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The isrAeli-pAlesTiniAn uniOn: 
The “1–2–7 sTATes” visiOn OF The FuTure 

Lev grinberg

iMagination is a necessary but insufficient precondition for political change. 
Equally crucial are the political capacity to negotiate and compromise, a 
relatively even balance of power, and the authority (and popular support) 
to implement agreements. In addition to a lack of any shared vision, all these 
elements were absent in the Israeli-Palestinian “peace process” of 1993–
2000. Two charismatic leaders allegedly committed to the two-state solu-
tion, Yitzhak Rabin and Yasir Arafat, failed to agree on borders, postponed 
negotiations, and neglected to take steps to start decolonization. Their fail-
ure, compounded by subsequent developments on the ground, critically 
jeopardized the two-state solution’s future chances of success. The one-state 
scenario on the other hand has not even reached the table. In light of the 
obstacles in the way of these two most commonly mentioned solutions, this 
essay suggests an alternative vision of how to contain the conflict in the 
absence of reaching a “solution.”

demOCrATizATiOn, deCOlOnizATiOn, And insTiTuTiOnAl design

Democratic political institutions are not designed to solve conflicts but 
to contain them through negotiations and legitimize the compromises made 
by the elites representing dominant and dominated groups. In the absence 
of agreed political institutions, violence becomes the basic expression of the 
conflict and a means to achieve goals. Dominant groups use state institutions 
to rule unilaterally, including by stepping up military repression, and domi-
nated groups react by using violence aimed at achieving recognition of their 
leadership and claims.1

Democracy is a specific set of institutions that developed in Europe in the 
nineteenth century as a result of increasing class conflict and the formation 
of nation-states. The two structural preconditions of democratization were a 
balance of power between dominant and dominated classes and a clear demar-
cation of borders (physical and symbolic) defining the potential citizenry. 
Without these preconditions, it is difficult to establish democratic institutions 
capable of containing conflicts, and without such institutions conflicts easily 
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deteriorate into violence: civil wars, authoritarian regimes, or both. But while 
European states tended toward internal democracy, their expansion was at the 
same time based on disproportionate economic and military power relative 
to other regions of the world, and they used this power to impose nondemo-
cratic institutions on these regions to rule them unilaterally. The struggle of 
the peoples dominated by Europe to gain recognition and inclusion in the 
polity could not be contained by these state institutions because they were 
imposed unilaterally by external colonial and imperial power.

With regard to the Israeli-Palestinian peace process, the basic factors pre-
venting its success were the power imbalance between the two parties and 
the inability to determine borders between the mutually influenced and pen-
etrated Israeli and Palestinian political arenas.  With regard to the latter, Israel’s 
own contradiction between democracy and colonialism—which it attempted 
to mask by way of a “dual democratic-military regime”—stands as a major 
obstacle. This dual regime, comprising a formal democracy within the 1949–67 
borders and a military regime in the West Bank and Gaza,2 involves two sepa-
rate struggles: a democratic struggle for equal rights within the sovereign 
and recognized borders of Israel and a struggle to end the occupation in 
the Palestinian territories.3 In addition to the Israeli and Palestinian political 
arenas, there is also a third arena of interrelations—an Israeli-Palestinian politi-
cal arena—that includes individuals, groups, organizations, and institutions 
of both communities. Indeed, the peace process itself was really an attempt 
to coordinate and synchronize the opening of these three political spaces.4 
A key impediment to achieving this goal was the agreement under Oslo to 
start democratization (via Palestinian elections) combined with the decision 
to postpone the decolonization of the occupied territories (i.e., dismantle 
Jewish settlements, grant economic sovereignty to the Palestinians, and end 
military rule).  A broader reason for the failure to find a peaceful solution to the 
conflict, then, was the complex interaction among the three political arenas, 
and this complexity will continue to be a crucial factor in the future.  Two con-
clusions flow from this: Israeli power needs to be balanced by international 
intervention, and political institutions should be put in place that are able to 
contain conflicts by opening space for representation and mediation in these 
three political arenas.

To design the institutions necessary to contain the conflicts in the Israeli-
Palestinian matrix, it is necessary to understand the specific tensions involved. 
This is a matter of institutional design requiring a new vision of the future. 
Whether or not the agreed institutions can be installed and consolidated 
depends on the political will of the elites and the popular support they can 
mobilize. It is true that the one- and two-state solutions are also visions of the 
future, but they do not sufficiently address the complexities of history and 
the Israeli/Palestinian societies’ present situation, nor do they account for the 
need to contain conflicts through facilitating institutions. In other words, nei-
ther provides for institutions that can work as containers of expected social 
conflicts.
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The TwO-sTATe And One-sTATe sOluTiOns

Until October 2000, the most popular vision for solving the Israeli-
Palestinian conflict was two separate nation-states. Since then, however, the 
one-state solution, understood as the promotion of one binational state, has 
been gaining popularity among Palestinian intellectuals due to the failure of 
the Oslo process.5 Neither of these solutions, in my view, is viable in the pres-
ent reality, necessitating a search for a new formula, possibly one that com-
bines elements of both.

The two-state solution is based on the European model of nation-states, 
whereas the one-state solution is based on the European model of liberal 
democracy. But as mentioned above, neither model reflects the current eco-
nomic, political, cultural, and military realities in Israel/Palestine or offers any 
plausible transition from the current dual military-democratic regime. Moving 
toward either scenario from the present reality would at best create tensions 
while being incapable of containing the tensions and conflicts inevitable after 
their implementation.

The two-state model involves a return to the pre-1967 borders (with mini-
mal agreed territorial exchanges) and the creation of a Palestinian state in the 
West Bank and Gaza connected by a passage that traverses Israeli territory. This 
solution assumes both a recognized border separating both states and military 
forces capable of controlling these borders and protecting their respective cit-
izens. But the demarcation of borders and their effective defense seem almost 
impossible given the mutual penetration of populations in this relatively small 
piece of land, not to mention other particularly intractable issues such as sov-
ereignty over Jerusalem and the holy sites.6

Democracy and security represent two additional major obstacles to the two-
state model. With regard to the former, this solution assumes that Israel is the 
state of the Jews,7 yet some 18 percent of Israel’s citizens are Palestinians unwill-
ing to accept their inferior status whatever agreements the PLO might sign. This 
means that the two-state solution maintains the national conflict within the 
borders of the Jewish state, which will be unable to contain it by the democratic 
means of equal representation. Security, meanwhile, is the primordial problem in 
Israeli discourse. The idea of an eternal and ahistorical insecurity, while rooted 
in the traumatic past of the Jews in Europe and the Holocaust, as well as in 
ancient religious texts, has been the national myth since 2000. Even before, a 
clear Israeli precondition in all negotiations has always been disarmament of the 
Palestinian state so as to rule out the possibility of any Palestinian military force 
capable of confronting the Israeli military. Moreover, given the unlikelihood that 
a Palestinian state could ever be allowed to attain real independence and sov-
ereignty or autonomy, the Palestinian opposition would have good reason to 
continue violence against its powerful neighbor. In such a situation, it is not 
unreasonable to assume that after withdrawal from the occupied territories a 
revisionist Israeli political movement could win elections on a platform calling 
for the military reoccupation of the Palestinian state.8
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The one-state solution is ideologically opposed by most Israelis and, more 
importantly, by the Jewish state, which can easily obstruct it. Moreover, both 
national communities still prefer to remain autonomous, independent, and 
undetermined by the other, their lingering attachment to the two-state solu-
tion being based on the illusion that it will allow each to be rid of the other. 
Indeed, Palestinian advocates of the one-state solution sometimes seem to 
press the issue mainly to emphasize the antidemocratic nature of the Israeli 
military occupation and the Jewish state rather than with the aim of designing 
political institutions able to contain the conflict in the future.

The idea of one democratic liberal state can be very attractive in principle, 
but without conditions of deep mutual recognition between the two com-
munities, formal democratic institutions cannot guarantee political stability. 
Instead of opening political space to new agendas in civil society common to 
Jews and Palestinians, the one-state solution, if implemented, could institution-
alize their national mobilization against each other and neutralize potential 
space for shared interests. Indeed, in the charged mutual hostility characteriz-
ing Israeli-Palestinian relations, democracy itself could be a source of conflict, 
exacerbating the demographic race, strengthening mutual fears, and encourag-
ing disputes over migration (the Palestinian right of return and the Jewish Law 
of Return). A democratic state without additional political institutions could 
only enhance the politicization of religion and the polarization of extremist 
ethno-national trends.

The “1–2–7 sTATes” isrAeli-pAlesTiniAn uniOn visiOn

Looking beyond the present impasse, a major effort of institutional design 
is required to invent political frameworks capable of containing inevitable 
conflicts by agreed-upon rules that produce representation and dialogue. These 
institutions must embody the positive aspects of both the one- and two-state 
solutions and overcome their obstacles. It is not my intention to enter into 
details about the specific institutions, which need to be worked out by research 
institutions and think tanks before being negotiated and implemented, but it 
would seem obvious that a system responding to the above criteria would 
involve some creative combination of consociation, confederation, and federa-
tive institutions.

The solution I propose is an Israeli-Palestinian Union (IPU), which would 
include one shared administration based on parity representation located in 
the unified capital of Jerusalem, two separate democratic nation-states, and a 
minimum of seven provinces (or federal states) that would be part of either 
nation-state and would enjoy relative autonomy.9 The vision of the “1–2–7” IPU 
is mainly based on my interpretation of the Israeli-Palestinian triple matrix of 
relations,10 but it is also informed by models of the European Union (EU) and 
German federal institutions.

The separate governments of the two national states would administer every-
thing that can be separated: land, education, health, police, local government, 
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tourism, culture, religion, sports, and so on. The IPU government would admin-
ister everything that is indivisible: infrastructure, communications, water, 
energy, transportation, ecology, the sacred places, and Jerusalem. In contrast 
to the national states, where demographic changes would be democratically 
represented, the IPU institutions would be founded on the principles of parity 
and mutual veto. One of the main tasks of the IPU shared administration would 
be to erase the demographic fears fanned by democracy—namely, Jewish fears 
of the Palestinian right of return and Palestinian fears of Jewish immigration, 
territorial expansion, and displacement. During the early years, the IPU gov-
ernment would probably require the participation of an international body to 
mediate disagreements and foster compromise.

Two more complex issues are security and the economy: while violence 
would be the most likely factor to sabotage any political agreement, the second 
would probably be the economic gap between Israelis and Palestinians. These 
two areas would require the most creative efforts, supported by international 
institutions. With regard to security, it is highly improbable that a peaceful 
solution could survive without the total disarmament of all civilians, Jews 
and Palestinians, and the backing of a major international peace force, which 
would need to have a clearly defined mission, to protect Palestinians from 
Israeli military forces.

If the economic institutions are improperly designed and implemented, 
they could easily undermine political support for the agreements and ulti-
mately derail the process. A major Israeli and Palestinian motivation in the 
initial peace negotiations was economic: Israelis wanted to participate in the 
globalized economy and Palestinians wanted stable jobs, investments, and 
growth.11 Ultimately, Israelis achieved their goals, but the Palestinians did 
not.12 Learning from earlier mistakes, all economic agreements would have 
to aim at closing the economic gap through state intervention and counter-
balancing the power of Israeli technology, financial institutions, and industry. 
The dominant economic position of Israeli elites helps them benefit from 
“free markets,” whether these are “free trade zones” or “custom unions.”13 The 
economic arrangements of the IPU must therefore consciously work against 
a direct link between identity and material welfare, or an explosive situation 
could arise.

The economic policy must be designed to counterbalance economic gaps, 
mainly between Israel and Palestine, but also within each national community. 
This is one of the main goals of the IPU administration and the seven regional 
states, which would be designed according to salient economic gaps between 
areas of the IPU. The central administration would collect taxes and allocate 
them within an equalizing logic. The model I have in mind is the German fed-
eral financial system. The principle is that the IPU administration would collect 
progressive taxes according to the wealth of distinct areas and would later 
redistribute them according to the number of citizens in each state and their 
needs. The social security system would follow the same logic in relation to 
individuals and families. All these systems would have to be very well planned 
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at the technical, professional, and administrative levels and would need the 
advice of international institutions.

The division of each nation-state into three or more regional states would 
have not only an economic equalizing goal but also a pluralistic and represen-
tative democratic logic. The various regional states could have very different 
cultural and religious preferences and complex community relations. The dif-
ferences between Tel Aviv and Jerusalem, Gaza and Ramallah, are examples of 
these internal national differences. The IPU’s division into regional states, the 
establishment of local parliaments, democratic deliberations in each state, and 
even local legislation, could be expected to open space to multicultural and 
multireligious communities, which might be ignored, repressed, or misrecog-
nized within the two dominant identities.

inTernATiOnAl inTervenTiOn

Throughout past Israeli-Palestinian negotiations, Israel has been consis-
tently determined to avoid any third-party intervention (except that of the 
United States), believing that such involvement would support Palestinian 
claims.14 From this, I conclude that in order to reach an agreement, third-party 
mediation is precisely what should be done: without international interven-
tion consciously aimed at balancing Israel’s power and reducing U.S. and EU 
military, economic, and political support, no fair and durable agreement can 
be achieved. In direct negotiations, no substantial Israeli compromise can be 
expected, and if Palestinian negotiators accept Israel’s conditions out of weak-
ness and dependency, the implementation of the agreement will fail because 
other Palestinian actors will reject or sabotage it.

From 1992 to 2008 various U.S. administrations have supported the posi-
tion of the Israeli moderates in the best case (Bill Clinton) or even converged 
with the most extremist Israeli government (George W. Bush).15 The only times 
when international intervention played a positive role in Israeli peace nego-
tiations (notably by balancing Israel’s powerful position) were related not to 
Palestine but to the Arab states. The first time was in the 1978 Camp David 
negotiations between Menachem Begin and Anwar Sadat under Jimmy Carter; 
the second was when George H.W. Bush forced the Israeli government to 
participate in the 1991 Madrid Conference. In both cases, the interventions 
directly influenced internal Israeli politics, empowering actors supporting 
peace and compromise. In the Israeli-Palestinian arena, the need for interven-
tion is even greater and obviously depends on the international context, not 
only local developments.

Since Barack Obama was elected president of the United States in late 
2008, expectations of U.S. pressure on the Israeli government to negotiate a 
peaceful agreement with the PLO have mounted. International pressure on 
Israel is indeed a necessary precondition to balance its power vis-à-vis the 
Palestinians. However, if the pressure is to implement the two-state solution, 
it will almost certainly fail and might even enhance the Israeli tendency to 
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impose unacceptable conditions on the Palestinians and later blame them for 
any failure. This has been Israel’s strategy since 1947, refined during the Oslo 
negotiations for the two-state solution, and most dramatically following the 
Camp David summit in 2000.16

The general goal of negotiations must not be to establish two states or one, 
but to abolish Jewish supremacy over all the land and build political institu-
tions capable of containing expected tensions in the future in the three sepa-
rate political arenas of Israel, Palestine, and Israel/Palestine. Obviously, such a 
major step cannot be made in the present violent situation of Israeli military 
domination, economic strangulation, and nonrecognition of the elected gov-
ernment in Gaza. An interim hudna (truce) must be reached to change this 
situation and facilitate creative and constructive negotiations. The fundamental 
elements of a hudna could serve as the point of entry into the occupied ter-
ritories for an international peace force, which would allow freedom of move-
ment and economic development for Palestinians and start the dismantlement 
of Jewish settlements. Only after a truce is signed and the Palestinians and 
Israelis begin to feel some relief and trust in the possibility of reconstruction 
can a new future be imagined. Only then can we start thinking about how to 
build our shared future in Israel/Palestine.
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