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 Is(rael's) Time Running Out?

Sam Lehman-Wilzig

With the recent U.N. General Assembly's vote to give the "Palestinian State" some sort of quasi-legitimacy with "Observer" status, the question once again arises: is time running out for Israel? This question has two levels: 1- is time running out for any sort of peace treaty and two-state solution? 2- is time running out for Israel as an existing state altogether, precisely because of a lack of peace treaty with all its neighbors?


The answer, I believe, is highly paradoxical, albeit logical. And if it seems to some to be "contradictory", well then, as the saying goes: "consistency is the hobgoblin of small minds". 


Question #1: Yes, time is running out -- and fast. With several hundred thousand settlers in the West Bank, and an Israeli public that shows no inclination to vote a "left-center" coalition into power, the point of no-return is fast approaching for any viable peace treaty to be signed with the Palestinians, as the "facts in the field" leave them little space to have a viable state. Not that Israeli policy is solely to blame for the current impasse. 


First of all, the Palestinians show no inclination to renounce their demand for millions of refugees to be allowed to return to Israel; Abbas's recent "hint" to Israeli radio that this might change ("I don't see myself returning to my former home in Jaffa") was immediately negated by his statement in Arabic to his local audience that the refugee demand was still in full force. Second, there is no sign among Palestinian education textbooks that Israel's image is being softened in any way -- we are still the devil incarnate for 1st graders and up. Third and perhaps most relevant, from the standpoint of peace negotiations there is no "Palestinian partner" in the singular -- Fatah and Hamas are barely talking to each other, much less united on even the theoretical possibility of suing for peace with Israel (Hamas's unwavering position is not even "no" -- it's "never"!). So with whom precisely is Israel supposed to sign the dotted line? Even worse, all indications are that Hamas is gaining strength in the West Bank as well -- if you think matters are confused now, just wait until the next elections on the other side (that Fatah might not allow to take place for quite awhile, precisely for that reason). And meanwhile, Israeli settlement activity continues apace...


Question #2: Time is not running out -- at all. In 1949 (after the War of Independence ended) Israel was a very small, militarily fragile state, economically almost destitute, with not even a million residents -- in a surrounding sea of tens of millions of Arabs, in heavily armed states bent on Israel's destruction. Jump forward 64 years: Israel today has over 7 million citizens, a high-tech economy that's the envy of the entire world, and a military power with very few peers on the world stage. There is little reason to think that any of this will decline in the foreseeable future. Sure, Israel has its problems: growing economic inequality, a semi-dysfunctional political system, etc., but regarding the country's macro-strength, the overall slope for decades has been in one direction: straight up.


Meanwhile, the Arab countries around it are imploding. To be sure, the Arab Spring might ultimately lead to real democracy and flourishing economies, but at the moment that is more prayer than reality (one might even argue that it's the "prayer" that's holding back their modernizing reality). Syria has descended into civil war; Jordan (at peace with Israel)is at the cusp of revolution; Egypt's economy is a basket case of "world-class" proportions, with a military that can't even protect its citizens in Sinai; Lebanon is a tinderbox ready to explode at any given moment; and the Palestinian split (see above) guarantees that their society will not advance very far, until Hamas is somehow neutralized.


Yes, there's the Iranian nuclear threat, but aside from the probability (some would argue only a "possibility") that the U.S. will eliminate the threat and/or Israel will do great harm to Iran's nuclear infrastructure by itself, the actual chance of Armageddon is very slim: the Iranians are not completely suicidal -- and even if they are, Israel's anti-ballistic Arrow system can probably knock out of the sky anything the Iranians try to send over.


The bottom line: Israel may have to "muddle through" for several more decades without peace with its closest neighbors, but it will do so with ever-increasing economic strength and military security. Impossible? Read the Bible -- the book of Judges, Samuel, Kings: frequent warfare while maintaining national sovereignty for centuries. For the State of Israel today, that's not the most pleasant of circumstances but one in which it could survive and even flourish in the decades ahead.
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