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uch has been said about President Obama’s journey to the Middle East but little about

the substance and the implications the visit might have. | believe that if the President

was set to win the hearts and minds of the Israelis, he certainly made considerable
strides toward that end.

Unfortunately, most Palestinian commentators misread the implications of the visit to Israel and
to the Palestinians in particular. They failed to understand that even the President of the United
States cannot exact the necessary concessions from the Israelis to advance the peace process
unless he earns their trust and makes them feel confident that the US will always remain
committed to their national security.

The many Palestinians who criticized President Obama for showering the Israelis with lavish
praise and for his unfettered commitment to Israel’s security seem to miss the central point that
he wanted to convey and expected to achieve.

To suggest the President “spent three days in Israel and almost as many hours in [the West
Bank]” to presumably explain where the President stands and what are his priorities, as was
observed by the Economist’s N.P. under the title “A fleeting visit,” is simplistic and completely
out of touch. That Obama’s visit “was an insult to the Palestinian people on every count,” was
another cynical assessment by Ghada Karmi of Al Jazeera.

The trip does not have a diminishing return, as Osama Al Sharif observed in his Arab News
comments, or that “it did significant damage to America’s ability to play the role of honest
broker between Israelis and Palestinians if negotiations ever begin,” as was proclaimed by MJ
Rosenberg (not a Palestinian) in his Huffington Post column.
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The truth of the matter is that even without the observation from Ismail Mahmoud Rabah that
Obama’s visit had “crucial implications for the approaching end of the Israeli Occupation,”
criticism of the trip was almost entirely misperceived, and here is why.

Regardless of the fact that the Obama administration has provided Israel with more financial and
military aid and political support while extending unprecedented cooperation on countless levels
than any of its predecessors, the Israelis generally distrusted President Obama.

They recalled his speech in Cairo in June 2009, which they interpreted as being one-sided in
favour of the Palestinians, and they recollected with dismay that he travelled three times overseas
during his first term, visiting two Arab and two Muslim states while skipping Israel.

In addition, they resented the fact that he placed undue pressure on Israel to freeze settlement
construction without demanding specific counter-measures from the Palestinians.

His critics are dead wrong in their assessments of the President’s intentions and the approach he
took toward the Israelis during his visit to Israel, Palestine and Jordan.

His expressed purpose was to win the hearts and minds of the Israelis because he knows that any
concessions he can secure on behalf of the Palestinians depends on how much the Israelis trust
him and how confident they feel that the US will watch Israel’s back in a moment of real need.

The President also knows only too well that he must engage the Israeli public in the search for
peace and make them understand the hazards of continuing occupation — that time is dangerously
running out and they can no longer remain complacent.

For this reason he went over the head of Prime Minister Netanyahu and appealed directly to the
Israeli public, especially the young, to take the lead, emphasizing that “governments respond to
the popular will” and they must now make their voice heard.

He implored the young lIsraelis to put themselves in the Palestinians’ shoes, who have been
stripped of their dignity, and “look at the world through their eyes.” “It is not right to prevent
Palestinian from farming their lands,” he emphatically stated, “or to displace Palestinian families
from their home. Neither occupation nor expulsion is the answer.”

Those who criticized the President for his presumed lack of even handedness in addressing the
Israelis and Palestinians do not seem to grasp that the President did not need to convince the
Palestinians that continued occupation is unacceptable. He did not need to remind the
Palestinians of their plight and suffering. These words were directed to the Israelis who can do
something about it.

He passionately stated that “Israel must also live up to its obligations to ensure that Palestinians
can live, and work, and develop their society. And just as it devastates Palestinian families, the
continuing humanitarian crisis in Gaza does not serve lIsrael's security; neither does the
continuing lack of opportunity in the West Bank.”
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This is what the Israelis need to hear, provided it is said in the context of the United States’
incontestable commitment to guard Israel from outside threats, especially from Iran, and their
trust in him. The Palestinians must remember that the President could hardly wring one
meaningful concession from the Israelis during his first term as long as he was perceived as an
antagonist and unsympathetic to their concerns.

Just as Obama sought to change the Israelis’ perception of himself and successfully touched the
hearts and minds of the Israeli multitude, his administration must now focus on its renewed
peace efforts to which he committed.

Other than insisting on the resumption of negotiations between Israeli and Palestinian officials,
he must exert equal pressure, though quietly, on both sides to begin changing their public
narrative on the conflicting issues that separate them.

Two critical conflicting issues, the ‘right of return’ of the Palestinian refugees and the continuing
expansion and building new settlements, should top the agenda to provide mutually acceptable
solutions which require a drastic change in the Israelis’ and Palestinians’ respective public
perception.

The PA President Mahmoud Abbas cannot possibly speak about a real prospect of a two-state
solution while he continues to preach the gospel of the “Right of Return,” which is utterly
unacceptable to the Israelis as it will wipe out Israel’s national Jewish identity overnight.

This issue cannot be resolved only at the negotiating table without first preparing the Palestinian
public to accept that the right of return can be exercised only through resettlement of the refugees
in their own homeland-the West Bank and Gaza, or compensate those who elect to remain in
their current country of residence.

Prime Minister Netanyahu too cannot be serious about a two-state solution as long as he
continues to insist on the expansion of old and the building of new settlements in the name of
national security, which “violates previous agreements and undermines efforts to achieve peace.”

If President Obama believes, as | do, that governments listen to the will of the people, then
Israeli and Palestinian public perceptions must first change on these fundamental conflicting
issues and about each other.

This is a moment in time that neither the Israelis nor the Palestinians can afford to squander
because the passage of time will acutely undermine their ultimate national interests and make the
conflict ever more intractable and increasingly perilous.

No one, however, should expect current officials of either side to change voluntarily their

narrative in order to induce a change in their respective public perceptions. On the contrary,
Israeli and Palestinian governments alike have used the prospect of a two-state solution for
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public consumption only while continuing to pursue policies that torpedo any possibility of such
an outcome.

Here is where the US’ role becomes crucial. As much as Obama needs to press Israeli and
Palestinian officials to resume formal peace talks, he must simultaneously exert tremendous
pressure to change their public narrative and stop misleading their publics about the requisites for
peace based on a two state solution that he so ardently advocated.

If President Obama did not privately counsel Netanyahu and Abbas during his visit to do just
that, he should do so now. Without public support, peace negotiations will go nowhere and an
Israeli-Palestinian peace will remain a pathetically self-consuming illusion.

Note: This article is published in collaboration with Prof. Ben-Meir’s web portal.
Web Link: http://www.alonben-meir.com/article/winning-peace-through-hearts-and-minds/
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