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If open talks between states are politically impossible, negotiators and their backers sometimes resort to “back-channel
diplomacy.” When discussions focus on contentious issues, or avowed enemies are searching for a path to peace, back
channels can oﬀer a space to pursue unorthodox solutions and long shots, to build trust (or at least get to know one
another), and to ﬂoat ideas without major political or public consequences.
This report considers the question of back-channel diplomacy within the context of Israel and regional security in the
Middle East. A brief outline and analysis of back-channel diplomacy shows why Israel and its Arab neighbors have made
extensive use of such mechanisms throughout the history of their dispute. Indeed, for much of the previous century back
channels have been the primary way that the leaders of Israel and its neighbors could hope to make any meaningful
contact, beginning with contacts between leaders of the Zionist movement and of Jordan before Israel was founded,
extending through contacts between Israel and Gamal Abdel Nasser’s Egypt in the 1950s and 1960s, through the Oslo
talks between Israel and the Palestine Liberation Organization in the early 1990s, and to contacts today between Israel
and various regional leaders. These channels may not have had warm communications, but their secrecy allowed
discussions that never could have taken place otherwise.
Considering this history, reports of various ongoing security-related back channels between Israelis and people from key
Arab states are hardly surprising. The interesting question is whether they portend a real change in regional relations.
The violence of recent years in the Middle East—in Iraq, Syria, and Yemen, for example—has been so signiﬁcant that in
some senses it has overshadowed the Israeli-Palestinian conﬂict. Meanwhile, a host of new threats and risks have arisen,
particularly surrounding the challenge that Iran’s regional ambitions pose both to Israel and to many Arab states. Could
the time be ripe for back-channel discussions to facilitate a paradigm shift in regional security—for Israel and its
neighbors to establish a new basis for normalization and a regional security architecture?
This report argues that although recent back channels present some interesting new opportunities, hopes for a dramatic
breakthrough in regional relations are premature. Clearly, some Arab leaders are willing to discuss security cooperation
or improved relations with Israel in private, but evidence suggests that these Arab leaders will not take any concrete
action until the core problem of Palestine is resolved. Thus, despite attempts by some in Israel to portray these
discussions as evidence that their country can achieve new relations with the region without having to confront the hard
choices necessary to settle the Palestinian conﬂict, the reality remains the opposite. More broadly, the report argues that
reliance on back-channel diplomacy sets something of a trap: secret talks provide the potentially dangerous illusion that
leaders can manage relations in the short term without confronting the larger problems that must be solved for the
region to progress toward a new pattern of relations. Nothing that can be accomplished in back channels is more
important than breaking free of this trap; however, doing so will be as complicated as ever in the emerging political
landscape of the Middle East.
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Back-Channel Diplomacy
The term “back-channel diplomacy” relates to talks between states, or states and substate actors, that are completely (or
so participants hope) out of the public view and out of view of most of the bureaucratic and political structures of the
states or actors involved. Back-channel diplomacy is thus a form of dialogue whereby those present are instructed by
their governments but operate in strict secrecy. The key, then, is the question of whether the actors present are there
under instructions from their governments, or at least from parts of their governments.1 The distinction is sometimes a
ﬁne one, and such “Track Two” and “Track 1.5” discussions can evolve into back channels if the governments involved
decide that they should.2 (Track Two diplomacy is deﬁned as “unoﬃcial dialogues, generally between two antagonistic
parties, and often facilitated by an impartial Third Party, and involving individuals with some close connections to their
respective oﬃcial communities, focused on cooperative eﬀorts to explore new ways to resolve diﬀerences over, or discuss
new approaches to, policy-related issues.”)3 Back channels can be facilitated by intermediaries or can be direct
conversations between the parties; sometimes they will be both at various times.4
Governments often deny the existence of back channels even as they are happening. Proponents of such diplomacy
regard such denials as essential, particularly when talks involve long-standing adversaries who have publicly stated that
they will “never” talk to each other. How shall such states, or other groups, begin to explore whether a change in position
might be possible if they would have to publicly repudiate a longstanding and widely held position to even begin such an
exploration? Better, advocates would argue, to ﬁnd a way to begin to talk that does not require such a climb-down before
the sides even know whether a new relationship is possible.
Opponents of back-channel diplomacy charge that it is nothing more than another iteration of the secret deal-making
between countries that they believe helped drive the collapse of the European system in 1914.5 In particular, if states have
maintained that they will never talk to another group and if their publics have embraced this position as proper, it is
profoundly undemocratic to secretly do so. The people, and other nodes of power in the states concerned, have a right to
know what is going on and to be consulted before a fait accompli is launched on an unsuspecting public—and, for the
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insider opponents of whatever agreement is achieved through a back channel, before a fait accompli is launched on
them. In practice, of course, those opposed to back-channel discussions are often not opposed to the actual idea of back
channels, but rather to being excluded from a speciﬁc back channel or to the fact that a position they regard as sacred is
being compromised in such talks.

PALESTINIAN PRESIDENT MAHMOUD ABBAS, ISRAELI PRIME MINISTER ARIEL SHARON, EGYPTIAN PRESIDENT HOSNI MUBARAK
AND JORDAN’S KING ABDULLAH AT THE START OF THE PEACE SUMMIT FEBRUARY 8, 2005 AT THE EGYPTIAN RED SEA RESORT
OF SHARM EL-SHEIKH. SHARON AND ABBAS ARE MEETING FOR THE FIRST HIGH-LEVEL TALKS BETWEEN ISRAEL AND THE
PALESTINIANS IN OVER FOUR YEARS. SOURCE: MOSHE MILNER/ISRAELI GOVERNMENT PRESS OFFICE VIA GETTY IMAGES.

Though back-channel diplomacy is a widely acknowledged reality, its practice is not widely discussed. To some extent,
this is because it is necessarily secret. Once a back channel becomes known, it is the results (or lack of them) and not the
processes that become a source of public discussion and scrutiny.6 In other cases, back channels take place quietly and
are never openly acknowledged. There are notable exceptions to this, and a small analytical literature has developed on
back-channel diplomacy.7
Taken together, these analyses suggest that there are several main beneﬁts of back-channel diplomacy. For one, it permits
greater ﬂexibility, as talks can begin and proceed without preconditions; in a sense, back channels can reduce the entry
costs of a negotiation and permit brainstorming out of the public view. Second, as part of the above, back channels can
provide an intimate opportunity for elites on both sides to get a more accurate measure of each other and what risks they
are prepared to take to achieve a settlement. Often, in situations of longstanding conﬂict, each side feels it knows the
other but in fact does not—the two sides have become captive to myths and narratives that present an image of the other,
rather than the reality.8 Finally, back-channel diplomacy provides a degree of political cover, especially in cases where a
leader is hamstrung by a longstanding commitment to “never” talk to the other side, either because the other side’s
tactics are unacceptable or because there is a reluctance to formally recognize it.
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Of course, balancing these pros are a considerable number of cons. The simplest problem occurs in cases where several
back channels are operating, removed from each other or more open diplomacy. The existence of multiple channels,
which are known to only a few, can generate signiﬁcant confusion, particularly if they go on for a long time. Then, there
is a danger that a back channel that was meant to be an end game becomes, in Anthony Wanis-St. John’s term, an
“endless game”—a process whereby parties believe that they do not have to reach agreements because the negotiation is
secret, and so they avoid confronting the deeper challenges.9 Sometimes this leads to incremental approaches: tougher
issues are kicked down the road and one back channel begets another. And just as back channels can permit the
beginning of a negotiation to avoid the problem of spoilers, they also can lead to a particularly vociferous mobilization of
spoilers when their results become public, especially if this happens due to a leak.

Israel and Back-Channel Diplomacy
Given that Israel has spent much of its existence surrounded by unfriendly or even hostile countries—the majority of
whom would not, until relatively recently, publicly talk to it—it has had to master the art of secret talks.10 Indeed, even
before Israel existed, the Zionist movement excelled at such discussions. This approach has contributed to a sense in
some quarters that Israel’s attitude to diplomacy is based on a culture that rejects the normal conventions of diplomatic
conduct because of the particular threats and challenges that it faces.11
The years leading to the foundation of Israel saw intensive back-channel talks between Zionist leaders and the world
powers of the day, and also between the Zionists and the leaders of neighboring Arab states. These discussions were
aimed at either enlisting the aid of great powers for the Zionist project (often through leveraging the Zionist movement’s
nascent human capital and intelligence resources)12 or trying to see if leaders of neighboring Arab states could be
brought to support the Zionist project (or at least not oppose it).13 When the state of Israel was established in 1948,
hopes that its neighbors would publicly talk to it were stillborn. Thus, in the early decades of Israel’s existence, its leaders
relied signiﬁcantly on clandestine talks and back channels, relative to the extent to which most states conduct the bulk of
their foreign policy in the open. This extended to relations with other regional states14 and with world powers, such as
the secret talks with Britain and France that led to the Suez debacle in 1956; and the most fundamental and far-reaching
decisions on national security, such as the back-channel talks with France that began Israel’s undeclared nuclear
weapons program, whose existence is oﬃcially denied by the Israeli government but is treated as a matter of fact by
world and regional powers.
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This approach has had several impacts, most of them negative. First, it necessarily “securitized” Israel’s foreign policy.15
Whereas the broader themes of foreign policy in a democratic society should—at least ideally—be discussed as part of the
democratic process in which diﬀerent imperatives are debated (such as economic, cultural, and other interests), Israel
came to accept that a traditional and “hard” deﬁnition of security would govern the overriding approach to regional and
international relations and that many key foreign policy decisions would be taken in secret by a small group of those

PALESTINIAN LEADER YASSER ARAFAT (C) TALKS WITH ISRAELI PRIME MINISTER YITZHAK RABIN (L) AND ISRAELI FOREIGN
MINISTER SHIMON PERES AFTER THEY WERE AWARDED THE NOBEL PEACE PRIZES DECEMBER 10, 1994 IN OSLO, NORWAY.
SOURCE: YAAKOV SAAR/GPO VIA GETTY IMAGES.

privy to the secret discussions.16
Second, it introduced a strong element of opportunism into Israeli foreign policy. By necessity, Israel had to talk with
those who would talk to it, even if secretly. Thus, the Israeli elite’s perception of who Israel’s “friends” are at any given
moment is driven to a large extent by the ever-shifting constellation of those who would talk to it clandestinely. Since
many of those who would do so in such moments were motivated by a sense of what Israel could do for them in terms of
their other regional problems, a strong mentality of “the enemy of my enemy is my friend—for now” has crept into
Israeli analysis and statecraft. All relationships, no matter how close, are generally based on the needs of the moment
and subject to intelligence requirements, in particular. Even in the case of Israel’s most critical relationship, that with the
United States, intelligence-gathering opportunities have led Israel into adventures that might not have been sanctioned
had other voices been able to exert a greater inﬂuence on how they were assessed.17
Third, the need for secret channels to be kept secret has led to a high degree of reliance on Israel’s famed intelligence
services, both civilian and military, as conduits of dialogue. This has relegated the foreign ministry to a lesser role in
Israel’s foreign policy than is usually the case in most societies. Given the penchant of intelligence professionals to think
in terms of the need to preserve secrets and to treat relationships as vehicles to trade clandestine information and
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capabilities for like, Israel’s relations have taken on a more secretive, “operational” (in the intelligence sense), and
transactional aspect than might be the case in other democratic societies.18 Though some argue that this grip is
weakening as other centers of interest, such as the business community and religious groups, are now coming to play a
larger role in Israeli society and demanding a commensurate level of inﬂuence over security and foreign policy,19 to a
great degree Israel remains a country where the intelligence services and the military inﬂuence its foreign policy.
It is easy to say that an overreliance on back-channel diplomacy is responsible for many of the ills that beset Israel’s
foreign policy. In reality, given its situation, Israel’s approach to diplomacy likely could not have evolved otherwise. That
being the case, however, a reliance on back channels has become a crutch on which various interests in Israel depend to
avoid confronting diﬃcult choices. Whatever the reason for it, the securitization of Israel’s approach to its region and
relationships, along with the secretive, opportunistic, intelligence-oriented, and transactional character of many of its
relations, particularly in the region, has signiﬁcantly marked Israeli diplomacy. Even though Israel has been the
dominant regional military and economic power for decades, its deeply held sense of threat has created a basic approach
to security that holds that Israel can ultimately gain regional acceptance only by showing strength at all times,
responding to all challenges in a disproportionate manner, and exploiting weaknesses. It may thus be said that a culture
of making secret deals and using aggressive intelligence and military capabilities to open doors and curry favors marks
Israel’s approach to diplomacy and regional aﬀairs, again more than one sees in other democratic societies.
Indeed, Israel’s approach to diplomacy has come to be informed by a cultural sense that the “normal” conventions of
diplomacy are not relevant to the Israeli situation and psyche, and in fact are antithetical to Israel’s ability to defend its
interests.20 Just as the “Iron Wall” strategy is important to Israel’s physical defense strategy, many Israelis feel that
eschewing conventional diplomatic approaches is important to their country’s pursuit of its interests. Israel’s diplomacy
thus features a mixture between a penchant for publicly aggressive stances on key issues, in which it bluntly asserts its
interests in contravention of diplomatic niceties, and a desire to conduct the “real” business quietly and through direct,
secret talks between leaders. This approach depends on an ongoing assumption that most other regional leaders are
hypocritical, in that they will secretly do deals with Israel while publicly stating that they are opposed to its existence.
Although Arab leaders at times have fulﬁlled this assumption on speciﬁc issues, they have yet to compromise on their key
positions on such matters as the Palestinian issue.
Nevertheless, the back-channel approach not only ﬁts Israel’s history and circumstances, but also is useful in terms of
navigating the realities of Israeli domestic politics. Quiet talks allow Israeli leaders to consider compromises that might
not be acceptable to their key constituencies in Israel’s deeply fractured domestic politics. Indeed, throughout Israel’s
history, secret talks have permitted consideration of ideas that were at odds with what various Israeli leaders publicly
proclaimed they would never do—be it negotiating with “terror” groups over prisoner swaps; exploring whether
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recognition of the Palestine Liberation Organization might be possible; or quietly discussing how Jerusalem, the
ostensibly indivisible capital of Israel, might be divided. Yet even though clandestine talks may have been necessary at
various times in Israel’s history, they have helped create an approach, particularly on the Israeli right, to politics and
diplomacy that features a corrosive contradiction: a domestic political requirement for public statements and rhetoric
that aggressively defend zero-sum positions on highly emotive issues, paired with a recognition that compromises on
those same issues will be explored in secret. More often still, accusations that such secret talks may be happening
inﬂame the Israeli political scene.
The result is a series of shocks to the Israeli political system, such as the one that greeted the Oslo breakthrough when it
was announced in the early 1990s. Hard-line, supposedly nonnegotiable positions so often have been secretly negotiated
that this system is permanently suspicious that such talks may be going on all the time on virtually all issues. In this way,
back-channel talks, which are for most countries an exceptional expedient, are for Israelis a highly contested regular
feature of political and diplomatic life. The existence or alleged existence of such talks is routinely debated and used for
domestic political purposes, even as they go on secretly. The results of such talks, if they are achieved, then become
fodder for Israel’s ongoing debate over critical security issues.
Thus, instead of being a rarely used way to achieve breakthroughs, real or alleged back channels have become a part of
Israel’s political currency; a way for diﬀerent political leaders and parties to intimate that various objectives can be
achieved, but only by them and only in secret.21 Above all, back channels appear to suggest that understandings can be
reached on many issues of Israeli foreign policy—understandings that will return beneﬁts to Israel without requiring the
conventions or trade-oﬀs of formal agreements.

Back Channels and Regional Diplomacy: Past and Present
More broadly, if Israel is no stranger to back-channel talks, then the Middle East as a region is no stranger to the
phenomenon of having its borders, political futures, and security systems settled in secret. During World War I, an
interlocking and contradictory series of secret deals between Britain and the Zionist movement, Britain and certain Arab
tribes in revolt against Ottoman rule, and Britain and France eﬀectively carved up the region into spheres of inﬂuence
and set in motion dynamics that are still playing out today. Of these, the Anglo-French deal, known as the Sykes-Picot
Agreement, has had a particularly long-term impact in terms of the borders and political order of the Middle East.22 In
the century since Sykes-Picot and the other secret negotiations of that period, the Middle East has seen numerous
instances of back-channel diplomacy.
Present-day discussions between Israel and various Arab states on security matters should be assessed in the context of
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this history of regional actors attempting to use back channels for diﬀerent reasons over many decades. Reports have
been surfacing with regularity over the past few years of discussions on new approaches to regional security between
high-ranking Israelis (both oﬃcials and retired oﬃcials) and well-connected ﬁgures from Saudi Arabia and other Arab
countries.23 Privately, Israeli oﬃcials and others involved have indicated that a much larger set of talks has been going
on for some time, and intensive but quiet cooperation is also underway on diﬀerent issues.24

PALESTINIAN PRESIDENT MAHMOUD ABBAS (L) SPEAKS WITH THE UAE MINISTER OF FORIEGN AFFAIRS ABDULLAH BIN ZAYD ALNUHAYYAN (C) AND PALESTINIAN PRIME MINISTER AND LEADER OF THE HAMAS MOVEMENT ISMAIL HANIYA (R) AT THE ANNUAL
ARAB SUMMIT ON MARCH 28, 2007 IN RIYADH, UNITED ARAB EMIRATES. THE TWO DAY TALKS WHICH WILL FOCUS ON THE
MIDDLE EAST CONFLICT, AIM TO REVIVE A PLAN FOR PEACE WITH ISRAEL. SOURCE: OMAR RASHIDI/PPO VIA GETTY IMAGES.

Perhaps the greatest single driving force for these discussions over the past few years is the combination of a growing
concern within several Arab states, especially among those of the Persian Gulf, over the perceived regional ambitions of
Iran, and growing fears that the United States may not be the reliable security ally those countries traditionally have
perceived it to be. In particular, Saudi Arabia is reputedly concerned that the United States, fatigued by years of war in
Afghanistan and Iraq and suﬀering an unusually high degree of internal political paralysis, may not be prepared to stand
up to what Riyadh fears are Tehran’s hegemonic ambitions. In this context, the determination of Barack Obama’s
administration to achieve a deal over Iran’s nuclear program—a deal that requires Iran to cease nuclear weapons
research, but not to abandon altogether the knowledge or progress it has made to date—is said to have angered and
alarmed both Israel and many Gulf states. Arab states, in addition to valuing Israel’s military prowess should it ever
come to a ﬁght with Iran, may believe that Israel can exert pressure on the United States to remain committed to its
security in a showdown with Iran; even if America might hesitate to defend them, it would never hesitate to defend
Israel. If those Arab states could somehow link their security to that of Israel, the thinking goes, the United States would
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have to intervene on their behalf with the same alacrity it would demonstrate to defend Israel. It will be interesting to
see if President Donald Trump’s vocal opposition to the Iran nuclear deal will assuage Saudi concerns over the United
States’ steadfastness. One would think that, in the wake of Trump’s high-proﬁle visit to Riyadh, Saudi leaders would be
reassured—and that the discussions with Israel would thus lose some of their attractiveness. But Riyadh may reason that
whereas American presidents come and go, the back channel to Israel is a long-term investment, even if the extent to
which it will be publicly acknowledged may wax and wane.
Thus, beyond concerns over America’s future steadfastness as a military ally, the Arab regimes who are seen as prepared
to talk with Israel over security matters may be motivated by a deep sense that Iran poses a long-term threat to the
region’s religious and sectarian order. In particular, the so-called Shia-Sunni split between the diﬀerent traditions of
Islam—over which Iran and Saudi Arabia, respectively, claim leadership—is a cause of concern for both Israel and Sunni
states. Iran’s signiﬁcant and largely sectarian involvement in civil wars and unrest in Iraq, Lebanon, Syria, and Yemen
has raised fears of a long-term strategy on the part of Tehran to undermine the stability of the Sunni Arab world. Both
the concerns that the United States would not protect its Gulf allies in extremis and that Iran poses a threat to the Sunni
Arab order may well be overstated. But if they are perceived to be real, that is what matters.
Importantly, the vision of security that is reportedly being explored in these back-channel discussions is very much an
adversarial model, whereby a group of states (in this case, Israel and several Sunni Arab states) band together to deter
and even defeat, if necessary, a commonly held enemy (Iran). It is not a broader, more cooperative vision of security in
which all countries of the region, even those that disagree with each other, try to come together to develop a set of
regional norms and then work to enact them in ways that would reduce tensions. In this sense, Israel and its discussion
partners are apparently pursuing, through back channels, an understanding on a form of “collective defense” rather than
what is often known as “common security.”25 This distinction has the eﬀect of making the cooperation that is being
contemplated between Israel and various Arab states not so much a vision of fundamentally altered relations between
them, or within the region, as a vision of a relationship of convenience to deal with a speciﬁc problem—without
necessarily changing the basic relations between Israel and its partners.
Of course, none of this is new. Discussions of various kinds of regional security systems have been underway for decades
in the Middle East.26 Beginning with the oﬃcial discussions that were part of the multilateral track of the 1991 Madrid
Peace Conference (known by the acronym ACRS, for Arms Control and Regional Security), and through several
iterations of Track Two discussions, various ideas for a regional security system have been debated oﬀ and on for many
years. 27 These dialogues have tended to break down into two categories: those that have posited the idea of a region-
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wide cooperative approach to security, and those that have suggested various approaches to collective defense
arrangements instead. Of the latter, some have advocated ideas of region-wide arrangements and others have suggested
that subregional approaches should be taken in the ﬁrst instance, often centered on the Gulf.28
The recent back-channel talks appear to support the latter category of discussions—seemingly aimed at advancing a
collective defense type of arrangement or understanding between Israel and certain Arab states. (Of course, such an
arrangement or understanding would not be publicly acknowledged, much as many of the defense arrangements
between various European states prior to 1914 were based on secret understandings.) However, though some involved in
the discussions might hope that the common interest in deterring Iran might lead to broader relations between Israel
and key Arab states, there seems to be little indication that Saudi Arabia and others are willing to fundamentally alter
the basis of their relations with Israel as long as the fate of the Palestinian issue remains unresolved. Indeed, at least
some of those involved in the recent discussions that have come to light have speciﬁcally said that they do not expect
oﬃcial relations to be achieved unless the Palestinian question is resolved.29 Thus, even though some from Saudi Arabia
and other regional states may be prepared to talk quietly to Israelis about commonly perceived security challenges, a
resolution of the Israeli-Palestinian dispute remains the key to a real rapprochement. Such a resolution is the basis of the
so-called “Arab Peace Initiative,” the ﬁve-hundred-word Saudi proposal ﬁrst released in 2002 and repeatedly endorsed
by the Arab League.30
If this characterization of the recent discussions is true, Saudis and others may view back-channel talks with Israelis over
security—discussions that are mostly secret but occasionally alluded to publicly—as a sort of insurance policy. Such quiet
talks, and the periodic hints that they are happening, make it known to both Washington and Tehran that Riyadh has
other security options. But Saudi refusal to embrace oﬃcial discussions with Israel serves to maintain Riyadh’s
commitment to the idea that its key positions will not change until wider political goals are achieved—in this case, the
position that full relations will not be established with Israel until the Palestinian issue is resolved.
On the other side of the table, for the Israeli right wing, public hints of back-channel talks with Saudi Arabia and others
also play useful roles. Israeli politicians can convey to the public that relations with adversaries are possible through the
tried-and-true practice of quiet, transactional discussions so favored by the Israeli security establishment and familiar to
the Israeli people. This conforms to Israel’s history of such dialogues. Most important, such dialogues enable those in
Israel who do not wish to take the steps required to resolve the Palestinian issue, including concessions on land and
Palestinian statehood, to indicate to their political base that, yet again, “the Arabs” are willing to talk to “us” about
serious issues without insisting that the Palestinian question be addressed.
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Conclusion
Reports of back channels between Israelis and representatives of Arab states over security issues must be seen in various
lights. Actual binding security arrangements seem a long way oﬀ, but the talks themselves, and periodic public hints at
their existence, serve wider regional and domestic purposes for both sides. For Saudi Arabia, they remind both the
United States and Iran that the Kingdom has other options with respect to its security—options that do not require it to
fundamentally compromise on basic positions concerning the Palestinian conﬂict or relations with the United States. For
Israel, they allow those who oppose the painful compromises required to resolve the Palestinian issue to hint that such
compromises are not necessary for Israel to enjoy quiet but meaningful relations with other powers in the region—as has
been the case for decades.

JORDAN’S KING ABDULLAH II RECEIVES THE PRESIDENT OF EGYPT ABDEL- FATTAH AL SISI, ON MAY 21, 2015 IN AMMAN,
JORDAN. SOURCE: ROYAL JORDANIAN COURT VIA GETTY IMAGES.

The reality is that the actual security beneﬁts of the discussions, which likely are rather minimal, are not the point for
either side. Back channels are being employed for many reasons, mostly having to do with strategic public relations,
domestic politics, and signaling to diﬀerent audiences. Back-channel diplomats may have little serious expectation that
their talks will fundamentally change relations between Israel and its neighbors. Even at its most expansive, this kind of
back-channel diplomacy has speciﬁc aims—for instance, the exploration of collective defense understandings against a
common rival (Iran), rather than discussion of common security systems as part of building a new regional relationship.
Thus, it is somewhat naïve to hope that the current secret back channels will transform the security landscape of the
Middle East. Indeed, Israel and its neighbors have a long history of often using back channels to preserve a tolerable
level of stability while procrastinating on the bigger issues. Nearly a century of back-channel diplomacy, conducted ﬁrst
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by Zionists and since 1948 by the Israeli government, has usually produced relatively minimal concrete results for much
of its history. Prospects are even dimmer in the current era, when Israel needs political buy-in from its public and elites
to push through policy changes. Back-channel diplomacy is in danger of becoming an end in itself.
Thus, back-channel diplomacy in the Middle East in general, and for Israel in particular, continues its by-now traditional
role: allowing speciﬁc elites to take short-term tactical steps to meet new challenges, while avoiding the need for diﬃcult
compromises on the central issues—compromises that would require changes in positions that might in turn imperil
their leadership. Admittedly, this is a highly cynical analysis. Looking forward, however, it is diﬃcult to see how the
region’s reliance on back-channel diplomacy of this sort can be overcome anytime soon, in the absence of a change in
leadership in several regional countries and in Israel. Back channels have become too ingrained in the warp and weft of
the region’s diplomatic culture. Perhaps all of this is the inevitable reality of the region, but it is worth noting even as it
unfolds. At the least, the pious statements of those involved in such back-channel talks that they are forging a new
regional reality need to be scrutinized with a jaundiced eye.
COVER PHOTO: TZIPI LIVNI, ISRAEL’S CHIEF NEGOTIATOR WITH THE PALESTINIANS (L) SITS NEXT TO ISRAEL’S
PRIME MINISTER BENJAMIN NETANYAHU, WITH YAAKOV AMIDROR, NATIONAL SECURITY ADVISOR TO THE
PRIME MINISTER, AND MILITARY SECRETARY MAJOR GENERAL EYAL ZAMIR, AS NETANYAHU MEETS WITH U.S.
SECRETARY OF STATE JOHN KERRY (UNSEEN) IN JERUSALEM ON JUNE 29, 2013. KERRY KEPT UP HIS
FRENETIC MIDEAST DIPLOMACY SHUTTLING AGAIN BETWEEN PALESTINIAN AND ISRAELI LEADERS IN HOPES
OF RESTARTING PEACE TALKS. SOURCE: AFP PHOTO/JACQUELYN MARTIN-POOL.

Notes
1. As Anthony Wanis-St. John deﬁnes back channels, they are “oﬃcially sanctioned negotiations conducted in secret
between the parties to a dispute.” See Wanis-St. John, “Back-Channel Negotiation: International Bargaining in the
Shadows,” Negotiation Journal 22, no. 2 (2006): 119.
2. There is some confusion as to whether back-channel diplomacy and Track Two diplomacy are the same thing. This
report argues that they are not, though there may be overlaps, particularly as Track Two diplomacy approaches Track 1.5.
The crucial distinction is that most Track Two eﬀorts involve nonoﬃcial elites who have inﬂuence within their societies but
who are not operating under instructions from government and are exploring new ideas in situations of conﬁdence in
hopes of developing new thinking and passing it back to those who can use it. For more on Track Two diplomacy, see
Peter Jones, Track Two Diplomacy in Theory and Practice(Stanford, Calif.: Stanford University Press, 2015).
3. Jones, Track Two Diplomacy, 24.
4. In cases where intermediaries are used, one role they play is what Dean Pruitt calls “communication chains”—actors
who permit indirect communication, particularly when a back channel is in its infancy and the risks attending exposure
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are at their greatest. See Pruitt, “The Tactics of Third Party Intervention,” Orbis 44, no. 2 (2000): 245–54. For more on the
issues that confront intermediaries in back channels, see Niall O’Dochartaigh, “The Role of an Intermediary in BackChannel Negotiation: Evidence from the Brendan Duddy Papers,” Dynamics of Asymmetric Conﬂict 4, no. 3 (2011): 214–
25. Duddy was a businessman from Derry in Northern Ireland who had extensive contacts with the Provisional Republican
leadership and acted as a go-between from them to the British government over several decades. Another who played
this role was a Catholic priest, Father Alex Reid. More on Duddy and Reid may be found in Eamonn Mallie and David
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