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Opening of the Madrid Middle East Peace Conference 

(30 October 1991) 
 

“Remarks by George Bush at the Opening Session of the Middle East Peace Conference in Madrid, Spain.” George Bush 

Presidential Library. N.p., n.d. Web. 15 June 2011 

 

In the wake of the 1991 Gulf War, which reversed Iraqi President Saddam Hussein’s 

effort to annihilate Kuwait, the United States’ 

stature rose among most Middle Eastern Arab 

states. America gained prominence because it 

supported the territorial integrity of an Arab State. 

It converted that good will into Arab support for 

Arab-Israeli diplomacy and regional security. This 

was the vision that President George Bush 

articulated after the war. In eight diplomatic 

shuttle missions to the region after Iraq's defeat, 

American Secretary of State James A. Baker III 

persevered in convincing Israel and its Arab 

neighbors to convene a Middle East peace 

conference in Madrid on October 30, 1991.  

America’s role in repelling Saddam 

Hussein’s aggression, in and of itself, was insufficient to convene an Arab-Israeli peace 

conference. A confluence of other factors made the Madrid Middle East Peace Conference 

possible. First, there was growing Arab admission that Israel’s military and economic strength 

made it impossible to remove from the Middle East. Second, in the 

absence of a major patron to provide international political 

support, financial assistance, and military aid, the Arab world 

lacked a military option to dislodge Israel from the region. Third, 

despite its public fears of attending a conference where Arab 

states would align uniformly against it, Israel accepted the 

conference format where that possibility was prohibited. Eagerly, 

Israel was prepared to negotiate bilaterally with Arab neighbors 

because its military superiority was unchallenged. Moreover, the 

Israeli public was weary of controlling the Palestinian population 

and wanted to find a suitable accommodation in which Israelis 

could separate their lives from governing the Palestinians who 

resided in East Jerusalem, the Gaza Strip, and the West Bank.  

Finally, both Israel and the Arab world placed their faith in 

American diplomatic choreography. For Israel, the United States 

remained a most dependable ally. Arab state acquiescence to 

Washington’s request of support for the conference came 

especially because those in the oil-producing regions found that 

their territorial integrity, sovereignty, and political longevity 

were dependent upon a strong and long-term military 

relationship with the United States. Since the conference 

validated its peace treaty relationship with Israel, Egypt warmly 

endorsed the conference concept and supported the American effort for its convocation.  

Figure 1 President George Bush greets troops stationed 
in Saudi Arabia over Thanksgiving, 1990, during the first 
gulf war. (Public Domain, U.S.) 

Figure 2 The United States 
generated goodwill in the Arab 
world by supporting the territorial 
integrity of Kuwait. Here, coalition 
forces as well as Arab civilians 
celebrate the expulsion of Iraqi 
troops from Kuwait. (Public Domain, 
U.S.) 
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  The three day Madrid Conference was precedent setting. Not only were Arab states 

willing to meet with Israel in a conference format, they were willing to use the conference's 

ceremonial beginning as an 

opening to engage in direct bi-

lateral talks with Israel. Unlike 

all previous efforts at Arab-

Israeli conference diplomacy, 

this conference did not take 

place in the aftermath of a 

prolonged period of communal 

violence or state-to-state 

conflict between Israel and its 

Arab neighbors. Rather, it 

came after the longest period of 

pre-negotiations. Political 

rather than military issues were 

the main items on the 

negotiating agenda. 

          Each delegation came 

to the conference with a 

different objective. In general, the Arab delegations came to Madrid to negotiate; Israel came 

open to the negotiating process, but did not negotiate in front of the media, and only negotiated 

afterward in a bilateral manner. Jordan's imperative was to let the Palestinians in the territories 

be the engine of negotiations and thereby diminish, if possible, the role of Arafat and the PLO. A 

joint Jordanian-Palestinian delegation allowed Amman to remain harnessed to progress in the 

Palestinian-Jordanian theater, while letting the Palestinians determine the procedural agenda. 

Palestinians sought parity with Israel, which an international forum gave them. Syria was the 

most antagonistic of the Arab states toward Israel. Syria's extreme tones put the Palestinians, 

Jordanians, and Egyptians in a comparatively more moderate light. Syria's worst fear was that 

progress on the Israeli-Jordanian / Palestinian front would proceed at a pace that would leave 

Syria to negotiate with Israel alone, without an Arab umbrella to help protect its interests. 

Lebanon’s presentation was noticeably restrained, allowing even the untrained ear to 

understand that Damascus would decide Beirut’s 

negotiating options. Egypt used the conference to 

promote additional agreements between Israel and Arab 

delegations in order to justify Cairo’s earlier peace 

treaty with Israel and thereby continue the process of 

Cairo's complete and total return to the world of inter-

Arab politics.   

Madrid was an American-planned conference, in 

which the Soviets played only a supporting role. The 

conference's formulation, conduct, and diplomatic 

aftermath reaffirmed the preeminent role of the United 

States over the Soviet Union in the region. American 

Secretary of State Baker was the diplomatic maestro. All 

sides looked to the United States to nurture the process, to break logjams, and to keep the 

Figure 3 President George Bush gives the opening speech at the Madrid Peace 
Conference October 30, 1991 (Permission from Israeli GPO requested, courtesy of 
Israeli Knesset). 

Figure 4 Secretary of State James Baker, shown 
here arriving in Kuwait in 1991, was the 
diplomatic maestro of the Madrid Conference 
(Public Domain, U.S.) 
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negotiating ball in play. Out of the conference came bilateral talks between Israel and a 

Jordanian-Palestinian delegation, and between Syria and Israel. Multilateral working groups 

emerged from the conference, which included discussions on arms control, economic 

development, the environment, refugees, and water. 

–Ken Stein, January 2010 
 

“Prime Minister Gonzalez, and President Gorbachev, Excellencies. Let me begin by thanking the 

Government of Spain for hosting this historic gathering. With short notice, the Spanish people 

and their leaders stepped forward to make available this magnificent setting. Let us hope that this 

conference of Madrid will mark the beginning of a new chapter in the history of the Middle East. 

I also want to express at the outset my pleasure at the presence of our fellow cosponsor, 

President Gorbachev. At a time of momentous challenges at home, President Gorbachev and his 

senior associates have demonstrated their intent to engage the Soviet Union as a force for 

positive change in the Middle East. This sends a powerful signal to all those who long for peace. 

We come to Madrid on a mission of hope, to begin work on a just, lasting, and comprehensive 

settlement to the conflict in the Middle East. We come here to seek peace for a part of the world 

that in the long memory of man has known far too much hatred, anguish, and war. I can think of 

no endeavor more worthy, or more necessary. 

Our objective must be clear and straightforward. It is not simply to end the state of war in the 

Middle East and replace it with a state of nonbelligerency. This is not enough. This would not 

last. Rather, we seek peace, real peace. And by real peace, I mean treaties, security, diplomatic 

relations, economic relations, trade, investment, cultural exchange, even tourism. 

What we seek is a Middle East where vast resources are no longer devoted to armaments. A 

Middle East where young people no longer have to dedicate and, all too often, give their lives to 

combat. A Middle East no longer victimized by fear and terror. A Middle East where normal 

men and women lead normal lives. 

Let no one mistake the magnitude of this challenge. The struggle we seek to end has a long and 

painful history. Every life lost, every outrage, every act of violence, is etched deep in the hearts 

and history of the people of this region. Theirs is a history that weighs heavily against hope. And 

yet, history need not be man's master. 

I expect that some will say that what I am suggesting is impossible. But think back. Who back in 

1945 would have thought that France and Germany, bitter rivals for nearly a century, would 

become allies in the aftermath of World War II? And who 2 years ago would have predicted that 

the Berlin Wall would come down? And who in the early 1960's would have believed that the 

cold war would come to a peaceful end, replaced by cooperation, exemplified by the fact that the 
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United States and the Soviet Union are here today not as rivals but as partners, as Prime Minister 

Gonzalez pointed out. 

No, peace in the Middle East need not be a dream. Peace is possible. The Egyptian-Israeli Peace 

Treaty is striking proof that former adversaries can make and sustain peace. And moreover, 

parties in the Middle East have respected agreements, not only in the Sinai but on the Golan 

Heights as well. 

The fact that we are all gathered here today for the first time attests to a new potential for peace. 

Each of us has taken an important step toward real peace by meeting here in Madrid. All the 

formulas on paper, all the pious declarations in the world won't bring peace if there is no 

practical mechanism for moving ahead. 

Peace will only come as the result of direct negotiations, compromise, give-and-take. Peace 

cannot be imposed from the outside by the United States or anyone else. While we will continue 

to do everything possible to help the parties overcome obstacles, peace must come from within. 

We come here to Madrid as realists. We do not expect peace to be negotiated in a day or a week 

or a month or even a year. It will take time. Indeed, it should take time: time for parties so long at 

war to learn to talk to one another, to listen to one another; time to heal old wounds and build 

trust. In this quest, time need not be the enemy of progress. 

What we envision is a process of direct negotiations proceeding along two tracks: one between 

Israel and the Arab States; the other between Israel and the Palestinians. Negotiations are to be 

conducted on the basis of U.N. Security Council Resolutions 242 and 338. 

The real work will not happen here in the plenary session but in direct bilateral negotiations. This 

conference cannot impose a settlement on the participants or veto agreements. And just as 

important, the conference can only be reconvened with the consent of every participant. Progress 

is in the hands of the parties who must live with the consequences. 

Soon after the bilateral talks commence, parties will convene as well to organize multilateral 

negotiations. These will focus on issues that cross national boundaries and are common to the 

region: arms control, water, refugee concerns, economic development. Progress in these fora is 

not intended as a substitute for what must be decided in the bilateral talks; to the contrary, 

progress in the multilateral issues can help create an atmosphere in which longstanding bilateral 

disputes can more easily be settled. 

For Israel and the Palestinians, a framework already exists for diplomacy. Negotiations will be 

conducted in phases, beginning with talks on interim self-government arrangements. We aim to 

reach agreement within 1 year. And once agreed, interim self-government arrangements will last 
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for 5 years. Beginning the 3d year, negotiations will commence on permanent status. No one can 

say with any precision what the end result will be. In our view, something must be developed, 

something acceptable to Israel, the Palestinians, and Jordan, that gives the Palestinian people 

meaningful control over their own lives and fate and provides for the acceptance and security of 

Israel. 

We can all appreciate that both Israelis and Palestinians are worried about compromise, worried 

about compromising even the smallest point for fear it becomes a precedent for what really 

matters. But no one should avoid compromise on interim arrangements for a simple reason: 

Nothing agreed to now will prejudice permanent status negotiations. To the contrary, these 

subsequent negotiations will be determined on their own merits. 

Peace cannot depend upon promises alone. Real peace, lasting peace, must be based upon 

security for all States and peoples, including Israel. For too long the Israeli people have lived in 

fear, surrounded by an unaccepting Arab world. Now is the ideal moment for the Arab world to 

demonstrate that attitudes have changed, that the Arab world is willing to live in peace with 

Israel and make allowances for Israel's reasonable security needs. 

We know that peace must also be based on fairness. In the absence of fairness, there will be no 

legitimacy, no stability. This applies above all to the Palestinian people, many of whom have 

known turmoil and frustration above all else. Israel now has an opportunity to demonstrate that it 

is willing to enter into a new relationship with its Palestinian neighbors: one predicated upon 

mutual respect and cooperation. 

Throughout the Middle East, we seek a stable and enduring settlement. We've not defined what 

this means. Indeed, I make these points with no map showing where the final borders are to be 

drawn. Nevertheless, we believe territorial compromise is essential for peace. Boundaries should 

reflect the quality of both security and political arrangements. The United States is prepared to 

accept whatever the parties themselves find acceptable. What we seek, as I said on March 6, is a 

solution that meets the twin tests of fairness and security. 

I know -- I expect we all know -- that these negotiations will not be easy. I know, too, that these 

negotiations will not be smooth. There will be disagreement and criticism, setbacks, who knows, 

possibly interruptions. Negotiation and compromise are always painful. Success will escape us if 

we focus solely upon what is being given up. 

We must fix our vision on what real peace would bring. Peace, after all, means not just avoiding 

war and the costs of preparing for it. The Middle East is blessed with great resources: physical, 

financial and, yes, above all, human. New opportunities are within reach if we only have the 

vision to embrace them. 



 

© Center for Israel Education 2012 
 
 

To succeed, we must recognize that peace is in the interest of all parties; war, absolute advantage 

of none. The alternative to peace in the Middle East is a future of violence and waste and 

tragedy. In any future war lurks the danger of weapons of mass destruction. As we learned in the 

Gulf war, modern arsenals make it possible to attack urban areas, to put the lives of innocent 

men, women, and children at risk, to transform city streets, schools, and children's playgrounds 

into battlefields. 

Today, we can decide to take a different path to the future, to avoid conflict. I call upon all 

parties to avoid unilateral acts, be they words or deeds, that would invite retaliation or, worse yet, 

prejudice or even threaten this process itself. I call upon all parties to consider taking measures 

that will bolster mutual confidence and trust, steps that signal a sincere commitment to 

reconciliation. 

I want to say something about the role of the United States of America. We played an active role 

in making this conference possible. Both the Secretary of State, Jim Baker, and I will play an 

active role in helping the process succeed. Toward this end, we've provided written assurances to 

Israel, to Syria, to Jordan, Lebanon, and the Palestinians. In the spirit of openness and honesty, 

we will brief all parties on the assurances that we have provided to the other. We're prepared to 

extend guarantees, provide technology and support, if that is what peace requires. And we will 

call upon our friends and allies in Europe and in Asia to join with us in providing resources so 

that peace and prosperity go hand in hand. 

Outsiders can assist, but in the end, it is up to the peoples and Governments of the Middle East to 

shape the future of the Middle East. It is their opportunity, and it is their responsibility to do all 

that they can to take advantage of this gathering, this historic gathering, and what it symbolizes 

and what it promises. 

No one should assume that the opportunity before us to make peace will remain if we fail to 

seize the moment. Ironically, this is an opportunity born of war, the destruction of past wars, the 

fear of future wars. The time has come to put an end to war, the time has come to choose peace. 

Speaking for the American people, I want to reaffirm that the United States is prepared to 

facilitate the search for peace, to be a catalyst, as we've been in the past and as we've been very 

recently. We seek only one thing, and this we seek not for ourselves, but for the peoples of the 

area and particularly the children: That this and future generations of the Middle East may know 

the meaning and blessing of peace. 

We have seen too many generations of children whose haunted eyes show only fear, too many 

funerals for their brothers and sisters, the mothers and fathers who died too soon, too much 

hatred, too little love. And if we cannot summon the courage to lay down the past for ourselves, 

let us resolve to do it for the children. 
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May God bless and guide the work of this conference, and may this conference set us on the path 

of peace. Thank you. 

Note: The President spoke at 10:30 a.m. in the Salon de las Columnas at the Royal Palace. 

 

 

 


