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Peace Initiatives and Public Opinion: The Domestic
Context of Conflict Resolution

BEN D. MOR

Department of Political Science, University of Haifa

Peace initiatives to resolve enduring rivalries are launched in a two-level setting, where foreign policy impera-
tives interact with domestic imperatives. Public opinion, the support and mobilization of which is required for
sustaining an extended conflict, plays a critical role in its resolution, especially when government preferences di-
verge from majority opinion. This article uses the war-proneness literature to define the domestic context in
which public opinion becomes a constraint on accommodation or a trigger for it. In each context, the government
must weigh the benefits of pursuing its preferred course of action against the prospects of losing office as a re-
sult of public dissatisfaction. This dilemma involves three parameters: the conflict-related beliefs of the leader-
ship, its sensitivity to public opinion, and the structure of public opinion. The values that these parameters
assume, and their configuration, comprise the domestic conditions that govern leadership decisions on peace ini-
tiatives. A case study of Israeli decision-making on the 1993 Oslo Accord serves to demonstrate the applicabili-

ty and plausibility of the theoretical analysis.

1. Public Opinion and the Peace Proneness of
Rivals

A critical stage in the evolution of prolonged
interstate conflict, or enduring rivalry, occurs
when domestic conditions favoring a negotiated
settlement begin to materialize, but do not yet
acquire the momentum that enables a funda-
mental change in government policy. This situ-
ation is characterized by a growing realization
on the part of some segments of the leadership
and/or the public that a shift to a cooperative
strategy would better serve the interests of the
state in its conflict with the opponent; however,
this realization is not yet strong or widespread
enough to overcome the persistence of long-
standing patterns of perception, which continue
to drive the interaction of the disputants.

If the divergence of domestic preferences
with respect to the conflict remains static, fail-
ing to produce a dynamic that culminates in a
basic policy shift, a stable balance may develop
between supporters and opponents of a nego-
tiated settlement, creating in effect a domestic
deadlock. The evolution of the interstate rivalry
now enters a phase in which conflicting prefer-
ences coexist without resolution in the domestic
arena of one or both disputants. In contrast to
previous phases, where a convergence of prefer-
ences supported the continuation of conflict,
there are now ripening domestic conditions — at
least on one side — for a reorientation of foreign

policy. However, in order to get the parties to
the table (Stein, 1989a), the deadlock must be
broken and the relationship moved to a new
phase. Because deadlocks at the domestic
and/or strategic levels tend to create dynamics
that enhance resistance to accommodation, a
‘shock treatment’ to the system may be neces-
sary (Handel, 1981; Rock, 1989). Thus,
dramatic peace initiatives can succeed where
incremental diplomacy has failed.

Still, a drastic reversal of a long-standing
foreign policy involves two types of interrelated
threats for its initiator: rejection by the opponent
(of a peace initiative or subsequently in nego-
tiations) and rejection by the domestic public. In
order to cope with these threats successfully,
then, the leadership has to perform well in a
‘two-level game’ (Putnam, 1988), where ‘cen-
tral decision-makers strive to reconcile the do-
mestic [Level II] and international [Level I]
imperatives simultaneously’ (p. 460). A recent
dramatic example of this delicate balancing act
is the Israeli-Palestinian peace process, which
began in September 1993 with a bilateral sur-
prise following the secret Oslo prenegotiations,'
and has been subject to the vagaries of the two-
level game ever since. This case, which will be
examined later in this article, is only one of sev-
eral important rivalries whose termination has
featured surprise diplomacy to various degrees:
the USA and China, the USA and the Soviet
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Union, Egypt and Israel, South African blacks
and whites, and recently — Israel and Jordan, and
possibly Britain and the IRA.

This article is concerned with public opinion
as a domestic imperative — a restraint or a cata-
lyst — in decisions pertaining to conflict resol-
ution, specifically the launching of a peace
initiative to terminate an enduring rivalry. Peace
initiatives are defined here as sharp reversals of
foreign policy from a conflictual to a coopera-
tive strategy designed to induce a fundamental
change in the nature of a rivalry relationship.?
As such, they may be seen as the peaceful coun-
terpart of decisions on war initiation, which are
likewise sharp and dramatic breaks in the con-
tinuum of interstate relations. Indeed, the effects
of public opinion on national security policy are
usually discussed in the context of war initia-
tion, especially in recent years, with the emerg-
ence of the democratic peace literature. But in
contrast to the effect of public opinion on the
war proneness of states, little attention has been
paid to its effect on their ‘peace proneness’, or
their willingness to launch peace ‘offensives’.

True, where short-term conflicts are con-
cerned, public preferences for violent or peace-
ful policies can be viewed as different sides of
the same coin: to say that the public supports an
escalatory strategy in any immediate, incidental
dispute amounts to saying that it opposes a con-
ciliatory strategy. In this sense, an investigation
of public opinion as a domestic source of war
proneness or peace proneness is one and the
same. But in the context of enduring rivalries,
where a history of confrontations conditions
current perceptions and sustained hostility gen-
erates an expectation for crises (Vasquez,
1993), the outbreak of war and the outbreak of
peace involve different processes at the domes-
tic level. Therefore, the effect of public opinion
on peace initiatives cannot be inferred directly
from what we know about its effect on war ini-
tiation. However, the war proneness literature
provides a basis for conceptualizing the interac-
tion between the public and its leaders on issues
pertaining to national security.

Another rationale for investigating the role of
public opinion in rivalry termination is its neg-
lect in the literature on enduring rivalries. Most
studies conceptualize the state as a unitary actor
(even where learning is invoked) and seek to de-
scribe and explain interactions at the dyadic

level. However, as this article claims, there are
good reasons for assuming that in enduring ri-
valries, more so than in incidental conflicts,
public opinion exerts an important influence on
leadership considerations with respect to con-
flict resolution.

This article investigates the relationship be-
tween public opinion and peace initiatives in the
following way. The first part of Section 2 re-
views the literature on the domestic sources of
war proneness in conjunction with the internal
dynamic of enduring rivalries. The objective of
the review is to identify the basic domestic con-
texts in which the possibility of a peace initiat-
ive may arise. The argument is that evolutionary
processes of rivalry can produce different con-
figurations of leadership and public preferences;
once these configurations are specified, they can
be analyzed (at least in part) through the differ-
ent perspectives of the war proneness literature.
However, in order to develop propositions on
the likelihood of peace initiatives in different
domestic contexts, the second part of Section 2
introduces three leadership and public-related
parameters that affect decisions to reverse pol-
icy. In Section 3, these parameters are applied to
the analysis of the Israeli decision-making on
the 1993 Oslo Accord with the PLO. Finally,
Section 4 summarizes the discussion and offers
some suggestions for further research.

2. Implications from the War Proneness
Literature

Anyone reading the recent literature on endur-
ing rivalries cannot escape the impression that
public opinion is considered to be a minor
influence in the emergence, evolution, and
termination of these conflicts — the state-as-
unitary-actor assumption informs most analy-
ses, whether they seek to describe behavior or
explain it. The few exceptions that exist (e.g.,
Levy, 1995; McGinnis & Williams, 1993;
Vasquez, 1993) address the effect of the public
but do not focus specifically on its role in rival-
ry termination. Indeed, it is not a priori clear that
public opinion exerts such an influence in de-
cisions to launch peace initiatives. For one, the
secrecy and surprise diplomacy that are associ-
ated with them do not conform to the open and
incremental nature of democratic politics, which
raises doubts about the input of public opinion.



More importantly, because the essence of a ri-
valrous relationship is external and interactive,
the realist assumption that decision-makers re-
spond primarily to external threats and oppor-
tunities may apply to peace initiatives as well.
Still, as McGinnis & Williams (1993, p. 3)
note in their analysis of rivalry systems, ‘realists
underestimate the extent to which foreign policy
makers must gain support from domestic groups
to successfully implement their preferred poli-
cies’.? Indeed, the necessity to gain public sup-
port is expected to be particularly strong in the
case of enduring rivalries, which depend for
their existence on the ability of the leadership to
repeatedly mobilize the public for the kind of
sustained effort and occasional deprivation that
extended conflict, especially a violent one, im-
poses on society. Equally important are the pol-
itical and psychological dimensions of rivalry,
which permeate society at both the public and
individual levels through socialization and ex-
periential learning. Suffice it to say that because
enemies have important psychological, socio-
logical, and political functions (see Finlay et al.,
1967, Kriesberg, 1973), the decision to radically
change policy toward the opponent is much
more difficult than, say, a drastic change in
economic policy. At the level of individual pol-
icy-makers, the need to maintain consistency
within long-held beliefs and to preserve public
credibility implies that dissonance can be re-
duced only if the attitude toward the opponent is
adjusted to the new policy (Auerbach, 1986).
New attitudes, in turn, have to be imparted to
the public in a process of political marketing.
Because rivalries tend to monopolize domestic
political debates (McGinnis & Williams, 1993),
conflict resolution requires that terms of the de-
bate be changed. Ample evidence on this score
is provided in Stein’s (1989b) study of the
1977-78 Middle East prenegotiations leading
up to the summit conference at Camp David.
For these reasons, if decision-makers seek to
reorient the state’s relationship with a long-
standing opponent, it is necessary ‘to prepare
the home front for a shift from a winning to a
conciliatory mentality’ (Zartman, 1989, p. 9).
Of course, other domestic factors play an im-
portant role as well (see Hermann, 1990; Holsti,
1982), at times interacting with public opinion
and at times overshadowing it. The leadership’s
sensitivity to public preferences is neither stable
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nor uniform, depending on such variables as
regime and leadership types, decision-making
styles, and political and cultural norms (see
Risse-Kappen, 1991). Given the nature of en-
during rivalries, however, public opinion is
more often than not expected to constitute a sig-
nificant influence in the rivalry-termination
stage.

How does this influence express itself? As
noted above, the effect of public opinion on the
formation of national security policy has been
studied primarily in relation to decisions on war,
rather than peace. In addition, whereas studies
in this area usually address leadership decision
and state behavior in the context of single, inci-
dental conflict, the ‘rivalry approach to war and
peace’ argues for the adoption of a longitudinal
and dynamic perspective (Goertz & Diehl,
1995, p. 292). That is, to the extent that the be-
havior of rivals at any given point in time is in-
fluenced by the history of their conflict and by
their expectations about its future, ‘it becomes
increasingly difficult to view specific conflicts
as independent phenomena or to extract them
from their rivalry streams without distorting the
context in which they occur’ (Thompson, 1995,
pp. 196-197; see also Goertz & Diehl, 1993).
Likewise, the study of public opinion as a do-
mestic source of rivalry termination must take
into account that public and leadership beliefs,
perceptions, and preferences are formed within
the context of an extended and dynamic interac-
tion. Unfortunately, the rivalry literature has not
applied this perspective to the analysis of public
opinion in enduring rivalries.

These difficulties in each of the two litera-
tures suggest that the remedy may lie in inte-
gration: the conceptualization of public opinion
offered by the war proneness literature can be
subjected to the longitudinal and dynamic per-
spective advocated by the rivalry literature. In
addition, the context of decision must be taken
into account, namely a choice for peace ‘initia-
tion’ rather than war initiation. Hence, we turn
next to a brief review of the war proneness
literature, followed by a discussion of its impli-
cations for peace-making.

2.1 The Democratic Peace and Public Opinion
as a Constraint

One of the most prominent and heated debates
in current international relations literature con-
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cerns the relationship between regime type and
war proneness — the so-called ‘democratic
peace’ phenomenon. At the center of this debate
stand the twin empirical observations that ‘(1)
democratic states are in general about as con-
flict- and war-prone as nondemocracies, and (2)
over the last two centuries, democracies have
rarely clashed with one another in violent or po-
tentially violent conflict and ... have virtually
never fought one another in a full-scale inter-
national war’ (Maoz & Russett, 1993, p. 624).
Further research has also substantiated the
‘democracy-management hypothesis,” accord-
ing to which democratic states are more likely to
resort to peaceful means when settling disputes
with each other (Dixon, 1994), including assist-
ance by third parties (Dixon, 1993) and submis-
sion of disputes to binding arbitration
(Raymond, 1994). To the extent that these find-
ings are robust and can be associated with
characteristics that are inherent to democracies,
they pose a serious threat to the validity of the
realist (and especially neorealist) view of inter-
national relations (Russett, 1993, p. 24).

Attempts to explain the democratic-peace
phenomenon have resulted in two basic models.
The first, the cultural/normative model, argues
that democracies externalize their domestic
norms of behavior (i.e., resolution of conflict by
peaceful means) to the extent that the inter-
national system permits the application of such
norms without a threat to national security. This
is possible when one democracy confronts
another, but less likely to occur when the op-
ponent is a non-democracy, because the latter’s
norms dominate the interaction. The second,
institutional/structural model states that in situ-
ations short of emergency, national decision-
makers must mobilize domestic support for
their policies. This process is much more com-
plex and time-consuming in democratic states
than in non-democracies, imposing greater con-
straints on the former when a decision on war
has to be made. When such constraints operate
on both parties — as is true of two democracies —
diplomatic solutions are likely to be found
before the conflict escalates to war. When only
one party is structurally subject to such severe
constraints, it is likely to circumvent them by
imposing emergency conditions that allow it to
rally domestic support more quickly.*

What view of democratic public opinion as a

domestic source of war proneness do these
models espouse or imply? The normative model
assumes that leaders and public alike share a be-
lief in nonviolent means of conflict resolution,
and in the application of these norms to the
management of conflict with other states that
uphold them, i.e., other democracies (see also
Morgan & Campbell, 1991, p. 208). Shared be-
liefs in this case preclude a domestic divergence
of preferences on basic strategy (with the poss-
ible exception of weak and unstable democra-
cies, where democratic norms are not entirely
institutionalized; see Maoz, 1989). Because the
model does not provide for conditions under
which the leadership and the public are at odds
over foreign policy, no explanatory power is
gained by introducing public opinion as a dis-
tinct domestic factor.® (To be sure, the public
plays a role in bringing to power moderate, non-
belligerent leaders, but this is assumed to be a
fixed feature of democratic systems.)

In contrast to the normative model, the struc-
tural one assigns a distinct role to public opin-
ion: it ‘follows the Kantian premise that
democratic consent of the governed serves as a
powerful restraint on decisions for war, because
it is the citizens who inevitably end up paying
the costs, fighting the battles, and repairing the
damage’ (Dixon, 1993, p. 44). The restraining
effect of the public, however, does not neces-
sarily imply that democratic publics are essen-
tially ‘peace loving’; indeed, they may be
war-prone but still a constraint on war initiation,
if the leadership has reasons to be concerned
about its incumbency should the war prove un-
successful (Bueno de Mesquita & Siverson,
1995; Bueno de Mesquita et al., 1992). But the
structural model does not rest on the anticipa-
tory effects of public opinion, because it argues
that the time-consuming process involved in
mobilizing and winning public support is what
arrests the external escalation dynamic and buys
time for diplomatic moves (for a different per-
spective, see Morgan & Campbell, 1991). This
reasoning is consistent with the assumption that
the public in democracies is basically averse to
war, even with respect to non-democratic oppo-
nents (or else it would not be necessary for the
leadership to impose emergency conditions, as
is assumed in the Maoz & Russett [1993, p. 626]
formulation). At a minimum, this argument ap-
plies to wars that are expected to be of high risk



and cost (such as preventive wars, which
Schweller [1992] shows are the exclusive pre-
serve of declining non-democratic states) or that
disrupt a relatively desirable status quo (Bueno
de Mesquita & Lalman, 1992, p. 297).

What can one deduce from these conceptions
of the democratic public about the issue of
peace initiatives by democracies? This question
is relevant only with respect to the structural
model, because the normative one, as noted,
does not assign a distinct role to public opinion.
Leaving public opinion aside, the predictions of
the normative model with respect to war initia-
tion can be reproduced in the case of peace ini-
tiatives: when the rival is a democracy, the state
should be peace-prone, because norms of com-
promise can be safely externalized; on the other
hand, a non-democratic rival is likely to exploit
democratic peace overtures to force unilateral
concessions, thus reducing the incentive to
launch them. This implies two points: first,
democracies are unlikely to employ surprise
diplomacy as a means of conflict resolution: it is
unnecessary vis-a-vis other democracies, where
a shared belief in reciprocity (Leng, 1993, p. 28)
allows for incremental change, and too risky
with non-democracies, which do not share this
norm; second, if surprise diplomacy is resorted
to in the case of a non-democratic opponent, it
is likely to be a bilateral rather than unilateral
surprise (see note 1), because the former is safer
domestically (we return to this point below).

The implications of the structural model, in
turn, depend on what one means by the public’s
‘aversion to war’, which is assumed to be re-
sponsible for the difficulties involved in enlist-
ing public support for war initiation. If an
aversion to war means a strong preference for
peace, then public-mobilization constraints
should be minimal (though other institutional
constraints may of course operate). Indeed, such
a preference may act as a constraint on a leader-
ship that is interested in maintaining the con-
flictual status quo. On the other hand, an
aversion to war may not indicate a strong pref-
erence for a negotiated settlement: the public
may prefer other changes of policy that could
significantly lower the costs of conflict, such as
unilateral disengagement or an effective deter-
rent strategy which prevents war but does not
bring peace.® This interpretation is consistent
with the structural model; however, it implies
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that peace initiatives would also require mobi-
lization efforts by the government.

In contrast to the democratic peace theory,
other perspectives on the war proneness of
states do not dichotomize state behavior around
the regime-type variable. Hagan (1994), who re-
views these contending approaches under the
title of ‘statist’, argues that they make two basic
points: (1) ‘domestic political constraints may
occur across the full range of domestic political
systems’, not just in democracies (p. 192), and
(2) ‘regime structure notions such as democracy
provide only a partial basis for judging the var-
iety and complexity of domestic constraints’ (p.
194). Statist approaches focus on the leadership
as mediating between a variety of domestic con-
straints and the external imperatives of the anar-
chic system. The orientation of the leadership
and its structure, as well as the nature, scope,
and intensity of domestic constraints, cannot be
inferred directly from regime type.

Of more concern to us here are three statist
perspectives on modes of elite-public interac-
tion which, though addressing the issue of war
proneness, may be helpful in understanding the
effect of public opinion on decisions for peace.’
When these perspectives are considered in con-
junction with rivalry dynamics, they suggest the
following general idea (to be elaborated on
below): As a rivalry evolves, the domestic con-
text undergoes change in terms of the structure
of elite and public preferences. Specifically, a
convergence of preferences — that is, when the
elite and the majority of the public are in basic
agreement about what kind of strategy the state
should pursue in the conflict — is necessary in
order to sustain an enduring rivalry and there-
fore likely to apply throughout most of its
course. Likewise, a convergence of preferences
is ultimately required if a peaceful settlement of
the rivalry is to become a new and stable status
quo. However, in the transition period, and be-
cause of the differential impact of rivalry dy-
namics, a situation of preference divergence is
likely to develop.

Specifically, two domestic configurations of
diverging preferences can be defined: (1) a pro-
conciliation leadership (and its supporters in the
public) that confronts an eroding, but still domi-
nant public opposition to a change in existing
policy; (2) a pro-status quo leadership (and its
respective supporters) that is subject to growing
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public pressures for a shift to a cooperative
strategy.® These configurations — in contrast to
those of convergence — are of substantive
interest because they impose a genuine dilemma
on the leadership, namely force it to weigh the
benefits of pursuing its preferred course of ac-
tion against the prospects of losing office as a
result of public dissatisfaction. It is within these
domestic contexts that public opinion becomes
a prominent (level-II) imperative, or the kind of
domestic constraint described by the structural
model. The statist perspectives help understand
the origins of each preference configuration, or
domestic scenario.

2.2 Defining the Domestic Context of Peace
Initiatives

The first statist perspective deals with leader-
ship use of external diversionary strategies de-
signed to cope with domestic threats to its
incumbency, or to the regime itself (see Levy,
1988, 1989). Hence, war initiation is expected
to divert attention from internal problems by fo-
cusing on an external enemy. Of relevance here
is the dynamic created by scapegoating rhetoric:
even if the leadership is subsequently interested
in diffusing tensions, it may find itself unable to
back down due to domestic pressures of its own
making.’

This dynamic does not apply just to short-
term conflicts (i.e., single wars). Indeed, it is in
the nature of enduring rivalries that their dy-
namics create their own domestic impediments
to a diplomatic settlement. Throughout the dur-
ation of these conflicts, policies that are de-
signed to protect and enhance national security
tend to produce powerful coalitions (especially
in the defense establishment) that benefit from
the continuation of the status quo and oppose ef-
forts to change it (Handel, 1981; McGinnis &
Williams, 1993). Once a rivalry system is in
place, the continued perception of external
threat becomes an interest of advantaged
groups, and their political advocacy works to re-
inforce the conflict in the public eye.

The conduct of rivalry also necessitates in-
creased defense spending and the occasional
mass mobilization of human and economic re-
sources. The justification of these (and other)
measures often involves the demonization of the
rival. As images become entrenched, however,
it becomes all the more difficult to terminate the

rivalry: a vicious circle is created when pro-
longed deadlocks sustain and reinforce the al-
ready-pervasive belief that the conflict is
inherently insurmountable, thereby adding to its
intractability (and ‘stability’; see Cioffi-Revilla
& Sommer, 1994; Goertz & Diehl, 1995). As
Finlay et al. (1967, p. 23) note, ‘the strength of
patterned or traditional responses not only cre-
ates resistance to new approaches or to changes
in views, but also sets in motion self-fulfilling
prophecies’. Jervis (1976, p. 310) mentions the
‘inherent bad faith model’ as one type of politi-
cal image that is particularly resistant to change
because it allows almost any behavior of the op-
ponent to be interpreted as consistent with hos-
tile intentions (see also Heradstveit, 1979).
Although Jervis refers to the perceptions of de-
cision-makers, statements that convey such atti-
tudes to the public are part of its socialization to
an enduring rivalry.

This description, then, implies that a domes-
tic divergence of preferences — consistent with
the first scenario mentioned above — can result
from the self-reinforcing dynamics that sus-
tained conflict generates. The process by which
leadership preferences begin to diverge from
majority opinion deserves a separate discussion,
which cannot be undertaken here. The important
point, though, is that the imperatives of reselec-
tion in democracies restrict a pro-accommo-
dation leadership to public positions that do not
radically depart from the confines of the
national consensus as shaped by previous gov-
ernments. A leader who attempts a fundamental
challenge to the prevailing view of the conflict
is unlikely to be elected in the first place, or re-
turned to a second term in office. Thus, the di-
versionary perspective, when interpreted in the
context of an enduring rivalry, suggests that
processes which sustain rivalries are extremely
difficult to reverse: even if decision-makers
come to realize that the conflict cannot be re-
solved unilaterally (Zartman, 1977) and prefer a
negotiated settlement, their hands are tied by the
legacy of the past.

The second statist perspective that has impli-
cations for peace-making addresses domestic
resource extraction for the purpose of maintain-
ing military infrastructures (see Kennedy, 1987;
Lamborn, 1991; and Rosecrance & Stein, 1993).
The argument is that crises of extractive ca-
pacity, which erode the military-economic basis



of foreign policy, act to reduce the war prone-
ness of the state, even when international im-
peratives (on which realists focus) call for a
different response. With respect to ongoing
wars, the literature on public opinion and
foreign policy has observed that ‘governments
lose popularity directly in proportion to the
length and cost (in blood and money) of ... war’
(Russett & Graham, 1989, p. 243). In enduring
rivalries, the costs of conflict have to be borne
over extended periods of time and (in some
cases) through several cycles of violence. In ad-
dition to the economic burdens of sustained
conflict, their conduct calls for the ‘extraction’
of mental and psychological resources, es-
pecially in war-ridden rivalries. However, as
these costs begin to accumulate, attrition may
gradually weaken the effects of socialization,
especially if the prospects for a unilateral resol-
ution of the conflict appear to be dim. In the
words of Kriesberg (1973, p. 164): ‘A con-
stituency for more moderation is likely to devel-
op after conflict behavior has been pursued at
increasing cost without signs of successfully at-
taining the proclaimed ends.” Under such cir-
cumstances, it is more difficult for the
leadership to galvanize the public for war
(through scapegoating or otherwise) and in-
creasingly easier for the political opposition to
convert public opinion to the cause of peace.
This scenario is also implied by a third statist
perspective, which addresses the rise to power
of hardliners and the power-politics orientation
they endorse and practice. Vasquez (1993, p.
199) argues that ‘the presence of hard-liners is
an important prerequisite for a war of rivalry,
for, without their influence, it is unlikely that the
bargaining tactics most associated with crisis
escalation would be taken’.!® What affects the
preference for hardliners or accommodationists
are the lessons drawn from the last war, specifi-
cally whether it was worth the costs (which fa-
vors the former) or not (which favors the latter).
The outcome of the war (defeat or victory) de-
termines the stability of the postwar domestic
political context (pp. 207—210). Because rival-
ries are more likely to develop between equals
(Mor & Maoz, 1996; Thompson, 1995, p. 205;
Vasquez, 1993, pp. 75—83), unilateral outcomes
are difficult to achieve, and the costs of repeated
confrontations without prospects for a unilateral
resolution eventually lead to the belief that ad-
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ditional violence is unlikely to justify the costs,
even if the opponent is a non-democracy
(Schweller, 1992). In that context, the position
of accommodationists in the elite and among
public opinion leaders is enhanced (see
Kriesberg, 1973).

Thus, the latter two perspectives suggest a
second scenario, according to which the social-
ization of the public to a prolonged conflict — an
impediment to a negotiated settlement in the
first scenario — can be gradually eroded by the
economic and psychological burdens of pro-
tracted conflict. This process is surely more
complex than the description provided here. For
our purposes, however, the essential point is
that the dynamics of enduring rivalries can also
produce a second configuration of diverging
preferences, in which public opinion can be-
come a force for peace rather than a constraint
on its pursuit (Levy, 1988; Morgan &
Campbell, 1991; Russett, 1989).

Under either of these two scenarios, the im-
pact of public opinion may be direct (e.g.,
through elections, mass demonstrations, etc.), or
it can be more subtle, influencing the coalition-
building process among political elites (Risse-
Kappen, 1991; Vasquez, 1993). The precise
mechanism by which democratic public opinion
exerts its effect on policy outcomes cannot be
examined here.!! The important point is that
when either of the two scenarios applies, the
basic argument of the structural model (as con-
ceived by the democratic peace literature) can
be invoked: public opinion is a constraint on
government action that must be taken into ac-
count in explanations of war proneness, or, in
our case — peace proneness. However, the model
is too general to permit a discussion of specific
government responses in each scenario. We
need, therefore, a more differentiated concep-
tion of how public opinion exerts its influence
on leadership decisions for peace.

2.3 The Analysis of Domestic Contexts: Three
Parameters

In contrast to the structural model, the statist
perspective reminds us of ‘the need to view do-
mestic political constraints within the context of
the core beliefs and interests shared by the
state’s leaders’ (Hagan, 1994, p. 198). Hagan
argues that two implications follow from this
position: first, that ‘the impact of domestic
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politics in all but the most extreme political situ-
ations should be seen in the context of the
broader orientation of the regime’, and, second,
that this impact ‘can ultimately be gauged by the
extent to which leaders are able to implement
their preferences’ (ibid.).

These points are reflected in a formal analysis
that I conducted elsewhere (Mor, 1996), which
showed by means of a decision model that
policy choice in each of the two scenarios de-
scribed above depends on three parameters: (1)
the structure of public opinion (i.e., the size of
the gap between supporters and opponents of
accommodation); (2) the leadership’s conflict-
related beliefs (i.e., the leaders’ own preference
for a negotiated settlement, independently of
public opinion); and (3) the leadership’s sensi-
tivity to public opinion. The third parameter de-
termines how strongly in the decision calculus
of the leadership its own preferences are weight-
ed in relation to public opinion (when there is a
domestic divergence of preferences). Clearly,
the more sensitive the leadership is to public
opinion, the smaller is the majority opposition
in the public needed to thwart initiation (when
the leadership supports it) or induce initiation
(when the leadership opposes it). Also, given a
fixed level of sensitivity, the stronger the lead-
ership’s own preferences, the larger is the ma-
jority opposition in the public needed to thwart
initiation (when the leadership supports it) or in-
duce initiation (when the leadership opposes it).

The introduction of the two leadership-re-
lated parameters — and their interaction with the
structure of public opinion — suggests a more
differentiated conception of how public opinion
constrains decisions on rivalry termination.
Specifically (and as shown by the formal analy-
sis), different combinations of parameter values
yield different decision outcomes, so public
opinion is not a fixed constraint that di-
chotomizes in accordance with regime structure.
At the extremes, peace initiatives in conditions
of diverging preferences are most likely when,
in the first scenario, the government strongly
prefers a negotiated settlement, the gap favoring
opponents of such a settlement is small, and
sensitivity to public opinion is weak; in the sec-
ond scenario, peace initiatives are most likely
when the government weakly prefers the status
quo, the gap favoring supporters of an initiative
is large, and sensitivity to public opinion is

strong.'? Between these two extremes, the
specific combination of parameter values deter-
mines whether an initiative is rational for the
government (assuming, of course, that external
conditions are favorable as well).

With respect to democracies, one can make
two assumptions about parameter values: (1)
because centrist candidates tend to be favored in
elections, the leadership is likely to hold moder-
ate positions for or against accommodation with
the rival state; and (2) sensitivity to public opin-
ion is generally high (with some variation ex-
pected over the electoral cycle).!> When these
assumptions apply, the structure of public opin-
ion has a particularly strong effect on govern-
ment policy. If we now add the assumption of
the structural model that public opinion is es-
sentially averse to war (provided this aversion
translates into strong support for accommo-
dation), then the extreme conditions for the sec-
ond scenario are approximated. In this case, a
moderately ‘hawkish’ government is not only
unlikely to initiate war (as the structural model
maintains), but it is likely to be pressured into
an active pursuit of peace. Moreover, at the
dyadic level, the rationale for circumventing
public opinion when the opponent is a non-
democratic (and hence unconstrained) state is
not applicable to peace-making as it is to war.
However, whereas the structural model is de-
signed to explain a dichotomous choice (for or
against war), there are various alternatives for
pursuing peace. Thus, the government may try
to assert its own preferences — at least in the
short run — by moving slowly and gradually on
the peace front, which reduces the likelihood of
a policy reversal. Whether such a strategy can
succeed in the long run depends on the rival’s
response (hence the importance of the external
level) and on the public’s tolerance for a pro-
tracted process of peace-making.

The structure of democratic public opinion is
of greater consequence if, contrary to the
assumptions of the structural model, rivalry
dynamics produce and maintain a majority
opinion that opposes a settlement — as in the first
scenario. If public opposition to accommodation
is widespread, then none of the extreme con-
ditions favoring an initiative is approximated. In
fact, this particular combination of parameter
values — weak to moderate leadership prefer-
ences for a negotiated settlement, a sizeable



public opposition to accommodation, and a high
sensitivity to public opinion — is least likely to
produce an initiative. Under such circum-
stances, some kind of political shock (external
or internal) may be necessary for the parameter
values to change in a favorable direction (see
also Rock, 1989, p. 17).-This argument is con-
sistent with the findings of Goertz & Diehl
(1995), who showed that over 90% of the en-
during rivalries that terminated during their
period of study (1816—1976) did so in the after-
math of a political shock.

A serious shock may significantly narrow the
gap between opponents and supporters of ac-
commodation, but it may fail to produce a do-
mestic convergence of preferences in favor of
this alternative (see below). If a domestic dead-
lock develops instead, preventing (as in the first
scenario) the government from launching an in-
itiative, the opponent may acquire the incentive
to do so, if it is less constrained. A well-timed
diplomatic initiative — in particular, a unilateral
surprise that capitalizes on the effects of an
earlier political shock (e.g., Sadat after the 1973
war) — can induce a further change in parameter
values, bringing the rivalry system closer to full
reconciliation. Specifically, a political shock
can generate perceptions that conflict is too
costly a course to pursue; however, an ad-
ditional input to the rivalry system may be
necessary in order to convince the public that a
peaceful settlement with the opponent is at all
feasible. A peace initiative, when directed at a
democracy, cannot change structural features
that generate a high sensitivity to public opin-
ion; but it can affect leadership and public pref-
erences by providing evidence of the
opponent’s peaceful intentions (to the extent
that policy preferences are conditional on such
evidence).'* As we shall note later, a public in-
itiative creates a self-binding commitment that
credibly signals an interest in peace (Maoz &
Flesenthal, 1987)

In the absence of a political shock, there is a
unique set of conditions under which the first
scenario may still yield an initiative even if pub-
lic opposition to accommodation is strong. The
statist approach suggests that ‘when leaders
have strong preferences on a foreign policy
issue, they are willing to override even strong
opponents and hope that domestic controversies
may be contained to acceptable levels’ (Hagan,
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1994, p. 196)."5 This argument implies that the
value of the first parameter approximates the ex-
treme condition mentioned above for the first
scenario, namely that the government strongly
prefers a negotiated settlement. However, if
sensitivity to public opinion remains high, then
government preferences are weighted less than
the public’s. According to the structural model,
the high-sensitivity condition is violated in
democracies only in emergency conditions as-
sociated with an impending war. On the other
hand, the statist approach (besides arguing that
sensitivity may be high in non-democracies as
well) suggests that the availability of strategies
for coping with domestic opposition can reduce
its effect on foreign policy (Hagan, 1994, pp.
194-198). By implication, if a particularly
strong democratic leadership has the ability to
shape public opinion, then sensitivity to its
structure declines: current public opinion is not
a formidable obstacle because it is subject to
change following post-initiative political mar-
keting.

It is doubtful, though, that democratic elec-
tions in the context of an enduring rivalry
(which is usually at the center of the political
debate) can produce a domestic configuration in
which widespread public opposition to accom-
modation coexists with a government that is
both strong and very dovish. Thus, if we return
to our earlier assumption that democratic poli-
tics is associated with moderate (centrist) lead-
erships and a high sensitivity to public opinion,
then a peace initiative in the first scenario of di-
verging preferences is likely only when ma-
jority opinion opposing accommodation is
small: the leadership is too sensitive to public
opinion and not sufficiently dovish to override
greater public opposition to a policy reversal.

This conclusion should to be viewed in con-
junction with an earlier observation, namely that
for a rivalry system to persist the government
must secure the continued and widespread sup-
port of the public in order that it withstand the
hardships that protracted conflict imposes. The
implication is that before the government can
contemplate a peace initiative (or respond to
one), public support for the continuation of ri-
valry must be eroded to such an extent that a do-
mestic deadlock develops. This is a minimal
condition for a basic policy reversal; in the con-
text of an enduring rivalry, it does not develop



206 Ben D. Mor

overnight (though a political shock can acceler-
ate the process), but rather depends on the grad-
ual effect of rivalry dynamics, such as those
already mentioned in relation to resource ex-
traction.

If a domestic deadlock ultimately evolves
into majority public support for accommo-
dation, then conditions of domestic preference
divergence give way to conditions of preference
convergence. In this case, the public is no longer
a constraint on leadership choice (although the
government may still seek to maximize majority
support for a policy reversal) and the external,
bargaining level becomes the dominant influ-
ence in the final decision. Once the public-as-
constraint argument no longer applies (or is
significantly weakened), the validity of the
structural model is undermined, at least with re-
spect to the role of public opinion. The norma-
tive model, on the other hand, becomes
applicable if we interpret preference conver-
gence as some kind of domestic agreement on
norms of external behavior (in this case, conflict
resolution). If the normative model can be
viewed in this light, then the dyadic-level con-
siderations it addresses now become relevant.
Their implications for peace-making were
examined earlier (see Section 2.1). We conclude
with a brief discussion of how public opinion af-
fects bargaining at the external level.

Fearon’s (1994) analysis of bargaining in in-
ternational disputes suggests that ‘audience
costs make escalation in a crisis an informative
although noisy signal of a state’s true inten-
tions’ (p. 577). Thus, when audience costs are
high (as is usually the case in democracies),
there are substantial costs for backing down
after escalation; knowing this, the opponent in-
terprets escalation as a credible sign of commit-
ment and resolve, and realizes that further
escalation may increase domestic costs to such
an extent that attack becomes rational. Where
peace-making is concerned, the situation is
more complex. Although audience costs can be
used to credibly signal peaceful intentions, the
opponent can exploit those costs to extract uni-
lateral concessions. In a security crisis, such ex-
ploitation is deterred by the real possibility that
additional demands may render an attack ratio-
nal. In non-coercive diplomacy, this option is
not immediately relevant to the bargaining situ-
ation, which means that the initiator of a public

peace overture is subject to two threats: domes-
tic costs in the case of a failed initiative (a threat
the opponent may try to exploit) and external (as
well as domestic) costs if the initiative invites
demands for greater concessions.

This argument explains why democracies
often prefer secret prenegotiations to unilateral
public initiatives: because the former strategy
does not create audience costs, it is not an ef-
fective means of signaling commitment to
peace, but it does significantly reduce exit costs
in the case of failure. Bilateral surprise, in con-
trast to a unilateral initiative, allows a leadership
with high audience costs to assess the outcome
of negotiations before it is made public. By em-
ploying this strategy to peace-making, the lead-
ership forgoes both the signaling advantages
and shock benefits that a unilateral public in-
itiative provides. But if domestic costs are ex-
pected to be high — which, again, depends on the
structure of public opinion — secret negotiations
may be the more rational course to pursue. This
dimension of peace initiatives — specifically,
how public opinion interacts with the impera-
tives of the external level of bargaining — is
another aspect of peace-making that should be
explored further.

3. The 1993 Oslo Breakthrough: An Illustrative
Case Study'®
This section examines one of the most dramatic
peace initiatives in the history of the Middle
East conflict, the Oslo negotiations between
Israel and the PLO, which lasted from
December 1992 to August 1993 and led to the
joint Declaration of Principles on Interim Self-
Government, signed by the two parties in
Washington, DC, on 13 September 1993.
Specifically, we are interested in the role that
Israeli public opinion played in Prime Minister
Yitzhak Rabin’s decision to sharply depart from
Israel’s long-standing policy of not recognizing
and not negotiating with the PLO. That decision
(and the corresponding one by PLO Chairman
Yasser Arafat) marked the transition from bitter
rivalry to accommodation in the century-old
conflict between Israel and the Palestinians.!?
The analysis of this case is designed to
demonstrate the empirical applicability and
plausibility of the theoretical propositions
suggested in the previous section. It is not



intended to be a rigorous test of these proposi-
tions, which would require precise operational-
ization and measurement of parameters and
their values, as well as the consideration of ad-
ditional cases. This task is left for the future. For
now, we will settle for reasoned approximations
of the three parameter values — the structure of
public opinion, the conflict-related beliefs of the
leadership, and the sensitivity of the leadership
to public opinion. After obtaining these values,
we will attempt to show that Israeli policy to-
ward the PLO both before and during Oslo was
consistent with the behavior that we associated
with such values. Specifically, the parameter
values in the pre-Oslo period should have been
within a range that made an Israeli initiative un-
likely, and vice versa for the Oslo period. This
implies an emphasis on transition, namely a
shift in parameter values that enabled the Israeli
leadership to reverse policy.

The structure of Israeli public opinion on
dealing with the PLO can be evaluated in a
straightforward manner, given the widespread
availability of public opinion polls. A highly re-
liable source is Arian (1995), who has been
studying Israeli attitudes on a wide range of
security matters for more than three decades.
According to the data he provides, public sup-
port for peace negotiations with the PLO gradu-
ally grew over the 1987-93 period. Specifically,
approval rates for negotiations ‘under con-
ditions that exist today’ were as follows: 33% in
1987, 34% in 1988, 40% in 1990, 29% in 1991,
43% in 1992, and 52% in 1993.'8 When those
expressing opposition to negotiations were
asked whether they would support them under
specified conditions — ‘if the PLO undergoes
basic changes and announces that it recognizes
the state of Israel and will completely give up
acts of terror’ — approval rates were as follows:
49% in 1987, 35% in 1988, 12% in 1990, 16%
in 1991, 45% in 1992, and 51% in 1993. In
1994, after the Oslo Accord had been signed,
public approval for negotiations rose to 60%.
The variations in the rates of support reflect the
impact of various events, primarily the intifada
and the Gulf War (in which the PLO adopted a
pro-Iraqi stance). The general trend, however, is
clear, and was detected in other studies and sur-
veys as well (see the discussion in Arian, 1994,
1995; Goldberg, Barzilai & Inbar, 1991).

In contrast to the structure of public opinion,
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the beliefs of the leadership and its sensitivity to
public opinion cannot be established in a
straightforward manner. We will therefore settle
for reasoned approximations of these par-
ameters, beginning with sensitivity. It seems
safe to assume that in a parliamentary democ-
racy the value of the sensitivity parameter is
generally high, with variations influenced by the
electoral cycle. It is also reasonable to assume
that the closer the competition between the
major parties (or the coalitions they can form),
the more attentive they must become to public
opinion: small majorities in parliament are not
only unstable but also incapable of providing
the kind of broad-based legitimacy that demo-
cratic leaders seek for major reversals of foreign
policy.

During the period under examination, Israel
held two national elections, in 1988 and in 1992.
The 1988 elections resulted in a National Unity
government (as did the 1984 elections), because
neither of the two large parties — Labor, with 39
parliamentary seats, and Likud, with 40 seats —
could form a majority coalition in the 120-mem-
ber Knesset. The National Unity government
fell in March 1990, and the very fragile balance
between the Labor and Likud blocs, both in the
voting public and in the Knesset, prevailed once
again. The June 1992 elections significantly
strengthened Labor (44 MKs) and weakened
Likud (32 MKs), but left largely unaffected the
stalemate between left and right. In the pre-Oslo
period, the Rabin government rested on a 62-
member coalition which, in addition to Labor,
also included the liberal-dovish Meretz party
(12 MKs) and the ultra-religious Shas party (6
MKs). The latter’s cooperation on foreign-pol-
icy issues necessitated continuous concessions
on religious affairs, to which the former was op-
posed, a situation that generated one coalition
crisis after another. In addition, Rabin’s reluc-
tance to rely on the vote of the two Arab parties
(5 MKs) in matters pertaining to national secur-
ity further diminished the prospects for a more-
than-minimal pro-conciliation coalition in the
Knesset. In these circumstances, then, public le-
gitimacy for a foreign-policy initiative became
all the more important, raising the government’s
sensitivity to public opinion. One manifestation
of this sensitivity was the very frequent use of
public opinion polls by Rabin’s staff in the
Prime Minister’s Office.
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Assessing the value of the leadership-beliefs
parameter is also problematic, but not as com-
plicated as are attempts to measure ‘belief sys-
tems’ in general. There are a few considerations
that facilitate evaluation in this particular case.
First, because we are interested in policy prefer-
ences rather than preferences for outcomes, we
need not be concerned about the tautology in-
volved in inferring the latter from the former
(‘revealed preference’). Second, although our
theoretical discussion referred generally to a
state’s leadership or government, we need not
address aggregate preferences in this case. By
all accounts, very few individuals were engaged
in the decision-making process on the Oslo
negotiations, and the decision to adopt their out-
come was made by Prime Minister Rabin (with
some prodding from Foreign Minister Shimon
Peres), not the government at large. So the be-
liefs that are pertinent in this case are those of
the two top leaders of the Labor party, es-
pecially Rabin, whose pronouncements on
negotiations with the PLO have been closely
followed in the Israeli media.!* However, public
statements on policy positions (which comprise
most of the evidence due to the recency of the
case) can sometimes be misleading, for reasons
brought out by our earlier discussion: even if the
decision-maker has shifted his or her position,
disclosing this fact may be politically too risky
if only because public opinion is not ready to ac-
cept change. Hence the value of non-public
statements, such as the testimony of Deputy
Foreign Minister Yossi Beilin (1993, p. vii),
who recalls that during a 1980 visit to France he
had a private conversation with Peres in which
the topic of negotiations with the PLO came up.
In response to Beilin’s question about the
necessity of holding talks with the Palestinian
organization, Peres said: ‘I do not doubt it, but I
don’t believe that public opinion in Israel will
be ready to accept the PLO as a partner for
negotiations.” He then added, ‘This may be the
tragedy of our life.” If this exchange reflected
a pro-conciliation position on the part of Peres,
he did not reveal his preferences until much
later.2

In fact, Inbar (1991, p. 74) argues that hints of
Peres’s real PLO stance could be detected in
statements issued in February-March 1988.
However, an overt position on this issue would
have brought down the National Unity govern-

ment (in which Peres was foreign minister at the
time) and would have forced Labor into national
elections (in November 1988) with a PLO pos-
ition that was strongly opposed by the public.
We argued earlier that under the first scenario of
diverging preferences (when the leadership sup-
ports an initiative but majority public opinion
opposes it), the configuration of parameter
values Jeast likely to produce an initiative con-
sists of (1) weak to moderate leadership prefer-
ences for a negotiated settlement, (2) a sizeable
public opposition to accommodation, and (3) a
high sensitivity to public opinion. Indeed, the
latter two conditions certainly existed at the
time: not only was sensitivity to public opinion
at its highest prior to the national elections but,
moreover, the gap favoring opponents of rap-
prochement with the PLO was 32%. However
dovish Peres’s PLO position was — and some
doubt that his preferences could be character-
ized as such (e.g., Agid-Ben Yehuda and
Auerbach [1991]) — he could not override such
opposition, neither as foreign minister to super-
hawk Shamir, nor as Labor leader running for
elections. We also noted earlier that when such
parameter values apply, some kind of political
shock may be necessary for them to change in a
favorable direction. This subsequently occurred
with the Gulf War (as an added impact to the
grinding effects of the intifada).

Because the domestic conditions for an in-
itiative did not exist at the time, external
changes were insufficient to produce a reversal
in Labor’s PLO policy: neither King Hussein’s
disengagement from the West Bank (in July
1988), which dealt a blow to the ‘Jordanian op-
tion’ favored by many Laborites, nor the Algiers
resolutions of the Palestinian National Council
(in November 1988), which paved the way for a
renewal of a US-PLO dialogue,? could effect a
change in the official position of the Labor Party
on the PLO issue (Inbar, 1991, p. 60). During
the period following the collapse of the grand
coalition (in March 1990), which left Shamir
and Likud in office (until June 1992), govern-
ment preferences and public opinion on the
PLO were in conformity: the hawkish position
of Likud was supported in the public by a
20-42% gap favoring the opponents of peace
negotiations with the PLO. Thus, neither of the
two scenarios of diverging preferences applied
during that time period. Instead, domestic



conditions of preference convergence existed,
supporting the status quo.??

By the time Rabin assumed office in June
1992, public opinion on negotiations with the
PLO was already undergoing a transition: dur-
ing the previous year, support for this alterna-
tive increased from its Gulf War-low of 29% to
43% — which was registered at the time of
Rabin’s election — narrowing the gap between
opponents and supporters to 14%. To recall our
earlier proposition: if democratic politics is as-
sociated with moderate (centrist) leaderships
and a high sensitivity to public opinion, then a
peace initiative — in the first scenario of diverg-
ing preferences — is likely only when majority
opinion opposing accommodation is small.
When Rabin was elected, the elements of this
proposition were beginning to materialize. First,
the new Prime Minister was a centrist candidate
who pledged in his campaign to conclude an in-
terim accord with the Palestinians — residents of
the territories, not the PLO — within nine months
of assuming office. (His election thus reflected
the unfolding changes in public opinion, which
increasingly favored a more accommodative
policy.) Second, sensitivity to public opinion re-
mained high after the elections, due to the nar-
row majority in the Knesset, as we saw above.?
Third, the gap in public opinion favoring oppo-
nents of negotiation was gradually narrowing.
Yet, however favorable domestic conditions
were becoming, it is very doubtful that the first
scenario even applied (let alone a convergence
of preferences in favor of an initiative) — the
missing ingredient was leadership beliefs: al-
though Rabin was a centrist, he continued to op-
pose direct negotiations with the PLO (as had
Shamir before him).

Indeed, after he became Prime Minister,
Rabin continued to express a preference for the
framework established in Madrid.?* In a govern-
ment meeting held upon his return from a visit
to the USA in August 1992, he spoke strongly
against abandoning the policy of not talking to
the PLO leadership in Tunis. Citing reports of
the latter’s pressure on the local Palestinian
leadership (with which Israel was negotiating in
Washington), he warned that an Israeli readi-
ness to talk to the PLO would weaken the lead-
ership in the territories, ‘which thinks
differently [from the PLO under Arafat]’
(Hadashot, 17 August 1992). Speaking to the

209

Peace Initiatives and Public Opinion

Daily Newspaper Editors’ Committee, Rabin re-
iterated his belief that the PLO leadership in
Tunis, especially Arafat, sought to obstruct the
ongoing negotiations for fear that its power pos-
ition would be undercut by a deal between Israel
and the leadership in the territories (Jerusalem
Post, 30 November 1992).

Yet, at the same time, in late 1992, Rabin
began to realize that the Israeli-Palestinian
autonomy talks were not making progress. This
prompted him to investigate the PLO’s pos-
itions indirectly. At the end of November 1992,
when Arab MK Abd al-Wahab Drawshe re-
turned from Tunis after conducting talks with
top PLO officials there (in violation of the law
prohibiting such contacts), Rabin invited him to
report on his trip. Although the meeting did not
go well (with Rabin accusing Arafat of being an
obstacle to peace), the fact that it took place at
all — and in the public view — indicated not only
that the Prime Minister’s rejectionist position
was softening but that he was ready to risk crit-
icism on a highly sensitive issue. It is suggestive
that following the meeting he instructed the
Justice Minister to begin work on legislation de-
signed to abolish the law against contacts with
the PLO, which was eventually repealed in
February 1993 (Hadashot, 27 November 1992).

In March 1993, during a Washington meeting
with US Secretary of State Warren Christopher,
Rabin offered the assessment (already shared by
Peres and his aides, as well as by military intel-
ligence chief Major General Uri Saguy) that
only Arafat could conclude a deal on behalf of
the Palestinians. However, in response to a
question by Dennis Ross (US Special Middle
East Coordinator), Rabin answered that ‘there
was no way he could talk to Arafat’ (Makovsky,
1996, p. 41). The turning point seemed to have
occurred a month later, when the Washington
talks were resumed and the Palestinian del-
egation once again failed to make any new pro-
posals. According to Israeli Health Minister
Haim Ramon, a close confidant of the Prime
Minister, ‘Rabin became convinced in April or
May [following the deadlock in the Washington
talks] that we needed to talk to the PLO ...
(ibid., pp. 38—39). As Rabin himself told the
Jerusalem Post on 31 August 1993, after the
Oslo breakthrough had been publicized: ‘For a
long time, I believed that a Palestinian force
would possibly be able to arise among the resi-
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dents of the territories and develop its own ca-
pabilities. After more than a year of negotiating
[i.e., in June or July of 1993] I reached the con-
clusion that they are unable to do so. They did
not come to Madrid without a decision from
Tunis. They did not do anything without faxes
and phone calls from Tunis.” In an interview to
Haaretz a few days later (3 September 1993)
Rabin reiterated this rationale, stating that four
months earlier (that is, in May) he came to real-
ize that no agreement could be reached with the
Palestinian delegation, despite his hopes to the
contrary. It was at this point that he agreed to
examine discretely the possibility of concluding
an agreement with the PLO.%*

Thus, during the first half of 1993, changes in
both public opinion and Rabin’s attitude toward
the PLO coincided to yield a domestic conver-
gence of preferences in favor of accommo-
dation: by early 1993, trends in public opinion
yielded for the first time a small majority in
favor of direct negotiations with the PLO; by the
middle of the year, Rabin’s position on this
issue shifted as well. The Prime Minister, whose
office conducted its own polls, was aware of the
shift in public opinion and knew that he could
count on public support for a policy reversal
(Makovsky, 1996, p. 133). Moreover, that sup-
port was likely to be even more robust if the
Oslo negotiators could secure certain conces-
sions and guarantees that would make a deal
with the PLO more palatable to the Israeli pub-
lic. (We saw earlier that conditional support for
such a deal was higher than 52%.) In other
words, by mid-1993, the domestic conditions
for a peace initiative were ripe.

Still, Rabin withheld his true preferences
from the public and kept the Oslo negotiations
under strict secrecy (for details, see Corbin,
1993, 1994). In fact, in early May he stated that
despite the evident weakness of the Palestinian
delegation, he was opposed to negotiations with
the PLO because this would necessarily entail a
discussion of the final (as opposed to the inter-
im) settlement of the conflict, including the right
of return of Palestinian refugees (Haolam Haze,
5 May 1993). He repeated this point in an ad-
dress to the Labor Knesset faction, adding that
‘the Palestinians in the territories do not have
the same interests as the PLO in Tunis’
(Jerusalem Post, 18 May 1993). He was even
more insistent in an interview (first of its kind)

to Al-Quds, an Arab newspaper published in
East Jerusalem, saying that he would ‘take
steps’ against members of the Palestinian del-
egation who would declare themselves mem-
bers of PLO organs (Maariv, 10 June 1993).
When the government held a debate (following
a report on the tenth round of negotiations in
Washington) on a proposal, raised by a group of
Meretz and Labor ministers, to re-examine its
position on PLO participation, Rabin and Peres
opposed a change in policy (Haaretz, 5 July
1993). Even as late as August, Rabin continued
to insist that ‘Israel would not change its policy
and would not conduct direct negotiations with
the PLO even in the future’ (Maariv, 11 August
1993).2¢

All this was taking place while government
officials were negotiating (since May) with PLO
officials in Oslo: if initially the prospects of the
Oslo channel did not seem particularly promis-
ing, after May Rabin (who ‘jumped on the
wagon absolutely’) and Peres (who had become
‘fully devoted’) began to follow the process
closely and intimately.?” For several months,
then, the discrepancy between declaratory and
actual policy, which was to last until the end of
August, was designed to maintain secrecy and
allow the Oslo talks to unfold without obstruc-
tions.

Given that the domestic conditions favored
an initiative, it is reasonable to ask why the Oslo
negotiations were conducted under such strict
secrecy and why it was necessary to engage in
an elaborate plan of deception from May to
August. Our theoretical discussion of this issue
suggested that bilateral surprise, in contrast to a
unilateral initiative, allows a leadership with
high audience costs to assess the outcome of
negotiations before it is made public. Hence the
democratic preference for this form of bargain-
ing. Rabin was concerned that negotiating di-
rectly with the PLO would necessarily entail the
introduction of a new political agenda, to which
he was opposed. The secrecy of the Oslo chan-
nel enabled him to assess, at low exit costs, the
concessions he would be required to make in
order to arrive at an acceptable agreement with
the PLO.2®* The advantages of secrecy were thus
twofold: first, it provided for a relatively safe
opportunity to discover whether the external
conditions for an initiative existed — indepen-
dently of domestic opinion; second, because



some of the popular support the Prime Minister
could count on was conditional, knowing what
concessions could be obtained from the PLO
was necessary in order to estimate in advance
the extent of support that an agreement would
receive. Finally, surprise had a desirable impact
on the domestic opposition: as Peres (1993, p. 4)
noted, ‘sometimes ... what comes by surprise
generates much less opposition than what was
expected’.?

4. Conclusion

The Oslo case study enabled the evaluation of
some of the propositions that were developed in
the theoretical part (although parameter values
were approximated rather than measured with
the precision required for testing). In the years
before Rabin came to power, the domestic con-
text was not conducive to a policy shift: ma-
jority opinion opposing rapprochement with the
PLO coincided with leadership preferences
under Shamir and was too large for Peres to risk
the elections of 1988. When Rabin assumed of-
fice, support for negotiations with the PLO was
still weak (though growing), and the Prime
Minister himself opposed a deal with the
Palestinian organization. In that sense, Rabin’s
preferences converged with majority opinion,
ruling out an initiative. Indeed, during that time
Israel pursued the Washington track, which ex-
cluded PLO representation. The figures on con-
ditional approval for negotiations, on the other
hand, indicate that there was a conditional ma-
jority for a policy reversal when Rabin came to
power. However, because that majority depend-
ed on specific concessions by the PLO, secret
probes of the latter’s position had to precede a
public shift in Israel’s policy. This is precisely
what Rabin did toward the latter part of 1992,
prior to the Oslo negotiations.

By early 1993, unconditional support became
majority support for the first time, though by a
very small, and hence unstable, margin. Arian
(1995, p. 106) writes that ‘Israeli public opinion
became more comfortable with the idea of ne-
gotiating with the PLO, even though the Israeli
leaders clung to old formulas of excluding the
organization’. This was true for a short while,
when preferences diverged. By mid-1993, how-
ever — and possibly earlier — Rabin shifted his
position and preferences converged in support
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of negotiations. Seeking to maximize support
beyond the narrow margin of early 1993, the
Prime Minister was determined to publicize the
decision to hold talks with the PLO in conjunc-
tion with a concluded agreement that would
win greater public approval. Hence the prefer-
ence for a bilateral surprise over a unilateral
initiative.

Although the Oslo case lends credibility to
the theoretical discussion, it is useful in conclu-
sion to point out some weaknesses and unan-
swered questions in the current study. First, the
analysis focused on public opinion to the exclu-
sion of other variables that play a role in conflict
resolution, at both the domestic and inter-
national levels. Ignoring these factors risks in-
flating the impact of popular opinion on
decisions to launch peace initiatives. In particu-
lar, the role of external factors is likely to be
vital in conditions of preference convergence,
when public opinion is a diminished constraint
(though other domestic imperatives may oper-
ate). Hence, this study does not assume that
preference convergence is a sufficient condition
for a policy reversal; it does assume, however,
that some configurations of diverging prefer-
ences rule out a peace initiative. The existence
of some (minimal) configuration is therefore a
necessary condition, and some propositions in
this respect were offered. However, they should
be tested comparatively in other cases as well,
employing a more structured research design
that permits a better assessment of causation.

Second, although we suggested how con-
figurations of diverging preferences can arise,
the impact of rivalry dynamics and events on
domestic preferences deserves much closer at-
tention by researchers of enduring rivalries.
Exploring this connection will enable us to
move beyond the two-level game metaphor to a
two-level theory of foreign policy.

Third, more research is needed on the domes-
tic context of rivalries. In particular, the three
parameters we employed are currently too
schematic to capture the diversity of the two-
way dialogue between elites and their publics.
This is especially important in democracies,
where elite and popular attitudes interact
through public debate, coalition-building pro-
cesses, and elections. One way to advance
within the framework established here is to
identify the variables that influence parameter
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values and produce domestic configurations in
which peace initiatives become likely.

NOTES

1.

Handel (1981) makes an important distinction between
bilateral surprise, in which two sides coordinate a
mutual change in their policies (e.g., the American—
Chinese rapprochement of 1971) and unilateral sur-
prise, where the initiative is taken by one state or a
single leader (e.g., the Sadat peace initiative of 1977).

. This conception precludes more restricted meanings

that may be associated with the term ‘peace initiatives’,
such as the making of a new proposal within ongoing
negotiations.

. This point has been substantiated in several empirical

studies, including those that deal with the effect of
popular support on American presidents’ use of military
force (e.g., Gaubatz, 1991; James & Oneal, 1991;
Ostrom & Job, 1986) or with the effect of public opin-
ion on US military spending (e.g., Hartely & Russett,
1992; Nincic, 1990; Ostrom & Marra, 1986). More gen-
erally, Bueno de Mesquita & Lalman (1992), who stud-
ied dispute behavior in Europe over the past two
centuries, find strong support for the domestic/con-
strained interpretation of international affairs.

. This brief summary of the two models is derived from

Maoz & Russett (1993; for an elaboration, see Russett,
1993). Their study finds support for both models, but
the normative model fares better.

. If normative considerations create a domestic diver-

gence of preferences — for example, public opposition
to its government’s decision to fight another democracy
— then public opinion becomes a constraint on the lead-
ership. In other words, the structural model has to be in-
voked in order to explain why war did not occur.

. Golan (1994), who discusses the effect of the intifada

(Palestinian uprising) on the Israeli public, argues that it
led to ‘fed-up-ness’ — a feeling of having had enough —
that is distinct from war-weariness or exhaustion.
Because such an attitude does not derive from a greater
understanding of the opponent and its concerns, it may
not translate into support for a peace initiative and a bi-
lateral settlement.

. The three perspectives (and others) are reviewed by

Hagan (1994) in some detail. We settle here for a very
brief and partial discussion, looking only at the basic ar-
guments they advance and at their relevance for defin-
ing domestic contexts for peace initiatives.

. Clearly, in many cases the leadership does not have ho-

mogeneous preferences and public opinion is not di-
chotomous. However, these complexities can be
ignored here because we are interested in the more fun-
damental split between the government and its oppo-
nents in public opinion.

. This dynamic is sometimes overlooked in more general

debates that deal with the effect of public opinion on
foreign policy. Thus, Holsti’s (1992) review of the
literature addresses the direction-of-causality issue, i.e.,
whether the public affects policy-makers or is affected
by them — but does not explicitly consider the possi-
bility that the latter may entail the former.

10.

15.

16.

18.

19.

However, one should not underestimate the extent to
which hardliners can take bold steps to peace or be re-
garded as preferred targets for peace initiatives. Handel
(1981, p. 301) cites Austrian Chancellor Bruno Kreisky
who said, on the occasion of the 1977 electoral victory
of Israeli Prime Minister Menachem Begin, that
‘regimes which were not suspected of making conces-
sions could better impose such concessions on public
opinion’. Such was also the understanding of Egyptian
President Anwar Sadat, who ‘preferred to deal with a
strong government and a strong man’ (ibid., p. 304).

. However, it is important to note that in democracies,

large shifts in public opinion eventually express them-
selves at the polls. Thus, if preference convergence
gives way to divergence, it is more likely to be a result
of change (in favor of accommodation) at the leadership
level.

. See Mor (1996) for quantitative estimates of these par-

ameter values.

. Gaubatz (1991) has shown that the electoral cycle has

an effect on the war entry of democratic states — more
wars are entered into during the early stages of the cycle
than during its later stages. To the extent that this re-
lationship is a causal one, it has implications for the
timing of peace initiatives in the first scenario: if an ac-
commodationist government facing majority opposition
decides nevertheless to launch an initiative, it is likely
to do so when its sensitivity to public opinion is at its
lowest, namely after elections rather than just before
them.

. Such was the effect of Sadat’s 1977 visit to Jerusalem:

although a year earlier Israeli public opinion opposed
complete withdrawal from the Sinai, it reversed itself
after Sadat’s initiative (Makovsky, 1996, p. 135).
Lustick (1994) makes a similar point with respect to
Charles de Gaulle’s determined stand against the pieds
noirs over the Algerian question in 1960-61.
Consistent with the theoretical perspective of this
article, the following analysis of the Oslo negotiations
focuses on select aspects of what was in reality a com-
plex and multidimensional process. For more compre-
hensive accounts, see Corbin (1994) and Makovsky
(1996).

. Strictly speaking, the Israeli-Palestinian conflict does

not fall within the purview of the enduring rivalry litera-
ture because it is not an interstate conflict. However, the
PLO has long been recognized by the Palestinians as
their sole representative and has monopolized policy-
making on their behalf. (Indeed, the belated recognition
of this fact was one of the major reasons for Rabin’s
embrace of the Oslo negotiations.) Hence, for all prac-
tical purposes, the process of conflict resolution that
Oslo embodies can be regarded as involving two gov-
ernments.

These figures are based on representative samples of the
adult Jewish population, excluding Kibbutzim and resi-
dents of the occupied territories. The surveys were con-
ducted on the following dates: (1) December 1987 to
January 1988; (2) October 1988; (3) March—October
1990; (4) March 1991; (5) June 1992; and (6) January
1993. There are no data for 1989.

One potential problem, though, is the inability to clear-
ly separate the impact of public opinion from other in-



20.

21.

22.

23.

24.

25.

26.

27.

28.

29.

fluences on the formation of leaders’ policy prefer-
ences. In situations where the latter diverge from ma-
jority opinion, this problem does not arise (at least with
respect to the objectives of the current discussion). It
does arise, however, when there is preference conver-
gence. In this case, one should search for evidence to
the effect that: (1) the leader’s preferences are consis-
tent over time, despite changes in majority opinion,
and/or (2) other influences that are unrelated to public
opinion can be associated with the leader’s preferences.
Peres recently disclosed that in 198486, when he was
prime minister in the National Unity government, he
held several secret talks in Paris with PLO representa-
tives (Haaretz, 25 May 1995). Keren (1994) and Shlaim
(1994) provide different perspectives on what motiv-
ated Peres’s search for peace partners.
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crecy and surprise is bi-directional: just as secrecy gen-
erates surprise, so can ‘surprise’ maintain secrecy.
Deputy Foreign Minister Yossi Beilin has argued
(1993, p. x) that one reason for the ability to maintain
strict secrecy was that the Oslo negotiations ran con-
trary to everything that was considered politically ac-
ceptable for an Israeli government: even when a correct
detail was leaked to the press and published, it was not
followed up because ‘it did not conform to the common
conception [of not negotiating with the PLO], and in
such situations there is a psychological tendency to re-
ject the news and accept the conception’.
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