Amos Oz, “We have done the gruntwork of peace,” Excerpted from The Guardian (UK), October 17, 2003

Israeli novelist Amos Oz wrote about his experience at the Jordanian meeting that led to the Geneva agreement.  “…There is a certain intimacy at such meetings: the Israelis and Palestinians are enemies, but not strangers,” he said.  “The Swiss observer at the conference was certainly astonished to see the frequent switches that took place here, in the rooms and in the corridors, between anger and back-slapping and between jabs as sharp as slivers of glass and simultaneous outbursts of laughter…When the day comes to sit down with the Syrians, faces will be rigid and stern on both sides of the negotiating table.  So the Palestinians are, they say, with the Saudis.  But here, in the hotel on the Dead Sea shore (Israeli Knesset Member Chaim Oron and former Palestinian cabinet minister Yasir Abed-Rabbo walk around in sandals and shorts) we are more like a long-married couple in their divorce attorney’s waiting room.  They and we can joke together, shout, mock, accuse, interrupt, place a hand on a shoulder or waist, throw invective at each other, and once or twice even shed a tear.  Because we and they have experienced 36 years of intimacy.  Yes, a violent, bitter, warped intimacy, but intimacy, because only they and we, not the Jordanians and not the Egyptians and certainly not the Swiss, know exactly what a roadblock looks like and what a car-bomb sounds like and exactly what the extremists on both sides will say about us.  

Because since the Six Day War, we are as close to the Palestinians as a jailer is to the prisoner handcuffed to him.  A jailer cuffing his wrist to that of a prisoner for an hour or two is a matter of routine.  But a jailer who cuffs himself to his prisoner for 36 long years is himself no longer a free man.  The occupation has also robbed us of freedom.  This conference was not meant to inaugurate a honeymoon between the two nations.  Quite the opposite—it was aimed at, finally, attenuating this warped intimacy.  At drafting a fair divorce agreement.  A painful, complicated divorce, but also one that unlocks the handcuffs.  They will live in their home and we will live in ours.   The Land of Israel will no longer be a prison, or a double bed.  It will be a two-family house.  The handcuffed link between the jailer and his prisoner will become a connection between neighbors who share a stairwell…” 

“…There is no point at all to the hysteria that the document’s opponents are now encouraging.  Its authors know very well that Sharon and his cabinet are the legal government of Israel.  They also knew that their initiative, which is the fruit of an intense series of meetings between the parties, conducted in strict secrecy during a period of two years, is no more than an exercise.  The goal of the exercise is solely to present the Israeli and Palestinian publics with a window through which they can view a different landscape—no more car bombs and suicide bombers and occupation and oppression and expropriation, no more endless war and hatred.  Instead, here is a detailed, cautious solution that does not circumvent any one of the fundamental questions.  Its fundamental principle is: we end the occupation and the Palestinians end their war against Israel.  We give up the dream of Greater Israel and they give up the dream of Greater Palestine.  We surrender sovereignty in parts of the Land of Israel where our hearts lie, and they do the same.  The problem of 1948 refugees, which is really the heart of our national security predicament, is resolved comprehensively, completely, and absolutely outside the borders of the State of Israel and with broad international assistance.  If this initiative is put into action, not a single Palestinian refugee camp, afflicted with despair, neglect, hatred, and fanaticism, will remain in the Middle East.  In the document we have in hand, the Palestinian side accepts contractually, finally, and irrevocably that it does not have and will never have any future claims against Israel.  

At the end of the conference, after the signing of the Geneva initiative, a representative of the Tanzim told us that we now perhaps see on the horizon the end of the 100-year war between Jews and Palestinians.  It will be replaced, he said, by a bitter struggle between those on both sides who promote compromise and peace, and a fanatical coalition of Israeli and Palestinian extremists.  That struggle is now in full force.  Sharon opened it even before the Geneva initiative was published, and the leaders of Hamas and Islamic Jihad rushed to support him, using the very same vocabulary of vituperation.  What does the Geneva initiative document not have?  It has no teeth.  It is no more than 50 pages of paper.  But if the people on both sides accept it, tomorrow or the day after, they will find that the gruntwork of making peace has already been done.  Almost to the last detail.  If Sharon and Arafat want to use this paper as a basis for an agreement, its authors will not insist on their copyright.  What if Sharon presents a different, better, more intricate, more patriotic plan that is also accepted by the other side?  Let him do it.  We’ll congratulate him.  Even though Sharon, as everyone knows, is a weighty personage, my friends and I will bear him on our shoulders.” 

