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There is a question that has often been asked: why
have the Arab countries been unable to confront
the Zionist project since its inception in the last cen-
tury and remained passive, quiet and on the side-
lines since 2023 as Palestinians are being slaugh-
tered in Gaza and a silent Nakba is taking place in
the West Bank? In this article, | intend to answer this
question.

When the Zionist project was set in motion dur-
ing the First Zionist Congress, held in Basel in 1897,
the Palestinians felt the threat of their displacement.
The Balfour Declaration of 1917 confirmed their
fear: Great Britain committed itself to the creation of
“a Jewish national home in Palestine!’ In 1922, the
New League of Nations issued its British Mandate
for Palestine. The first British Commissioner was
Herbert Samuel, a committed Zionist who advanced
Zionist aims by encouraging unlimited Jewish immi-
gration that would permit a takeover of the country.
During that period, most of the Arab countries were
either under colonial rule (the Maghreb), French (in
Lebanon and Syria) or British (in Iraq and Palestine)
mandate or other forms of direct or indirect European
control (Aden and the Gulf Region). A simulacrum of
independence was given to Egypt in 1922. Self-rule
was granted to the newly born Hashemite monarchy
of Iraq in 1920. During the 1920s, Arab countries
were preoccupied with their domestic affairs.

In Palestine, the British mandatory power scrambled
to nip the Palestinian national movement in the bud,
resorting to its traditional policy of divide and rule.
Given the traditional, conservative and divided na-
ture of Palestinian Society, the British simply set Pal-
estine's big families (Husaini, Khalidi, Nashashibi
etc.) against one another to serve their purposes.’
Frustrated at their leadership, the Palestinian popu-
lation started grassroots uprisings in the 1920s and
1930s. A massive armed revolt broke out and con-
tinued between 1936 and 1939. During this revolt,
Arab volunteers arrived from across the region to
join the Palestinian resistance against British policy
and the Zionist project. The Palestinian issue be-
came entrenched in the Arab collective conscious-
ness as a primary colonial concern.

Nevertheless, the Arab states could not prevent the
adoption of Resolution 181, which partitioned the
Palestinian territory (1947), nor the creation of the
State of Israel (15 May 1948) or expulsion of two-
thirds of the Palestinian population between 1947
and 1948, called the Nakba.

While the Palestinian question has remained a core
issue for the populations of the region, it has fre-
quently served as an instrument in inter-state rela-
tions rather than a cause to be defended with abso-
lute resolve. From the very beginning, the defence of
Palestine emerged as a mechanism for political le-
gitimation, regional leadership or as a means to di-
vert attention from domestic challenges. As Elias
Sanbar observed in 2025, every Arab state has at-
tempted to capitalize on the immense mobilizing
power of the Palestinian cause, often disregarding
the actual rights of the Palestinian people.> The
popular Palestinian adage — “Arab governments are

' See KHALIDI. Rashid: The Hundred Years’ War on Palestine, Profile Books, London, 2020, Chapter 1.
2 SANBAR, Elias: La Palestine expliquée a tout le monde, Seuil, Paris, 2025, p. 63.



for the cause of Palestine but against the Palestini-
ans” — reflects this enduring bitterness.

This popular sentiment is perhaps overly categorical,
as it generalizes across all Arab nations and various
historical periods over the last century. Gulf states pro-
vided employment to hundreds of thousands of Pales-
tinians who, in turn, supported their families in the oc-
cupied territories. Maghreb countries have maintained
unconditional solidarity with Palestine, having experi-
enced the hardships of colonization themselves.
Nasser's Egypt endured a heavy toll in human lives in
its defence of the Palestinian people. But it would also
be true to say that all countries have instrumentalized
the Palestinian cause for their domestic legitimacy.

The Palestinian Question between the Two
World Wars

Upon returning from the first World Zionist Congress
in 1897 Theodor Herzl noted in his diary: “At Basel, /
founded the Jewish State... perhaps in five years,
and certainly in fifty, everyone will know it This re-
mark proved prophetic: in 1947 the United Nations
General Assembly adopted the partition resolution.
For the Palestinians, this was a foretold catastro-
phe. The wording of the 1917 Balfour Declaration
rendered Palestinians strangers in their own land
and heralded their displacement.

During the British Mandate in Palestine (1922-1948),
Palestinian resistance (1922, 1929 and 1936-1939)
was severely repressed, confirming British support
for the Zionist project. Consequently, Palestine be-
came a core issue of Arab nationalism. Arab popula-
tions demanded that their respective states intervene
to assist the Palestinian people. However, the inde-
pendent Arab states lacked both military resources
and combat experience, while others remained under
colonial rule. To make things worse, Arab countries
lacked a common front and were vying for leadership.
Indeed, by the early 1940s, the Hashemites of Iraq
and Transjordan had launched two rival initiatives.
The first, the “Fertile Crescent” project, sought to
unite Syria, Transjordan and Palestine under the ae-
gis of the Hashemite Kingdom of Irag. The second,
the “Greater Syria” project, aimed to regroup Syria

and Palestine under the leadership of the Hashemite
Emir of Transjordan. These ambitions alarmed Egypt,
which perceived in these Hashemite designs a de-
sire to establish a regional power capable of chal-
lenging the Egyptian monarchy. Egypt effectively
neutralized both projects by inviting independent
Arab states to discuss the creation of the League of
Arab States. This process culminated in the Alexan-
dria Protocol of 7 October 1944 and the subsequent
signing of the Pact of the League of Arab States in
Cairo on 22 March 1945.

From its inception, the League adopted the Palestin-
ian question as its central cause. Of the 17 resolu-
tions passed by the Council of the League of Arab
States on 14 December 1945, 11 referred to Pales-
tine. One of the League's initial projects was the estab-
lishment of the Arab National Fund (Sandug al-Umma
al-Arabiyyah), designed to prevent the acquisition of
Palestinian land by Jewish settlers. On 16 Septem-
ber 1947 the League’s Political Committee proposed
the deployment of Arab troops to Palestine should
the UN General Assembly vote for partition.

From the very beginning, the defence
of Palestine emerged as a mechanism
for political legitimation, regional
leadership or as a means to divert
attention from domestic challenges

However, the Hashemites of Transjordan were pur-
suing alternative agendas. Despite Transjordan hav-
ing ratified the League’s pact, King Abdullah — who
was proclaimed King on 25 May 1946 — revived the
Greater Syria project. When Syrian nationalists re-
jected the project, King Abdullah turned towards the
Zionist leadership. He signalled that, in the event of
Palestine’s partition, Transjordan was prepared to
annex the Arab portion. On 17 November 1947, just
days before the partition vote, King Abdullah met se-
cretly with Golda Meir, the then acting director of the
Jewish Agency's Political Department, to discuss his
plan to annex the remaining Palestinian territories.®

3 SHLAIM, Avi: Collusion across the Jordan: King Abdullah, the Zionist Movement and the Partition of Palestine, Clarendon Press, Oxford,

1988.
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The Palestinian Nakba and the Arabs
(1947-1951)

The Arab states proved unable to prevent the parti-
tion resolution of 1947, the creation of Israel in 1948
or the ethnic cleansing of Palestine. The forced exile
of two-thirds (750,000) of the Palestinian population
constituted a first “sociocide” — the abrupt collective
disruption and systematic dislocation of a people
from their ancestral land. Simultaneously, the mas-
sive influx of Palestinian refugees into Transjordan,
Syria and Lebanon transformed the Palestinian ques-
tion into a domestic concern for several Arab nations.
The magnitude of the disaster triggered widespread
popular demonstrations across the Arab world, de-
manding military intervention to liberate Palestine.
Consequently, Irag, Egypt, Syria and Transjordan de-
ployed troops, but these forces were outnumbered
and outgunned by the Haganah and Jewish militias.
Israel extended its territorial control over 78% of Pal-
estinian land.

The Palestinian question became

the cornerstone of a resurgent Arab
nationalism, with Gamal Abdel Nasser
emerging as its undisputed leader

Following the defeat of the Arab armies in 1948,
Egypt, supported by Saudi Arabia, sought to estab-
lish an autonomous Palestinian state and form a gov-
ernment under the authority of the Mufti of Jerusalem.
King Abdullah, however, neutralized this initiative by
convening a major Palestinian congress on 1 Decem-
ber 1948, which recognized his sovereignty over the
West Bank and East Jerusalem. The Kingdom of
Transjordan morphed into the Hashemite Kingdom of
Jordan.

Predictably, the annexation of the remaining 22% of
Palestinian territory by King Abdullah sparked fierce
opposition in Syria, Saudi Arabia and Egypt. The Jeri-
cho Congress was denounced as a “Great Conspira-
cy” (al-Mu'amarah al-Kubra). Nevertheless, bolstered
by British support, the King remained undeterred: on
25 December 1948, he pursued secret negotiations
with Zionist leaders to wrap up his project. Ultimate-

ly, King Abdullah paid the highest price for his se-
cret dealings with Israel: in July 1951 he was assas-
sinated in the Al-Agsa Mosque of Jerusalem after
Friday prayers.

Palestine in the Arabist Era (1952-1967)

The Arab defeat of 1948-1949 left a profound sense
of bitterness. As early as 1948, Constantine Zureik,
a preeminent ideologue of Arab nationalism, pub-
lished “Ma’na al-Nakba" (The Meaning of the Catas-
trophe), in which he criticized the incompetence and
divisions of Arab leaders in the face of existential
threats. Similarly, Palestinian intellectual Musa al-Ala-
mi protested against the instrumentalization of the
Palestinian cause and advocated for unity and mod-
ernization. Both figures foresaw that, without a swift
resolution, the Palestinian question would destabi-
lize the entire Near East.

Indeed, the early 1950s witnessed significant up-
heavals directly linked to the Palestinian issue. Leba-
nese Prime Minister Riad al-Solh was assassinated
on 13 July 1951, followed a week later by King Ab-
dullah of Jordan at the Al-Agsa Mosque — an event
prefiguring the assassination of President Sadat of
Egypt, 30 years later. In 1952, King Farouk of Egypt
was toppled and exiled following the Free Officers’
Revolution. From this point forward, the Palestinian
question became the cornerstone of a resurgent
Arab nationalism, with Gamal Abdel Nasser emerg-
ing as its undisputed leader.

The Eisenhower administration attempted to court
Nasser, hoping to integrate Egypt into the anti-Sovi-
et camp, much as Turkey had been integrated into
NATO in 1949. Nasser's response to Secretary of
State John Foster Dulles was unequivocal: the pri-
mary threat to Egypt does not come from the Soviet
Union, but from Israel. Unsurprisingly, Nasser fre-
quently referred to Palestine during his speech in
which he announced the nationalization of the Suez
Canal Company on 26 July 1956, framing the strug-
gle against “imperialism and its agents” as a defence
of Arab nationalism. Following the subsequent Israe-
li incursion into the Sinai and the joint Anglo-French
offensive — known in the Arab world as the “Tripartite
Aggression” — any lingering doubts vanished: Israel
was perceived not as a “haven of peace” but as a
strategic outpost of Western imperialism.



Nasser's army was militarily defeated in the Suez
Canal war, but Nasser reaped a political victory, so-
lidifying his role as a pan-Arab leader and a founding
father of the Non-Aligned Movement. Consequently,
the Palestinian cause became inextricably linked to
the Egyptian leadership, which caused significant
anxiety among the Hashemite monarchies. While the
Jordanian monarchy weathered the nationalist storm,
the Iragi monarchy was overthrown in 1958, the same
year the United Arab Republic (Egypt-Syria) was
proclaimed.

This period was marked by what Malcolm Kerr called
“The Arab Cold War,"* which pitted the nationalist
axis (Egypt, Irag, Syria) against the monarchical axis
(Saudi Arabia, Jordan). This polarization weakened
the League of Arab States. Seeking to leverage its
status as guardian of the Holy Sites, Saudi Arabia at-
tempted to replace the Arab regional sub-system
with a broader Islamic framework, leading to the cre-
ation of the Muslim World League and the Organiza-
tion of Islamic Cooperation. Jordan joined the Saudi-
led Islamic Pact as a counterweight to Nasserism.
The Palestinian cause was caught between these
two axes, and often utilized in a game of political
competition between nationalists and Arabists. This
was evident in 1964 with the creation of the Pales-
tine Liberation Organization (PLO) at the Alexandria
Summit. For Nasser, the PLO was a means to pre-
empt the autonomous struggle of Yasser Arafat's Fa-
tah and to challenge the Jordanian monarchy. With
Nasser in the driving seat, until 1967, Arabist ideolo-
gy continued to be the primary source of political le-
gitimacy, viewing Israel as the “national enemy” and
Arab unity as the sole path to Palestinian liberation.

Palestine and the Arabs in the Statist Era
(1967-1981)

On 5 June 1967, Israel launched a lightning offensive
on several fronts, occupying the Egyptian Sinai, the
Syrian Golan Heights, the Gaza Strip and the West
Bank. Israel had never concealed its intention to dis-
mantle the Nasserist regime and stifle the Arabist ide-
ology, both perceived as existential threats to the Jew-
ish State. The crushing June defeat of the Arab armies

resulted in a geopolitical earthquake. The nationalist
sentiment of the Arab masses, deeply wounded and
disoriented, clung to Palestinian resistance.

The Palestinian resistance
suffered from a congenital flaw:
unlike the Algerian or Vietnamese
insurgencies, it was organized
outside Palestine

The humiliated Arab states convened at the Khar-
toum Summit (29 August — 2 September 1967),
merely reiterating their refusal to seek peace with Is-
rael in a show of solidarity with the Palestinians. Two
months later, Security Council Resolution 242 of 22
November 1967 totally ignored the Palestinians and
treated the entire issue as a state-to-state matter be-
tween Israel and Arab countries. Still, the paradox of
1967 is that “by defeating the Arabs, Israel resur-
rected the Palestinians.”® In 1968, in the National
Palestinian Council (the Parliament in exile), resist-
ance movements held a majority. The Arab-spon-
sored chairman of the PLO, Ahmad Choukeiri, quit
his post and was replaced by Yasser Arafat. The Pal-
estinian resistance movement acquired salience, in-
creased visibility and became emboldened, mainly
after the Karamah Battle against Israel in 1968.

However, the Palestinian resistance suffered from a
congenital flaw: unlike the Algerian or Vietnamese
insurgencies, it was organized outside Palestine, pri-
marily within refugee camps in Jordan and Lebanon.
This armed presence in sovereign countries not only
exposed those states to Israeli strikes but fundamen-
tally threatened their internal sovereignty as Palestin-
ian “fedayeen” established a “state within a state”
and used Jordan as a launch pad for their operations
against Israel. King Hussein feared for the survival of
the Hashemite monarchy and, in September 1970,
ordered his army to dismantle Palestinian guerrilla
camps, killing thousands of Palestinian militants (in
what was later called “Black September”) and forc-
ing the rest into exile. On 28 September, Nasser

4 KERR, Malcolm The Arab Cold War: Gamal 'Abd Al-Nasir and his rivals, 1958-1970, Oxford University Press, 1971.
5 KHALIDI, Ahmad Samih, “Ripples of the 1967 war.” Cairo review of global affairs, 20 (2017)8, quoted by Rashid Khalidi, op.cit. p. 109
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succumbed to a heart attack, marking the eclipse of
the Arabist nationalist ideology.

Under Sadat, Nasser's successor, the tide of Pan-
Arabism began to ebb as a statist ideology pre-
vailed, crystallized in the slogan “Masr awwalan”
(Egypt First). This shift became evident in 1971, as
Sadat encouraged Islamic organizations to counter-
balance Nasserist and leftist movements and amend-
ed the Constitution to declare Islam as the State's
religion. Given these new orientations, the 1973 Oc-
tober War was framed more as a war for the libera-
tion of the Sinai than for the liberation of Palestine.
Subsequent events confirmed this trajectory: on 9 No-
vember 1977 Sadat informed the National Assembly
of his readiness to address the Knesset to deliver a
message of peace. He flew to Israel on 20 November
on a historic trip to the country. Addressing the Knes-
set, he said: “/ come to you today on solid ground to
shape a new life and to establish peace.” His speech
was an electric shock to stir the stagnant waters of di-
plomacy. While he mentioned Palestinian rights, he
did not mention the PLO. Sadat’s unilateral move an-
gered his Arab peers, who accused him of breaking
the “Arab consensus! An Arab summit in Algiers (2-4
February 1978) established a “Front of Steadfastness”
to thwart the Egyptian initiative. This effort proved fu-
tile: the Camp David Accords were signed in Septem-
ber 1978. At the Baghdad Arab Summit (2-5 November
1978), Arab states unanimously rejected the Camp
David Accords and proposed suspending Egypt's
membership in the League of Arab States and moving
the Arab League's headquarters from Cairo to Tunis.
Arab countries viewed Sadat as a traitor to the Pales-
tinian question and as an American “puppet’’ Neverthe-
less, Sadat did not backtrack and signed a peace trea-
ty with Israel on 26 March 1979, under the US aegis.
President Carter was instrumental in the signature of
the peace treaty. In his book,® President Carter sum-
marized the commitments of both countries to hon-
our UN resolutions 242 and 338, which prohibit the
acquisition of land by force and call for Israel's with-
drawal from the Occupied Territories. Egypt recov-
ered the Sinai, but negotiations regarding Palestinian
autonomy stalled. Since the provisions of the agree-
ment had not been honoured, President Carter did
not hide his disillusion with Israel. “The Israelis, he

recognized, have never granted any appreciable au-
tonomy to the Palestinians, instead of withdrawing
their military and political forces Israeli leaders have
tightened their hold on the Occupied Territories.” In-
deed, just one year after the signature of the Israeli-
Egyptian Peace Treaty, on 30 July 1980, the Israeli
government passed a law annexing Jerusalem as the
“eternal capital of the Jewish people” This marked the
collapse of the Palestinian component of the Camp
David Accords. Sadat had regained sovereignty over
the Sinai but lost Palestine. Israel succeeded in neu-
tralizing a significant Arab actor. On 6 October 1981,
Sadat was assassinated at the annual victory parade
by an Egyptian army lieutenant: Khaled Istambouli.
Between 1973 and 1981, the PLO enjoyed significant
diplomatic momentum and visibility. Popular Arab soli-
darity remained unwavering. The European Communi-
ty engaged in the Euro-Arab Dialogue and recognized
the Palestinian people’s right to self-determination in
the Venice Declaration (15 June 1980) and called for
the participation of the PLO in the negotiations.
However, the pragmatic shift of the PLO, which no
longer demanded the total liberation of Palestine,
displeased the Ba'athist regimes in Syria and Iraq.
Syria sought to bypass the PLO by creating proxy
resistance organizations like as-Sa'iga or Ahmad Ji-
bril's PFLP-GC. Iraq followed suit with the Arab Lib-
eration Front and Palestine Liberation Front. Thus,
while Palestine had long divided the Arab states, the
Arab states now began to divide the Palestinians and
instrumentalize their legitimate cause.

Palestine and the “Petro-Dollarization”
of the Arab Regional Sub-System

The assassination of Sadat left Saudi Arabia as the
dominant regional actor. Enriched by the oil shocks
of 1973 and 1979, Riyadh felt empowered to lead
the Arab regional sub-system. The circumstances
were favourable: Saudi Arabia possessed vast finan-
cial resources while its rivals were weakend - Sadat's
Egypt had been ostracized, Saddam Hussein's Iraq
was bogged down in his war with Iran (1980-1988)
and Hafez al-Assad’s Syria was mired in the Leba-
nese Civil War.

8 CARTER, Jimmy. Palestine, Peace Not Apartheid, Simon and Schuster, New York, 2006, p. 48

7 Ibid. p. 52



It fell to Saudi Arabia to defend Palestinian rights. In
August 1981, Crown Prince Fahd proposed a peace
plan based on UN resolutions, calling for the Israeli
withdrawal from occupied territories, including East
Jerusalem, and the establishment of a Palestinian
state. Crucially, point seven of the plan requested
“recognition of the right of all states in the region to
live in peace,” which implicitly signalled the recogni-
tion of the State of Israel. Normalization was becom-
ing a tangible prospect.

This historic opportunity was missed. After destroying
the Iragi nuclear reactor at Osirak in June 1981, Israel
annexed the Golan Heights in December 1981 and
invaded Lebanon in June 1982. The PLO's infrastruc-
ture was dismantled and Arafat was expelled. Left un-
protected, Palestinian camps were at the mercy of the
Phalangist militias and the Israeli army. Between 16 to
18 September 1982, two Palestinian refugee camps
in Beirut, Sabra and Shatila, were the theatre of a hor-
rible massacre (between 2,000 and 3,000 dead) per-
petrated by right-wing Christian militias coordinating
with Sharon'’s forces throughout the siege of Beirut.

Sadat had regained sovereignty
over the Sinai but lost Palestine.
Israel succeeded in neutralizing
a significant Arab actor

Though The Palestinian leadership had lost its bases
in Jordan and Lebanon, the Palestinian cause had
garnered immense international sympathy. As achiev-
ing military parity with Israel was impossible, the PLO
focused on political, legal and moral legitimacy. Ara-
fat accepted the Fahd Plan at the Fez Summit (1982)
and reconciled with King Hussein, discussing a po-
tential Jordano-Palestinian confederation.

However, Arab attention in the 1980s was largely di-
verted by the Iran-Iraq War. While most Arab states
supported Irag's efforts to contain Iranian revolution-
ary activism, Syria broke the consensus by aligning
with Khomeini's Iran. Saudi Arabia, concerned by this
Alawite-Shiite collusion, attempted to forge a “Sunni
axis!' Jordan restored ties with Mubarak's Egypt in
1984, and the 1987 Amman Summit paved the way
for Egypt'’s full reintegration into the “Arab family!’

In late 1987, a popular uprising (intifada) of unprece-
dented scale broke out in the Occupied Palestinian
Territories as an act of peaceful resistance to Israeli
occupation. The mobilization was collective and
largely non-violent, featuring youths throwing stones
at armed soldiers. This peaceful resistance shifted
global perception, highlighting the injustice of coloni-
zation and occupation. On 31 July 1988, King Hus-
sein announced Jordan’s total administrative and le-
gal disengagement from the West Bank, except for
the Jordanian sponsorship of the Muslim and Chris-
tian Holy sites in Jerusalem. Three months later (12-
15 November 1988) the Palestinian National Council
in Algiers issued the Declaration of Independence.
The 1990s began with a significant setback. On 2
August 1990, Irag occupied Kuwait. The subse-
quent US-led “Operation Desert Storm” triggered
widespread anger among Arab populations who
questioned the Western double standard: why Ku-
wait and not Palestine? Regrettably, the collateral
damage of Irag’s invasion of Kuwait was the PLO’s
ostracization for not overtly and unequivocally con-
demning it. All Gulf regimes severed relations with
the PLO and more than 250,000 Palestinians were
expelled from Kuwait following accusations of their
support for the Iragi occupation. After Jordan and
Lebanon, the Palestinian question had now become
a destabilizing internal issue for Kuwait.

The Palestinian Question, Arab countries
and the Oslo Process (1993-2010)

The Iragi invasion of Kuwait and the subsequent Gulf
War (1990-1991) proved to be tragic episodes. Af-
ter 15 years of Lebanese civil war and eight years of
bloody conflict between Iraq and Iran, the Arab re-
gional system was shattered to the core. It is in this
gloomy context that the Americans organized the
Madrid Peace Conference in October 1991.

The outcome was negligible as negotiations on the
Palestinian question stagnated. Yitzhak Rabin suc-
ceeded Shamir in 1992 and decided to adopt a more
flexible stance. Secret negotiations in Oslo between
Israeli and Palestinian emissaries led to an “Interim
Agreement,” — known as the “Oslo Accord” — formal-
ly signed on the White House lawn on 13 September
1993. The Arab states were excluded from this pro-
cess; no Arab leader attended the ceremony. Indeed,
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Algeria’s civil war was escalating, Iraq was under em-
bargo, Syria was mired in Lebanon and Mubarak’s
Egypt was in the grip of internal economic havoc.
The Oslo Interim Accord was essentially a promise
of negotiation, undertaken under American sponsor-
ship. It was intended to lead to an independent Pal-
estinian state by 1999. However, the process quick-
ly foundered. Rabin was assassinated by a Jewish
extremist in 1994 and the Oslo Process then proved
to be a farce and fantasy as it allowed Israel to tight-
en its grip on all the Palestinian territories.

Sensing the danger that the total deadlock posed to
regional security, Arab states attempted to regain
the initiative. At the Beirut Summit (28 March 2002),
they proposed an “Arab Peace Plan,” proposing a
full normalization of relations with Israel in exchange
for full Israeli withdrawal from Arab occupied territo-
ries. Though welcomed in Europe and the United
States, the plan was rejected by Israel. The subse-
quent American invasion of Iraq in March 2003 in-
definitely postponed its consideration.

The geopolitical shifts triggered by the 2003 inva-
sion diverted attention away from the Palestinian
question, allowing Israel to continue colonizing the
occupied territories without respite. While Arafat's
death in 2004 elicited great emotion, the election of
Mahmoud Abbas in 2005 and the 2006 legislative
elections generated little enthusiasm. Many in the
Arab world questioned Western support for the Pal-
estinian democratic process while the territories re-
mained under occupation. Ultimately, Hamas won
the elections but was denied its victory, leading to its
seizure of Gaza and the establishment of a Hamas-
led government in 2007. Saudi efforts at intra-Pales-
tinian reconciliation in 2007 failed, as Arab nations
chose to side with the Palestinian Authority, thereby
exacerbating the internal Palestinian divide.

The Palestinian Question and the
“Arab Spring” (2010-2017)

The social movements that emerged across several
Arab countries beginning in December 2010 caught
the world by surprise. The “Arab exception” thesis,
which posited that Arabs were inert and resistant to
democratic change, was debunked. Although pan-
Arabist references to Palestine were almost absent
in the protesters’ slogans, the role of satellite media

and a restored sense of dignity outlined a new pan-
Arab sentiment rooted in the rejection of foreign he-
gemony and the aspiration for freedom. Since inde-
pendence, the history of the Arab world has been a
litany of humiliations — not only from repression and
underdevelopment but also from the ongoing trage-
dy in Palestine. For these protesters, Palestine re-
mained the “mother of all humiliations

The Oslo Process then proved to
be a farce and fantasy as it allowed
Israel to tighten its grip on all the
Palestinian territories

In fact, the first “spring” was Palestinian, dating back
to the 1987 Intifada, which had ignited the Arab im-
agination. Throughout the region, populations com-
pared the courage of Palestinian youth with the per-
ceived cowardice of their own leaders. This sense of
shame intensified during the second Intifada in 2000-
2002. As lIsraeli tanks destroyed the Jenin camp, a
Palestinian woman famously cried out, “Wen el-Ar-
ab?" (Where are the Arabs?). As noted by Jean-
Pierre Filiu, no one answered: Arab leaders were
gathered at the Beirut Summit while Arafat remained
besieged in Ramallah. This cry was heard during the
five Israeli offensives on Gaza in 2008, 2011, 2014,
2019 and 2021.

The Arab Spring has since been perverted or confis-
cated. Polarization, chaos and war has dominated
the media landscape. The Muslim Brotherhood won
the elections in Morocco, Tunisia and Egypt. Their
victory proved short-lived and ephemeral. Muslim
parties were either electorally defeated (Morocco),
harassed (Tunisia) or criminalized (Egypt). Syria had
no election and suffered total devastation.

Since 2014, global attention has been focused on
the Islamic State (Daesh). Palestine was no longer a
primary mobilizing theme... Arab countries partici-
pated in the anti-Daesh, American-led coalition. In
the 28th Arab League Summit, which took place at
the Dead Sea on 29 March 2017, the Arab Leaders
reaffirmed the Arab Peace Plan. This was to no avail,
however, as President Trump recognized Jerusalem
(including Occupied East Jerusalem) as the capital



of Israel on 6 December 2017, and decided to relo-
cate the American Embassy there.

These unilateral American initiatives meant endorsing
the Israeli occupation of Jerusalem, the acceptance
of Israel's illegally built settlement and predetermin-
ing the fate of Jerusalem in the final status solution.
Given the religious value of Jerusalem, the Holy city is
a subject that enrages and enflames. It is no wonder
that Arab and Muslim leaders were outraged and de-
scribed Trump's decision as illegal and dangerous.
King Salman of Saudi Arabia was among the critics.
Yet, paradoxically, it was Turkey, rather than Saudi
Arabia, that organized an extraordinary summit of the
Organization of Islamic Cooperation to denounce the
American decision. Egypt called for a Security Coun-
cil meeting to reaffirm international law, but an Ameri-
can veto predictably blocked the resolution. Divided
and weakened, Arab States once again demonstrat-
ed their inability to defend Palestine and its people.

The Deal of the Century and the Abraham
Accords (2020)

Adding insult to the injury, on 28 January 2020,
President Trump announced his plan to solve the
Palestinian-Israeli conflict, dubbed emphatically as
the “Deal of the Century’ Presented at the White
House, the Plan is an extremely hawkish pro-Israeli
plan. It comes as no surprise that Netanyahu, who
was the sole guest at the White House ceremony,
applauded his friend “Donald,” qualifying the an-
nouncement as a “historic day’® After the Balfour
Declaration of 1917 which promised a homeland for
the Jewish people, Trump’'s Deal of the Century is
simply an American version of the Balfour Declara-
tion and a death knell for the two-state solution.

Trump's plan removed all Palestinian rights from the
table. But a few months later, on 15 August 2020,
the United Arab Emirates announced that it was nor-
malizing its relations with Israel. Bahrain joined the
normalization accord on 15 September 2020. Hailed
by Israel as a historic breakthrough, the so-called
Abraham Accords lifted a taboo in Arab politics. Pal-
estine has lost its symbolic centrality in official Arab
politics and is no longer a major concern. The deal

smashes Palestine’s veto power over Israel's rela-
tions with its Arab neighbours, with no positive out-
come for Palestine. Clearly, some Arab countries do
not wish to remain “constrained” by automatic soli-
darity with the Palestinian cause. Domestic interests
(security, economy, technology) prevailed.

The Normalization Accords are a textbook case of
Trump's transactional foreign policy in the Gulf and
elsewhere. To Morocco, Trump promised to recog-
nize its sovereignty over Western Sahara. To Sudan
he promised to take the country off the “terrorist list”
Thus, far from being a diplomatic breakthrough, the
Accords appear to be a bargaining chip. Once again,
the Palestinian issue was put on the backburner to
Israel’s great satisfaction.

For the Palestinian People, the Abraham Accords
were the latest stab in the back. There have been
some protests in Morocco. But the monarchy has
not backtracked. In the Emirates, Bahrain and Su-
dan, critical voices have been silenced. Other Arab
countries voiced their concern but they could not re-
verse the course of events.

The Deal of the Century and the Abraham Accords
tilted the balance of power in the region in Israel's fa-
vour and emboldened the right-wing extremists, who
became the kingmakers in Israel's November 2022
elections. The 7 October 2023 deadly attack and the
heartbreaking onslaught on Gaza offer ample evi-
dence of the ripple effects of the unresolved Palestin-
ian question.

The Arab States and the Gaza Tragedy

Hamas’ deadly attack on 7 October 2023 caught
everybody off guard. There has been a flurry of spec-
ulations related to the reasons behind the attack:

1) The unbearable situation in Gaza after five de-
structive Israeli offensives between 2008 and
2021.

2) Hamas wanted to bolster its political fortunes
and prove that it remains the “real resistance.” It
also wanted to denounce the ineptitude and in-
competence of the Palestinian Authority and
possibly to inflame the whole region.

8 For a detailed analysis of the plan, see KHADER, Bichara, “Palestine: The Graveyard of Truth and International Law.” SAMSA, Brussels, 2025,

pp. 75-77.
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3) Hamas felt that the Deal of the Century, and the
Normalization Accords were side-lining the Pal-
estinian question and a potential Saudi-Israeli
normalization would be the last nail in the coffin
of Arab solidarity.

What Hamas did not foresee is the total destruction
of Gaza and the genocidal onslaught of its popula-
tion, with total impunity and zero accountability. The
deafening silence of the Global West will remain a
stain on its conscience for decades if not genera-
tions. But Gaza's martyrdom will be remembered as
the Arab States’ abandonment of Palestine.

All opinion polls revealed how shocked, saddened
and angry the Arab peoples are. Most Arabs see Is-
rael's carnage in Gaza and harassment in the West
Bank as a collective tragedy and a moral outrage.
But Arab governments'’ policies remained feeble and
flimsy. It is true that Israel's peace treaties with Jor-
dan and Egypt are decidedly “cold ones! But both
countries have reaped diplomatic and security ben-
efits and financial assistance from the US. The Nor-
malization Accords seek the same objectives, but
the populations of the Emirates, Bahrain, Sudan and
Morocco turned a cold shoulder to them. In Moroc-
co, to take one example, “the Israeli envoy struggled
for months to rent an office space.”

It is true that the Palestinian cause, once a central is-
sue in the Arab world, has lost its salience in these
countries. But it is also true that the last Arab public
poll (2024) sees the Palestinian cause as an Arab is-
sue and not exclusively a Palestinian one. A consensus
of 92% believe that the Palestinian question concerns
all Arabs. Countries like Egypt that signed a Peace
Treaty with Israel, and other countries, like Sudan and
Morrocco, that normalized relations with Israel, record-
ed significant increases since the last poll in 2022. In
Morocco, the consensus rose from 59 to 95%, in Su-
dan from 68 to 91% and in Egypt from 75 to 94%.
Arab public opinion is almost unanimous in rejecting
the recognition of Israel, at a rate of 89%, compared

® The Economist, 24 August 2021.

with only 4% who support it. The opinion poll was
conducted in 16 Arab countries with the exception
of the Emirates and Bahrain.'® These results are just
a rebuff of Israel’s narrative that has been marketing
the notion that the Palestinian question no longer
troubles the rest of the Arab World. In spite of some
states’ normalization of relations with Israel, the Pal-
estinian question resonates widely. Given this prem-
ise, most international observers have been expect-
ing a more effective reaction from Arab governments
and ask a simple question: why have Arab countries
failed the Palestinians and abandoned them in their
time of need?

Many reasons could be offered to explain their apa-
thy and impotence:

1. The abandonment of the Palestinians is directly
related to the undemocratic nature of the Arab
regimes and their continuing political depend-
ence on the US, the main supporter of Israel’s
colonial project!’ As Arab governments be-
came more authoritarian and expressions of sol-
idarity with the Palestinian plight by Arab civil or-
ganizations viciously repressed, the space has
shrunk for advocacy of the Palestinian cause.
Sadly enough, Arab countries see grassroots
activism as a potential threat to their survival as
“the Palestinian issue is one that symbolizes a
broader struggle for freedom and dignity,”'?
something which strikes a chord in many Arab
regimes. Why then, shout the Palestinians of
Gaza and the West Bank,” have the streets of
Arab states been unexpectedly very quiet com-
pared to the streets of many non-Arab and non-
Muslim countries?”'® The rare street protests in
Morocco, Jordan and Egypt have not been on a
scale and intensity comparable to the protests in
London, Brussels or Madrid.

2. Seeking to maintain good relations with the
US, Arab regimes gave Washington free rein to
propose and impose its peace deals. No Arab

10 Arabindex, 2024. https://arabindex.dohainstitute.org/EN/Pages/Index.aspx.
" HaRrB, Imad. “The Arab World has forsaken the Palestinian cause.” Al Jazeera, 2023. www.aljazeera.com/opinions/2023/5/14/the-arab-

world-has-forsaken-the-palestine-cause.

2 CAFIERO, Giorgio: “Why Arab Leaders aren't helping the Palestinians in Gaza.” Responsible Statecraft, 20 May 2024. https://responsible

statecraft.org/arab-leaders-not-helping-palestinians/.

18 ATAMAN, Muhittin. “Why Arabs do not support Palestine?” SETA Foundation, 1 May 2024. www.setav.org/en/why-arabs-do-not-support-

palestine.
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country dared to raise its voice against the Trump
administration. Qatar and Egypt brokered nego-
tiations between Israel and Hamas. Some Arab
countries provided humanitarian assistance to
Gaza but were careful not to antagonize Israel
or the US.

3. The Palestinian political schism has also be-
come a “a convenient excuse for Arab regimes”
not to rally behind the Palestinian cause.

4. Arabregimes loath being dragged into a region-
al war. They do not want to abandon their com-
fort. Socially and politically vulnerable, no Arab
state wants to confront Israel.

5. Arab regimes consider Hamas as an outgrowth
of the Palestinian branch of the Muslim Brother-
hood and they do not mind seeing it being
crushed and uprooted by Israel, as the Muslim
Brotherhood is perceived as an existential threat
to the survival of many regimes. But the ethnic
cleansing in Gaza has gone too far, forcing the
Arab countries to call for an end to the carnage.

6. Many Arab States prioritized their domestic
strategic, political and economic concerns and
did not want to scupper their peace treaties or
normalization accords with Israel.

Given these explanatory reasons, after two more
years of onslaught and starvation in Gaza, genocidal
incitements from extremist Israeli leaders, abuse of
detainees in Israeli prisons and land grab in the West
bank, no one Arab signatory of peace or normaliza-
tion accords has broken ranks and cut ties with Is-
rael. Some Latin American countries have been more
audacious.

Indeed, Gaza has generated anger across the Arab
world and in much of the Global South, and returned
the Palestinian issue to centre stage in world poli-
tics. Palestinians can no longer be marginalized in
spite of Trump's attempt to do just that. Although au-
thoritarian by nature, Arab states cannot totally ig-
nore the public mood. In Bahrain the elected lower
chamber of the Parliament issued a statement that
the Kingdom had cut ties with Israel. “The statement
was walked back later."'* Finally, Bahrain and the
Emirates tempered their criticism of Israel. But the
other Gulf states — Qatar, Oman and Kuwait — have

remained vocal in their condemnation of Israel's pol-
icies in Gaza and the West Bank.

The Deal of the Century and the
Abraham Accords tilted the balance
of power in the region in Israel’'s
favour and emboldened the right-wing
extremists

Saudi Arabia froze the negotiating process. It or-
ganized an emergency meeting of the Organization
of the Islamic Conference (OIC) in Jeddah, on 18
October 2023, and a joint Arab League-OIC sum-
mit in Riyadh on 11 November 2023. Both meetings
denounced Israeli aggression, but no Gulf monar-
chy embraced demands for tougher action.

From the “Riviera of Gaza” to the
“Comprehensive Plan to End the Gaza
Conflict”

While the bombing of Gaza was continuing apace,
there was a lot of babble about the “day after’ The
most ludicrous vision for the “day after,” was pre-
sented on 25 February 2025 by President Trump. It
has been dubbed the “Gaza Riviera! This inflamma-
tory proposal suggested forcibly relocating Gaza's
2.3 million Palestinians to neighbouring countries,
further demolishing the war-torn Strip, taking it over
and erecting a US-backed “riviera”

As expected, the proposal was applauded by Netan-
yahu who said that “/t /s something that could
change history” but it sparked international condem-
nation and infuriated the Palestinians who consid-
ered it an absolute farce and utterly illegal. This time,
all Arab governments unanimously rejected the idea.
The Emergency Arab Summit, held in Cairo on 4
March 2025 discarded Israeli and American plans
to displace the Palestinian People from their land
and strip them of their right to have an independent
Palestinian state. The Arab Declaration asserts that

14 CoaTES ULRICHSEN, Kristian. “Gaza and the Gulf States.” Project on Middle East Political Science, POMEPS. https://pomeps.org/gaza-and-

the-gulf-states.
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“Palestine remains a central issue of the Arab
World,” recalls “the Arab Peace initiative of 2002,"
and demands “an end to Israeli aggression in the
West Bank.” The Arab declaration draws on a 91-
page Egyptian plan titled the “Gaza Recovery, Re-
construction & Development Plan’ The 34th Arab
Summit of Baghdad on 15 May 2025, just endorsed
March’s Cairo declaration.

As “The Gaza Riviera Plan” drew harsh criticism and
condemnation, President Trump announced a new
20-point peace framework known as the “Compre-
hensive Plan to end the Gaza conflict,” aimed at
achieving the release of all Israeli hostages, disman-
tling Hamas' military capabilities, achieving a cease-
fire and establishing a transitional governance struc-
ture. On 17 November 2025, the Security Council
adopted Resolution 2803, endorsing the establish-
ment of a Board of Peace, chaired by US President
Donald Trump. The adoption of the resolution marked
a rare moment of convergence in the international
community.

Unsurprisingly, the “peace plan” has been concocted
with Netanyahu, who was invited to the White House
for the fourth time since January 2025. The Palestin-
ian authority has not been consulted and initially the
“plan” did not cover the West Bank. In the first draft,
there was not even a mention of Palestinian self-de-
termination, which has been added in points 19 and
20, on the insistence of Arab countries.

With the genocide continuing

in Gaza, in the Occupied West
Bank, settlement expansion, settler
violence and Israeli incursions

in Palestinian towns and villages
accelerated

The wording of the two points is crafted with great
care. The 19th point says: “... when the PA reform
program is faithfully carried out, the conditions may
finally be in place for a credible pathway to Palestin-
ian self-determination and statehood, which we rec-

ognize as the aspiration of the Palestinian people.”
The 20th says: “The United States will establish
a dialogue between Israel and the Palestinians to
agree on a political horizon for peaceful and pros-
perous co-existence.”

On 10 October, a few days after the release of the
“peace plan,” the first phase of a ceasefire between
Israel and Hamas came into effect. Arab capitals
welcomed the ceasefire with a sigh of relief as the
never-ending devastation of Gaza made the regimes
very uncomfortable, mainly those who normalized re-
lations with Israel. The Saudi Foreign Ministry “hoped
that the peace deal would lead to urgent action to
alleviate the humanitarian suffering of Palestinians
and complete Israel’s withdrawal from the Strip.”
The UAE “urged all parties to abide by its terms.
Qatar hailed the ceasefire “which will lead to the re-
lease of Israeli hostages and Palestinians prisoners
and the entry of aid.”

While Hamas released all Israeli hostages, only a
trickle of aid entered Gaza and the Israeli army con-
tinued to occupy 64% of the Strip and there has
been no let-up in the deadly strikes as Israel violated
the ceasefire 1,620 times between 10 October 2025
and 10 February 2026, killing more than 650 Pales-
tinians and injuring more than 1,435. This time, Arab
countries felt deceived and fooled.

With the genocide continuing in Gaza, in the Occu-
pied West Bank, settlement expansion, settler vio-
lence and Israeli incursions in Palestinian towns and
villages accelerated. Yet “the narrative of ceasefire
has made it easier for the media to ignore” '° the re-
ality on the ground. As journalists are still barred
from entering Gaza, mainstream coverage shifted to
more urgent matters like the trade tariffs, the war in
Ukraine, the Greenland dispute, the capture of the
Venezuelan President, the strangulation of Cuba and
finally on the Israeli-American war on Iran.

4

The Board of Peace

When the Security Council's members endorsed
the “Comprehensive Plan to End the Gaza Conflict”
they hoped that it was limited to Gaza. But in 2026,
it appears that the Gaza ceasefire plan has morphed

5 RAD, Assal. Media and Palestine in 2026, Arab Center Washington DC, 6 January 2026. https://arabcenterdc.org/resource/the-legacies-

of-the-middle-east-in-2025-are-likely-to-repeat-in-2026/.
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into a substitute of the United Nations and a kind of
“Trump-dominated pay-to-play club,”'® emphatically
called the “Board of Peace,” that the American Pres-
ident will chair. The chairman (mentioned 35 times
in the document) is the only person that can choose
participants, when the board meets and what it
discusses.

Arab countries repeatedly reaffirm
their commitment to Palestinian
statehood. But they do nothing

to make it happen

The Board of Peace, which was unveiled officially on
the sidelines of the World Economic Forum in David
in February 2026, will oversee a general Executive
Board, a Gaza Stabilization Force and a “national
committee for the Administration of Gaza” (15 mem-
bers) in which Palestinians are permitted to partici-
pate. But on the question of governance and the re-
construction of the Strip, Palestinians have no say. In
fact, despite overseeing Gaza, neither the Board of
Peace nor the Gaza Executive Board has any Pales-
tinian members.

Most countries of the world were either not invited or
refused to take part. The vast majority of the Euro-
pean Union countries (with the exception of Hungary
and Bulgaria) have declined the invitation to join the
Board, while ltaly, Cyprus, Greece and Romania
took part as “observers!” Ursula Van der Leyen, the
Commission's President, sent the newly appointed
commissioner for the Mediterranean, Dubravka Sui-
ca, as an observer in the official inauguration of the
Board in Washington on 17 February 2026, a deci-
sion criticized for risking the “legitimization of a
Trumpian order centred on the President”

What is troubling is that seven Arab countries joined
Trump’s Board: Saudi Arabia, Jordan, Qatar, Moroc-

co, Bahrain, UAE and Kuwait. Invitations were is-
sued to Egypt and Oman but not accepted. The re-
maining 13 Arab States were not even invited. Those
countries which joined the Board explained that they
were doing so in support of Palestine’s “right to self-
determination” and “to stop the bloodshed” But ulti-
mately they were seeking to strengthen their rela-
tionship with the US administration, at the risk of
sacrificing Palestinian national rights.

With such subservience to Trump's erratic policies,
there is little that Palestinians can expect from the
current Arab regimes, which today have no shame in
signing gas deals with Israel or purchasing Israeli
weapons and security systems or even investing bil-
lions in the Israeli tech sector.

Conclusion

For over a century, “Palestine has resonated deeply in
the Arab imagination.” Arab peoples have always
considered the Palestinian cause as their collective
cause, and one that has to be defended tooth and nail.
But Arab countries, very often, failed the Palestinians,
abandoned them, talked for them and often betrayed
them, instrumentalizing their cause for domestic legit-
imacy. The Palestinians themselves share a part of the
blame, as they have been inefficient in debunking the
Zionist narrative, engaged in internal squabbles and
rifts, made resounding mistakes and allowed Arab
countries to divide them or to speak for them.

Yet despite Israel's never-ending occupation and col-
onization, Arab countries’ abandonment of Palestine
and their own failures, the Palestinians have shown a
stubborn capacity of resilience and steadfastness.
Arab countries repeatedly reaffirm their commitment
to Palestinian statehood. But they do nothing to make
it happen. The rhetorical support of Palestine, de-
spite multiple levers and economic clout, have em-
boldened the State of Israel and allowed it to impose
its colonial reality in a post-colonial age, putting the
whole region on the verge of explosion.

6 BORGER, Julian. “Trump’s board of peace is an imperial court completely unlike what was proposed.” The Guardian, 20 January 2026.
17 LovaTT, Hugh: “Welcome to the jungle: Trump's Board of Peace goes global.” European Council of Foreign Relations, 23 January 2026.
https://ecfr.eu/article/welcome-to-the-jungle-trumps-board-of-peace-goes-global/.
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