, international opinion having drifted away from the 

US-Israeli hard line as the PLO took the initiative for their entry into polite society on their own 

terms. The Geneva summit would see the mediation paradigm transform, killing the Shultz 

approach of “Camp David without talking about Camp David” while setting the stage for talks 

premised on Palestinian independence rather than on a confederative union, as continued to be the 
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expectation from the Likud government into 1989.188 On the following day the General Assembly 

delivered a severe blow to Israeli policy toward the PLO and finally killed any hope of the Shultz 

initiative’s resurrection with resolutions 43/176 and 43/177. Resolution 43/176 was in essence a 

consolidation of the PLO proposal. The resolution “noted with appreciation the statement made … 

by the chairman of the Palestine Liberation Organization,” and called for an international 

conference with equal representation for the PLO. The resolution called for the complete Israeli 

withdrawal to their 1967 borders, the dismantling of settlements, and the maintenance of security 

in the territories by UN representatives.189 Resolution 43/177, considering the obligations to Arab-

Israeli partition enshrined in resolution 181 and acknowledging the PLO declaration of 

independence, redesignated the PLO’s observer delegation to “Palestine,” officially establishing 

the PLO as the sole legitimate representative of the Palestinian people. The resolution further 

affirmed the need for Palestinian self-determination, as well as the “urgent need to achieve a just 

and comprehensive settlement in the Middle East which … provides for peaceful coexistence for 

all States in the region.”190  

With the opinion of the General Assembly turning decisively against the rejectionists, the 

Reagan administration made plans to, if not take the initiative on the proposed international 

conference, at least finally acknowledge the concessions made by the PLO- On 14 December, the 

acceptance of the PLO as a legitimate negotiating partner was made official in a statement by 

Ronald Reagan. In the statement, the Reagan administration accepted that the American conditions 

for opening a dialogue. Still wedded to the idea of direct, limited talks, Reagan’s statement made 

no reference to the proposed conference, instead congratulating the PLO on “thinking toward 

realistic and pragmatic positions on the key issues.” The administration viewed “this development 

as one more step toward the beginning of direct negotiations between the parties.”191 The Reagan 

administration went on to allow for US-PLO dialogue through the Tunisian embassy, but would 

still refuse to go further and try to exert pressure on Shamir to accept the proposed new conference 

constellation, leaving the Shultz initiative to finally run out in the sand.192 In his memoirs, Shultz 
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would frame Arafat’s Geneva address as “Arafat finally [saying] ‘Uncle’” by finally 

acknowledging 242 and 338, although the contents of the address do not appear to have been 

markedly different.193 As the Reagan administration prepared for direct talks with the PLO, Shultz 

contented himself that it was Arafat who had finally seen the light, and thought little more of his 

initiative as his tenure wound down. 

As the Reagan period and Shultz’ tenure as secretary of state drew to a close it was apparent 

that the secretary’s strategy had failed to either provide a comprehensive solution to the Palestinian 

question or embrace initiatives that could have preempted the international turn away from Israel 

and the United States on the Palestinian Question in favor of the PLO. Although the Shultz 

initiative had failed in its ambitions, however, the dynamics established through the months of 

dialogue and maneuvering would form the basis for a new paradigm in American policy toward 

mediating the Palestinian issue. While the presidency of George H.W. Bush was in many ways a 

continuation from the Reagan administration, their policy toward the intifada was a cause for 

concern to the Israeli leadership. Incoming Secretary of State George Baker entered office with a 

much different perspective than that of Shultz in 1988. In a speech before AIPAC concerning the 

American relationship to the Palestinian issue and the PLO, he would implore Israel to “‘'lay aside 

once and for all the unrealistic vision of a greater Israel’ and ‘reach out to Palestinians as neighbors 

who deserve political rights.’”194 The Shultz initiative having shown the folly of trying to follow 

the Camp David framework, the continuing peace process would forge a new path, including 

Palestinian voices out of both necessity and hard-won wisdom. 
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Ch 5 | Conclusion: A Stumble in the Right Direction 
 

As Shultz’ tenure as secretary of state ended it was apparent that his strategy had failed in its 

ambition. The Shultz initiative had confidently envisioned a Jordanian-Israeli condominium over 

the Palestinian territories, excluding the PLO as a politically insignificant insurgent group. By the 

end of 1988, Jordan had withdrawn permanently, with Shultz reluctantly directing the ambassador 

to Tunisia to open channels of communication with an internationally legitimized PLO. Having 

lost control of the handling of the intifada, the secretary now played the role of facilitator of more 

promising initiatives. In looking at Shultz’ activities over the course of 1988, the thesis has aimed 

to answer the following questions: how did the Shultz initiative contribute to the resolution of 

Arab-Israeli conflict? How did the initiative fit into the pattern of US Middle Eastern policy? How 

did it contribute to the legitimation of the PLO as a serious partner for peace? To what extent did 

it serve as a bridge to the post-Cold War mediation paradigm?  

During his tenure, Shultz proved unwilling to either provide a comprehensive solution to 

the Palestinian question or embrace initiatives that could have preempted the international turn 

away from Israel and the United States in favor of the PLO. The downfall of the Shultz initiative 

was rooted in the same patterns and perspectives that had shaped the Reagan administration’s 

foreign policy generally: hubris born of a decade of undisturbed regional dominance, and the 

particular blend of conservative intransigence and policymaking paralysis plaguing the Reagan 

administration in particular. Shultz struggled to overcome his and Reagan’s political blinkers while 

the pressures of electoral and strategic considerations made drastic shifts from the pro-Israeli 

unimaginable, leading other actors to take the initiative in the secretary’s place.  

 

Shultz’ actions in context of US mediation patterns 

While tempting to blame the failure of the Shultz initiative on the shortcomings of the state 

secretary, it is important to note the Shultz’ historical position as an admittedly major cog in the 

diplomatic machinery of the State Department in the late 1980s. Over the course of the Cold War, 

certain patterns of behavior had become entrenched in State Department handling of the Arab-

Israeli conflict. Following Johnson’s establishment of a decidedly protective policy after the 1967 

war, US policymakers found their strategic vision served by an increasingly pro-Israeli position in 

both Congress and the executive. Domestic and international reactions to Carter’s attempts to 
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realign US policy toward the Palestinian question had been an important lesson for the Reagan 

administration. Going against the established pattern of Israeli support risked arousing the ire of 

both Congress and public opinion, for little gain in regional politics. As the US dominance in the 

region was served by the maintenance of the status quo, there was little incentive for being 

especially proactive. 

Shultz recognized that the Palestinian question lay at the heart of settling the wider Arab-

Israeli conflict, but otherwise reverted to the regional policy established from Truman to Nixon. 

While Shultz saw the intifada as a golden opportunity to push through a peace initiative, there was 

little room for real pressure as long as Israel retained its primacy in US regional strategy. Beyond 

token calls for eventual Israeli withdrawal from the Palestinian territories, no policy could be 

drafted that would threaten the status quo. Their vision for the resolution of the conflict, in a 

similarly conservative vein, rested on an understanding of the Palestinians as essentially 

synonymous with Jordanians, their calls for independence delegitimized and ignored even as the 

occupied territories began to boil. Mired in an outdated pattern of behavior, the administration was 

unable to craft an initiative that would serve the changing parameters in the occupied territories. 

 

The failure of the Shultz initiative 

The Shultz initiative was drafted and pursued based on a number of outdated assumptions. First, 

that the Jordanian option was attractive a decade after Camp David. Second, that the Palestinian 

national movement lacked the popularity and organization necessary to seriously challenge the 

proposal. Third, that the international community would stay on side long enough to push through 

an arrangement. Unable to craft an initiative independent of the pattern laid down by previous 

administrations, Shultz drafted a proposal that essentially repackaged Camp David and the 

Jordanian option. Neither party found the prospect appealing, despite the previous year’s London 

Agreement between King Hussein and Shimon Peres having espoused much the same essence. 

The parameters had changed, the fronts hardened, broken alliances reborn. Israel had gone through 

a near-disastrous internal conflict over the London agreement, Prime Minister Shamir outraged 

that Peres would even entertain the idea of yielding Israeli holdings to the Arabs. King Hussein, 

having seen Shultz fail to lobby for Shamir’s acceptance of the agreement, had had his confidence 

in both American mediation and Israeli good faith ruined. Estranged from the PLO following 

Arafat’s expulsion in 1986, the intifada led the king and the PLO back together. Over the course 
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of 1988, the PLO leveraged the Israeli-Jordanian stalemate and regional instability to gradually 

ascend from exiled pariah to sole representative of the Palestinian cause.   

The machinery of US policymaking was too ponderous to respond such a significant shift 

from one year to the next. To the conservative understanding of the conflict was wedded a hubris 

born of long-running regional dominance that left little room for consideration of changing 

parameters. Shultz attempts to innovate through interlock and mixed sovereignty did little to attract 

interest in the initiative. The promise of movement from transition talks to final-status negotiations 

apparently did little to assuage Jordanian fears of Israeli ponderousness, while the idea of mixed 

Jordanian-Israeli sovereignty over the areas was immediately rejected by Shamir’s cabinet. The 

growth of the PLO and lack of progress with Israel drove a final Jordanian withdrawal by mid-

1988 and official international recognition of the national project by year’s end. Yet Shultz refused 

to update his vision in keeping with the facts on the ground. Instead, the state secretary held to his 

increasingly stressed timetable, refusing to break from the pattern of denial and allowing the 

initiative to wither on the vine.  

 

Apathy in the face of resistance: Refusing to adapt to changing parameters 

Following the Jordanian exit, Shultz appeared to abandon his own peace plan, declining to reenter 

the stage either to continue lobbying for his own initiative or to support either of the alternative 

proposals shaped to adapt to developments on the ground. The inability to steer the ship of the 

State Department in a new direction reflected decades of policy entrenchment as domestic 

pressures had disincentivized even the mild steps toward autonomy taken by the Carter 

administration and the Israeli Labor party. A new approach to the Palestinian question was not 

only hard to imagine, but politically impossible in the context of both the US and Israeli election 

cycles, both actors fearful of showing weakness in the face of the uprising. If US dominance in the 

region had fostered hubris, the failure to attract takers caused a strategic apathy from which the 

secretary was unable to reclaim the leadership. Shultz continued to hold out hope that the PLO 

could be kept away from the table even as domestic and international actors launched competing 

initiatives of their own that included the PLO as the only legitimate Palestinian representatives. 

Refusing to accept that the parameters had changed, Shultz’ refusal to deal with the PLO only left 

him stranded with the intransigent Likud leadership. The final decision to deal directly with the 

PLO was in effect a delayed reaction to the near-universal international embrace of the 
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organization rather than, as Shultz would later intone, the PLO surrendering to American demands. 

The PLO had succeeded, and the US was forced to play diplomatic catchup. 

Shultz’ inability to adapt to shifting circumstances led to a potentially ruinous isolation of 

the US-Israeli alliance by the end of 1988. Inability to apply pressure on the Israeli leadership led 

Shamir to continue insisting on the now-outdated Jordanian option, driving increasing frustration 

and hardening of attitudes in both Israeli and international public opinion. In failing to take the 

initiative in embracing either the initiatives launched by the Swedes or Rabie-Quandt, the PLO 

was able to develop the confidence and autonomy to lobby on ever higher levels, shaking the US 

position on the international stage and creating enough international pressure to rock the American 

diplomatic network. Meaningful pressure on Israel might have created the maneuvering space 

necessary for Shultz to force through some last hurrah, but the secretary resigned himself to acting 

as more a gatekeeper than bridge builder. As violence between Israelis and Palestinians increased, 

Shultz became increasingly sullen and unresponsive. As late as September of 1988, Shultz 

reiterated his disapproval of the calls for a Palestinian state, even as Arafat was being invited to 

discuss the topic with European parliamentary leaders to the exclusion of Israeli leaders. Shamir’s 

continued insistence on reviving the Camp David framework made it impossible to adapt without 

breaking from the entrenched pro-Israeli policy pattern. Shultz’ apparent fear of alienating Shamir 

limited his maneuvering space to whatever the Israeli right would find agreeable, losing him the 

initiative in the proceedings. As the year progressed, this reticence to take any firm stance 

paralyzed the secretary, relegating him to playing the spoiler to other efforts to deal with the PLO. 

Shamir’s continued opposition to talks with the PLO marked the near-universal international 

isolation of Israel under the obstinate Likud leadership. Shultz’ inability to disentangle himself 

from Shamir led the US to be censored alongside Israel, their ultimate break signaling defeat to 

the PLO rather than a significant policy turn.  

Ultimately, the pressures Shultz hoped would provide the impetus for Arab-Israeli 

compromise ended up impeding his own negotiating position. With the final term of the Reagan 

administration drawing to a close, Shultz’ hurried timeline could brook little delay. As the initiative 

failed to gather enthusiasm, Shultz would have had to exert significant pressure on one side or the 

other to at least coerce the parties to come to the table. As the peace initiative died and his partners 

entrenched their positions, the secretary appears to have frozen in sullen frustration, yielding the 

momentum to other actors. The Swedish and Rabie-Quandt initiatives did what Shultz could not 
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do, establishing a dialogue with US and international leaders that steadily brought the group to 

international legitimacy. In staying aloof, Shultz temporarily lost the US dominance over Middle 

Eastern policy, forced to accept the fait accompli of international PLO legitimacy.  

 

A successful failure: The Shultz initiative as a stepping-stone 

In his assessment of the Reagan administration’s general Arab-Israeli legacy, Quandt states that 

“on balance, Israel and its neighbors were no closer to agreement in 1988 than they had been in 

1980.”195 While true in a material sense, this is somewhat ungenerous. Although the Shultz 

initiative in particular had failed in its ambitions, the dynamics established through the months of 

dialogue and maneuvering would form the basis for a new paradigm in American mediation of the 

Palestinian issue, recognized as the key to comprehensive peace. Capitalizing on the gains made 

through the Swedish and Quandt-Rabie initiatives, and himself freed from the ignominy of 

surrender to the PLO, incoming Secretary Baker was able to take a more balanced stance on the 

question of opening a decisive dialogue, urging the Israeli leadership to do the same. In creating 

the conditions that forced an official opening of dialogue with the PLO, then, the Shultz initiative 

marks a turning point in the US approach to the Palestinian question, future US-Israeli negotiators 

seeking at worst to stall rather than ignore the Palestinians.  

Despite its shortcomings, the ostensible failure of the Shultz initiative marked a paradigm 

shift in the approach to the Palestinian question that would carry on into the Madrid and Oslo 

processes. The PLO was invigorated and legitimized by the maneuverings of 1988, more ready 

than ever to finalize a deal within the two-state solution they had so long seen as futile. With the 

Soviet Union crumbling from the fall of 1989, the US temporarily escaped their Cold War logic, 

losing the strategic impetus to wed their policy to Israel. While the post-Cold War administrations’ 

policies would be described as “cacophonous, reactive and ad hoc enterprise without clear guiding 

principles,”196 this same detachment allowed for a less dogmatic pursuit of peace in the region, at 

least for a time. Israeli policymakers, meanwhile, could no longer ignore the PLO or fully deny 

their demands. The world was paying attention to the Palestinians, and there needed to be some 

progress toward a final settlement of the Palestinian question. In place of denial, the Israeli policy 

became one of indefinite gradualism, with successive treaties now acceding to the demand for 

 
195 Quandt, Peace Process, 286 
196 Migdal, Joel S. 2014. Shifting Sands: America in the Middle East. New York: Columbia University Press: 102 
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eventual Palestinian statehood, though at a pace controlled by Israel. The occupation, as it turned 

out, would continue, though the momentary loss of initiative by the United States would provide 

the PLO and their allies with the legitimacy needed to continue pressing their claims on the 

international stage. In the years following the Shultz initiative this legitimacy led to the potentially 

groundbreaking Madrid and Oslo processes that would finally see Palestinian national ambitions 

heeded, if not fully realized. 

This thesis has aimed to explore the Shultz initiative as a bridging point between two 

paradigms coloring the US approach to the Palestinian question: a pre-intifada Cold War 

understanding of the struggle as an international squabble over territory, and a post-intifada 

recasting of the conflict as an occupied people’s struggle for independence, even if this realignment 

was the inadvertent result of US mishandling. In his mismanagement of the initiative, and his turn 

to apathy when it began to break down, Shultz provided the PLO with the maneuvering space 

necessary to assert themselves on the international stage and in their relationship with their Arab 

patrons. While offering little of significance on its own and being abandoned within months of its 

conception, the Shultz initiative acted as a catalyst for a fundamental shift in the ways mediators 

approached the Palestinian question, as well as the actors these mediators related to. In allowing 

following administrations to escape the patterns established over decades of policymaking, the 

initiative created the potential for a radically different track in US mediation, and should not be 

easily discounted.  
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