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In the course of 2016, the Sunni Arab states, led by Egypt and Saudi Arabia,
were noticeably engaged in efforts to break the deadlock in the IsraeliPalestinian political process and renew peace negotiations.
On two separate occasions, including from the podium of the UN General
Assembly in New York on September 20, 2016, Egyptian President Abdel
Fattah el-Sisi called directly on the people and leadership of Israel to recognize
the importance of resolving the Palestinian issue and strive to reach a
solution. He stressed that today is “a real opportunity to write a bright page
in the history of our region,” which in turn would grant stable security and
economic prosperity to Palestinians and Israelis.1 These remarks follow his
declaration in May that a solution to the Palestinian issue would pave the
way for a “warmer” peace between Israel and Egypt.2
In a related development, in July 2016 a delegation of Saudi academics
and businessmen visited Israel with the permission of the King, and met
with the Director General of the Foreign Ministry and Knesset members to
encourage discussion in Israel on the Arab Peace Initiative.3 In response,
Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu declared in a speech at the UN General
Assembly in September that Israel welcomes “the spirit of the Arab Peace
Initiative” and is interested in engaging in dialogue with Arab countries
about a comprehensive peace that would include the Palestinians. He noted
with satisfaction that many Arab states now recognize that Israel is not their
enemy, but rather an ally in the struggle against Iran and the Islamic State,
and in achievement of regional goals of security, prosperity, and peace.4
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The positive exchanges between Israel and Egypt and Saudi Arabia,
however, have thus far not translated into a political breakthrough, or into a
summit meeting convened by Egypt or another state between the Israeli Prime
0LQLVWHUDQGWKH&KDLUPDQRIWKH3DOHVWLQLDQ$XWKRULW\RUVHQLRURI¿FLDOVVHQW
on their behalf. The reasons for this are connected to all of the stakeholders:
Israel and the Palestinian Authority are not ripe for historic compromise
RQWKHFRUHLVVXHVRIWKHFRQÀLFWSDUWLFXODUO\-HUXVDOHPWKHVHWWOHPHQWV
the right of return, and recognition of Israel as a Jewish state. Israel’s right
wing coalition and the internal Palestinian divisions between Fatah and
Hamas likewise constitute major obstacles to adoption of a conciliatory
and consensual policy. The United States, the main candidate to broker
the negotiations, was preoccupied with its presidential election, and its
OHYHUDJHIRULQÀXHQFHRYHU,VUDHODQGWKH3DOHVWLQLDQVLVWRROLPLWHGJLYHQ
the wide gaps between the positions of the respective parties. The political
impasse is a source of frustration among Arab states that see the peace
process as in their national and regional interests, yet these states are hard
pressed to devise a formula that would extricate the political wagon from
the proverbial mud. For Israel, this period may prove to be a historic missed
opportunity for large scale normalization toward multi-dimensional and
overt regional cooperation. Conversely, if peace negotiations are renewed
and if a breakthrough is reached, under the current regional circumstances
this will most probably create an opening to integrate Israel as a legitimate
actor in the Middle East arena.

Arab Interests in Jumpstarting the Political Process

7KHVLJQL¿FDQWLQWHUHVWGLVSOD\HGE\6XQQL$UDEFRXQWULHV HVSHFLDOO\6DXGL
Arabia, Jordan, Egypt, and the UAE) in an Israeli-Palestinian agreement is
H[SODLQHGRI¿FLDOO\E\VKDUHGLQWHUHVWVVRPHFRPPRQWRDOODQGVRPHXQLTXH
WRVSHFL¿FFRXQWULHV$QREYLRXVLVVXHSURPLQHQWDWOHDVWRQDUKHWRULFDO
level, is the historic and ongoing Arab commitment to the Palestinians,
ZKLFKZDVDQGVWLOOLVGH¿QHGDVDSULPDU\SDQ$UDEFRQFHUQ:KLOHYLVLWLQJ
Israel in July 2016, Egyptian Foreign Minister Sameh Shoukry repeatedly
emphasized political efforts to solve the Palestinian issue. In el-Sisi’s speech
at the summit of the Non-Aligned Movement in September in Venezuela, he
stressed Egypt’s support for the legitimate rights of the Palestinian people
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to establish an independent state with East Jerusalem as its capital, and
his rejection of the ongoing occupation and increased pace of settlement
construction. Yet at the same time, in a changed posture, Egypt’s solidarity
with the Palestinians was joined by a measure of responsibility ascribed to
the Palestinians for the political deadlock, given the ongoing rift between
Fatah and Hamas, which impedes the Palestinian Authority’s ability to
negotiate on behalf of all Palestinians and settle the status of the Gaza Strip.5
An additional reason to promote the political process stems from the
FRPPRQEHOLHIVKDUHGE\$UDEFRXQWULHVWKDWFRQWLQXDWLRQRIWKHFRQÀLFW
creates fertile ground for the spread of radical Islam and increases instability
LQWKHUHJLRQZKLOHDSHDFHDJUHHPHQWZRXOGTXDVKDVLJQL¿FDQWVRXUFH
of terrorism. Egypt, which is recovering from two revolutions, and Jordan,
which is dealing with waves of Syrian refugees, place stability at the top of
WKHLUQDWLRQDODJHQGDV$VIDUDVWKHVHWZRVWDWHVDUHFRQFHUQHGWKHVWDWXVTXR
and the periodic eruptions of violence between Israel and the Palestinians fan
internal unrest and strengthen destabilizing forces challenging their regimes.
*LYHQ-RUGDQ¶VGHOLFDWHGHPRJUDSKLFFRPSRVLWLRQÀDUHXSVRIYLROHQFHLQ
WKH,VUDHOL3DOHVWLQLDQFRQÀLFWSRVHDVXEVWDQWLYHWKUHDWZLWKDQ\HVFDODWLRQ
serving to increase support for the Islamist forces undermining the monarchy.
For its part, Egypt is interested in an arrangement that prevents violent
FRQÀLFWVEHWZHHQ+DPDVDQG,VUDHOWKDWPD\IRPHQWLQFHQGLDU\(J\SWLDQ
public opinion. In addition, its efforts to ease tensions in the Middle East are
an integral part of its intensive efforts to improve its economy by restoring
the image of the region as safe for tourism and foreign investment. El-Sisi’s
VWDWHPHQWDWWKH81±³WKH$UDE,VUDHOLFRQÀLFWUHPDLQVWKHPDMRU>VRXUFH@
RILQVWDELOLW\LQWKH0LGGOH(DVWDQGUHTXLUHVFRXQWULHVLQWKHUHJLRQDQGWKH
international community to join forces to achieve a permanent settlement
WRWKHFRQÀLFW´6 – may be understood in this context. Saudi General Anwar
M. Eshki, chairman of the Jeddah-based Middle East Center for Strategic
and Legal Studies, explained during his visit to Israel that the Palestinian,VUDHOLFRQÀLFWVHUYHVDVDEUHHGLQJJURXQGIRUWKHJURZWKRI,UDQLDQLGHRORJ\
DQGVWUHQJWKHQVWHUURULVWHOHPHQWVWKDWEHQH¿WIURPWKH3DOHVWLQLDQLVVXH
UHVROXWLRQRIWKHFRQÀLFWZRXOGXQGHUPLQHWKLVHQYLURQPHQW7
For Egypt and Saudi Arabia, an additional reason to promote the peace
SURFHVVLQYROYHVWKHLUGHVLUHWROHYHUDJHWKHLULQÀXHQFH±LQWKHFDVHRI
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Egypt, through mediation between Israel and the Palestinians, and in the
case of Saudi Arabia, through promotion of a framework for a permanent
settlement – to strengthen their regional leadership among Arab countries and
WKHUHE\LPSURYHWKHLUVWDWXVLQWKHH\HVRIWKH:HVWHVSHFLDOO\WKH8QLWHG
States. Egypt, the pioneer of peace with Israel, has played a major role over
the years in mediating between Israel and the Palestinians. Cairo sees its peace
agreement with Israel and its involvement in promoting the peace process
between Israel and the Palestinians as part of its international stature. For
the Sisi regime, fostering Egypt’s image as a peace-seeking country and
cultivating the current President’s image as continuing the path of Sadat is
part of the branding of Egypt as a “responsible adult,” an anchor of stability
in an unstable and divided region suffering from terrorism and bloody civil
wars. Furthermore, some in Egypt hope that their contribution to regional
peace will clear the way for increased American aid and assistance from
LQWHUQDWLRQDO¿QDQFLDOERGLHVLQ:DVKLQJWRQ8 For its part, Riyadh believes
it would improve its political standing and image in the international arena
should the Arab Peace Initiative, approved by the Arab League in 2002 under
6DXGLOHDGHUVKLS¿QDOO\EHDFFHSWHGE\,VUDHODQGWKH3DOHVWLQLDQVDVWKH
formal basis for negotiations on a comprehensive Arab-Israeli settlement.
$QDOWHUQDWLYHSHUVSHFWLYHFDUHIXOO\REVFXUHGLQRI¿FLDO$UDEVWDWHPHQWV
but clearly evident in semi-formal public discourse, sees the resolution of the
,VUDHOL3DOHVWLQLDQFRQÀLFWDVDQRSHQLQJIRUDQHZUHJLRQDORUGHULQZKLFK
the Arab states and Israel can freely join forces on security and economic
issues. The novelty here is the Arab interest in promoting normalization: if as
part of the original Arab initiative normalization was a “lure” to urge Israel
WRHQWHUWKHSHDFHSURFHVVQRZLWUHÀHFWVDXWKHQWLF$UDELQWHUHVWLQFUHDWLQJ
a new Middle East that includes broader and more open partnerships with
Israel than in the past. According to this perspective, the resolution of the
Palestinian issue is meant to help the Arab regimes legitimize in the minds
of their people the transformation of yesterday’s enemy into tomorrow’s
DOO\,QWKHVHFXULW\VSKHUHVLJQL¿FDQWSURJUHVVRQWKHSHDFHSURFHVVZLOO
facilitate Arab-Israeli cooperation against common enemies that threaten
UHJLRQDOVWDELOLW\DQGSHDFHSDUWLFXODUO\,UDQDQG6DOD¿MLKDGLVWWHUURULVW
groups. In the economic sphere, it should clear the way for establishing
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cooperation between the region’s countries in areas such as energy, water,
agriculture, tourism, transport, and trade.

Future Relations between Israel and the Arab States
The instability that has plagued the region in the current decade has weakened
the traditional linkage between Arab-Israeli normalization and progress on
the Israeli-Palestinian track. The weakened dependency between the two
is the result of several processes: the decreased centrality of the Palestinian
LVVXHWKHJURZLQJIRFXVRI$UDEFRXQWULHVRQWKHLULQWHUQDOQHHGVHQHPLHV
FRPPRQWR,VUDHODQGWKH$UDEVWDWHVDQGPRVWRIDOOWKHPLOLWDU\SROLWLFDO
and economic interests that can be pursued once Arab states and Israel tighten
WKHLUUHODWLRQV&RQVHTXHQWO\SURPRWLQJQRUPDOL]DWLRQDQGSURJUHVVRQWKH
Israeli-Palestinian peace process are no longer integrated processes, but
rather independent variables that are harder to balance. Hence, Arab-Israeli
collaborations may evolve in a discreet and measured manner even without
a political breakthrough. However, these relationships can thrive and emerge
from behind the scenes only with the achievement of progress in the political
process, even if this progress is on a symbolic level. Achievement of the full
potential of these relations, especially in light of the unprecedented Arab
willingness today for a deep change on Israel’s status in the region with
concrete and cultural dimensions, depends on a new political reality of an
Israeli-Palestinian agreement.
The political stalemate is not necessarily a recipe for decline or stagnation
in Israel-Arab relations. Arab countries soberly analyze the chances of
achieving a permanent settlement between Israel and the Palestinians,
and are reluctant to make their vital interests in promoting ties with Israel
hostage to a political breakthrough that may not come in the foreseeable
future. These interests join the widespread assessments in Arab circles that
conditioning normalization on comprehensive peace has not proved its
effectiveness, and its use as an instrument of pressure against Israel must be
revisited. According to these assessments, the gaps in the balances of power
between Israel and its neighbors have only widened in recent years, and
,VUDHOWKHUHIRUHQRORQJHUVHHVLWVUHODWLRQVZLWK$UDEFRXQWULHVDVVXI¿FLHQW
incentive for political concessions.97KHVHFLUFXPVWDQFHVUHTXLUHWKH$UDE
states to examine alternatives for managing their relations with Israel. For
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example, Tarek Fahmi, head of the Israeli Unit at the National Center for
Middle East Studies in Cairo, who was known until recently for rejecting
normalization, has determined that Egypt cannot remain captive to past
patterns of behavior and must formulate a new peace strategy to extend the
relationship with Israel beyond the security and intelligence spheres. He
QRWHV(J\SW¶VDELOLW\WRXVH,VUDHO¶VJRRGUHODWLRQVZLWK:DVKLQJWRQWREXLOG
a new foundation for three-way strategic, economic, and security relations:
Israel-Egypt-United States.10
A survey of Arab discourse in Egypt, Jordan, and Saudi Arabia shows that
the normalization issue remains charged, and that its legitimacy continues
to be a matter of public controversy in the absence of comprehensive peace.
However, open public debate on the topic is underway, with opinions on
both sides being heard – in itself a noteworthy change, as for many years the
VXEMHFWZDVFRQVLGHUHGWDERR'DYLG3ROORFNDUHVHDUFKHUDWWKH:DVKLQJWRQ
Institute for Near East Policy, has labeled the relationship developing between
Arab countries and Israel as “the new normal,” as “the Israeli enemy of
my enemy may not be a friend, but could become my partner.”11 Under
current geopolitical conditions, sweeping opposition to normalization is
seen among Arab regimes as an anachronistic policy that does not serve
WKHQDWLRQDOLQWHUHVWVRIWKHLUFRXQWULHVDQGPD\QRWSURGXFHDQ\EHQH¿WWR
the Palestinians. As Egyptian journalist ‘Abdel Monem Sa’id, chairman of
al-Masry al-Youm, made clear in his article in al-Ahram about the current
$UDESRVLWLRQRQFRQVLGHULQJQHZYDULDEOHV³&RQÀLFWZLWK,VUDHORUSHDFH
with it, normalization or boycott of it, cannot be based on the realities of
two decades ago, but rather on the current realities of Israel, of the region,
RI(J\SWLDQDQG$UDELQWHUHVWVDQGRI3DOHVWLQLDQLQWHUHVWV:KDWZHQHHG
SHUKDSVLVDNLQGRIFDOPUHÀHFWLRQDQGXQGHUVWDQGLQJWKDWLQWHUQDWLRQDO
UHODWLRQVDUHEDVHGRQQHWZRUNVRIFRQÀLFWFRPSHWLWLRQDQGFRRSHUDWLRQDQG
ZHPXVWFRQWLQXDOO\DVVHVVWKHVLWXDWLRQVRWKDWZHDYRLG¿JKWLQJZLQGPLOOV
RU¿JKWLQJWKHZDUVRIWKHSDVW´12
Although Palestinian interests were the last item on Sa’id’s list, they are
still present. This means that slow covert movement toward normalization
is possible under current conditions, but the Arab regimes will not put their
IXOOZHLJKWEHKLQGLWZLWKRXWVLJQL¿FDQWSURJUHVVLQWKH,VUDHOL3DOHVWLQLDQ
peace process. Arab demands of Israel are decisive and clear, foremost the

180

Arab Approaches to the Political Process and Normalization with Israel

establishment of an independent Palestinian state based on the 1967 borders
with East Jerusalem as its capital, with the potential compensation for Israel,
if it meets these demands, of unprecedented opportunities. These plans,
with terms such as “new Middle East,” “regional cooperation,” and “shared
regional front,” which led to backlash and suspicion in the Arab world
when they were proposed by Israel in the past, are now offered to Israel as
informal Arab initiatives.13 One example is the plan proposed by Sa’d edDin Ibrahim of the Ibn Khaldoun Center for Development Studies in Cairo,
which was published in August 2016 by al-Masry al-Youm, entitled “From
Struggle and Boycott to Integration and Development.” The plan includes
establishing regional economic partnerships, with Egypt and Israel at the
center, to be carried out subject to the establishment of a Palestinian state
and Arab recognition of Israel. The proposed model for the program is the
)UDQFR*HUPDQUHODWLRQVKLSDIWHU:RUOG:DU,,WKHWZRVWDWHVFUHDWHGDQ
economic bloc that formed the basis for the establishment of the European
Union. According to Ibrahim, the fruits of this model in the Middle East
would include renewed land, civilian, and commercial connections between
VWDWHVLQWKH/HYDQW 6\ULD/HEDQRQ,UDTDQG-RUGDQ DQGWKH0DJKUHE
$OJHULD0RURFFR0DXULWDQLD7XQLVLDDQG/LE\D WKURXJK(J\SWDQG,VUDHO
established Middle East labor and consumer markets to attract extensive
UHJLRQDODQGLQWHUQDWLRQDOLQYHVWPHQWVHQGRIWKHDUPVUDFHDQGWKHWUDQVIHURI
ZHDSRQVEXGJHWVWRGHYHORSPHQWJRDOVDQGSURPRWLRQRIGHPRFUDWL]DWLRQ14

Conclusion
Arab Sunni states are currently interested in advancing the Israeli-Palestinian
peace process out of commitment to the Palestinians, but even more so,
out of concern for their own interests: weakening the Islamist forces that
WKUHDWHQWKHLUUHJLPHVDQGLQWKHLUYLHZDUHIHGE\WKHFRQÀLFWZLWK,VUDHO
VWUHQJWKHQLQJWKHLUUHJLRQDODQGLQWHUQDWLRQDOVWDWXVE\¿OOLQJDSRVLWLRQRI
UHVSRQVLELOLW\LQSHDFHQHJRWLDWLRQVDQGJDLQLQJSXEOLFOHJLWLPDF\WRH[SDQG
normalization with Israel. For Israel, these trends underline the added value
LQDUHJLRQDOVHWWOHPHQWRIWKH,VUDHOL3DOHVWLQLDQFRQÀLFWDQGWKHSRWHQWLDORI
turning the Arab Peace Initiative, amended and adjusted, into the basis for
SHDFHQHJRWLDWLRQV:LWKZLGH$UDEDQG,VODPLFEDFNLQJWKH3DOHVWLQLDQVPD\
EHFRPHÀH[LEOHLQWKHLUSRVLWLRQVDQGGHPRQVWUDWHZLOOLQJQHVVIRUKLVWRULF
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compromise on the most explosive core issues of a permanent settlement,
particularly the right of return and the status of Jerusalem. The success of
negotiations of this kind, which would take place under an Arab umbrella,
can be expected to pave the way for unprecedented cooperation between
Israel and its neighbors at various levels – political, security, and economic.
:KHQ,VUDHODVVHVVHVUHJLRQDORSSRUWXQLWLHVDYDLODEOHWRLWDWWKHVWDUWRI
2017, it must take into account the predicament of Arab regimes in light of
WKHFRQVLGHUDEOHJDSEHWZHHQWKHEHQH¿WVLQKHUHQWLQGHYHORSLQJPXWXDO
relations with Israel and their public’s reservations about such developments.
An appropriate metaphor for the ambivalence of the past year surrounding
this Arab dilemma was a judo match at the 2016 Olympic games in Rio:
Egyptian judoka Islam el-Shehaby, set to compete against Israeli opponent
2U6DVVRQUHIXVHGWRVKDNHKLVKDQGERZHGDWWKHEHJLQQLQJRIWKHPDWFK
EXWQRWDWLWVHQGLQHIIHFWKHDFTXLHVFHGWRQRUPDOL]DWLRQZLWKWKH=LRQLVW
enemy, but also denied it. These contradictions in the individual athlete’s
FRQGXFWUHÀHFWHGWKHZLGHUGLVVRQDQFHFKDUDFWHULVWLFRIWKH$UDEZRUOG
which must maneuver between the myth of Israel as the “historic enemy,”
the reality of strong Arab-Israeli peace agreements, and shared strategic
interests, as well as the Palestinian issue whose solution, at present, is not
in sight.
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