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KEY TAKEAWAYS

Echoes of Apartheid
STC echoes the logic of Apartheid-era South Africa in 
its formation of territorial reservations called “Bantu-
stans,” which were intended to give the appearance of 
self-determination for Black South Africans and de-
flect the responsibility of the sovereign government 
toward all people under its effective control. 
 
 
Palestinians are passive  
recipients of Israeli policy
While this reflects the prevailing dynamic between 
the two sides, the lack of Palestinian acquiescence 
will ultimately limit STC from realizing its goals and 
perpetuate the conflict indefinitely.

STC is based on the “separation-with-
out-withdrawal” paradigm
The initial stage of the Oslo process reorganized Israel’s 
occupation into zones of direct and indirect control, which 
allowed Israel to maintain its occupation indefinitely at low 
cost. Essentially, “Shrinking the Conflict” (STC) proposes 
extending this paradigm to its logical endpoint. 
 

STC obscures the one-state reality
The consolidation of Israel’s permanent rule over the occu-
pied territories has created a “one-state reality.” STC claims 
to offer a “two-state reality” in place of two actual states and 
is intended to free Israel of the implications of preventing 
the establishment of a sovereign Palestinian state. 
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INTRODUCTION

When Israel’s “government of change” was sworn 
into office in June 2021, then-incoming Prime 
Minister Naftali Bennett pledged to the Knesset—
Israel’s parliament—that he would change course 
in the country’s military occupation over the 
Palestinian territories through “the reduction of 
friction and the shrinking of the conflict.”1 The 
choice of words was significant given its direct 
reference to a policy formula that has generated 
considerable debate in Israel over the past few years, 
as well as attention abroad. First introduced by the 
Israeli political philosopher Micah Goodman in a 
2017 book, Catch-67, and later in a series of articles, 
“Shrinking the Conflict” (STC) is premised on the 
argument that Israel should minimize its control over 
Palestinian lives through a series of steps that chart 
a distinct path away from either trying to resolve 
the Israeli-Palestinian conflict entirely or manage it 
indefinitely. In doing so, Goodman argues that STC 
can transform the very nature of the conflict itself.

Although Bennett’s government collapsed a year after 
taking power, the adoption of STC by the prime minis-
ter and key members of his cabinet2 took Goodman’s 
program out of the realm of ideas and gave it weight 
as a policy agenda. While Bennett’s implementation of 
STC when in power was inconsistent, the endorsement 
of the concept at the highest echelons of government 
and its emerging resonance internationally have made 
it worthy of deeper examination. Moreover, as this is-
sue brief demonstrates, the underlying ideas behind 
STC were already being put into practice by Israel for 
many years prior to Bennett’s government, have been 
instrumental in shaping the current reality inside the 
occupied Palestinian territories, and will likely continue 
to influence policy in the years ahead. 

This brief focuses on the constructs of STC and its 
implications on the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, rather 
than Goodman’s reading of Israeli society and politics, 
examining the proposal’s efficacy as a transformative 
vision, and the role of Palestinians—or lack thereof. 
The brief shows that behind STC’s seemingly 
benevolent facade, which purports to “maximize 

Palestinian freedom,” the proposal is designed to 
create an illusion of separation between Israelis and 
Palestinians on territory that Israel is unwilling to exit in 
practice, with the purpose of shielding Israel from the 
implications of its permanent rule over Palestinians. 
STC does this by advancing the separation-without-
withdrawal paradigm established during the interim 
phase of the Oslo Accords in order to obscure the 
“one-state reality” that has emerged as a result of 
Israel’s settler enterprise in the West Bank and its 
prevention of a two-state solution.

Part I of this brief summarizes Goodman’s STC pro-
posal and its claims. Part II analyzes the proposal as a 
concept and in practice, identifying STC as an exten-
sion of the separation-without-withdrawal frame-
work. Part III situates the Palestinians in relation to 
STC, particularly as passive recipients of Israeli poli-
cy, and questions whether STC can achieve its goals 
without Palestinian involvement or endorsement.

1. STC: THE CONCEPT

First, it is important to recognize that Goodman 
is engaged in a domestic Israeli dialogue and STC, 
at least initially, was meant for an Israeli audience. 
Ostensibly, STC is framed as a proposal to mitigate 
the polarization in Israel between the political Right 
and Left, which Goodman argues has generated a 
debilitating level of paralysis. “Political confusion,” 
Goodman wrote in a 2019 article in The Atlantic, “is 
the new political consensus in Israel.”3

Goodman posits that at the heart of this confusion 
is the fact that the Israeli-Palestinian conflict cannot 
be resolved, largely because it would demand that 
Israelis reconcile a fundamental dilemma over their 
state’s relationship to the occupied territories. 
In Goodman’s words: “If Israel remains in the 
territories, it will endanger its future, but if it leaves 
the territories, it will also endanger its future.”4 Or, 
put differently: “Withdrawing from the territories 
would jeopardize [Israelis’] national security, but 
annexing the territories would jeopardize their 
national majority,”5 by incorporating millions of non-
Jewish citizens into the polity.
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With the Israeli Left and Right divided between 
these two political programs Goodman attempts 
to articulate the “hidden consensus” in Israeli poli-
tics, a do-nothing or do-no-harm approach in which 
Israel neither withdraws nor formally annexes the 
West Bank. Instead, he argues Israel would be best 
served by “shrinking the conflict” through a series 
of unilateral measures (he proposes eight) intended 
to reduce Israel’s totalitarian hold over the Palestin-
ians, stimulate their economic development, and 
enhance their self-government.

These eight steps include building a network of 
roads for Palestinians in the West Bank; connect-
ing the disparate enclaves under the Palestinian 
Authority (PA)’s semi-autonomous control; slightly 
expanding the territories the PA administers and 
offering additional land for industrial development; 
easing travel abroad for Palestinians through the 
border with Jordan and Israel’s international airport; 
issuing more work permits inside Israel; facilitating 
greater ease in imports and exports; amending the 
agreement governing the economic relationship 
between Israel and the PA; and ending settlement 
building outside major settlement blocs.

Goodman argues, if implemented, these steps 
would have a transformative effect on the nature 
of the conflict because the Palestinian territories 
would no longer be weak and fragmented but an “in-
dependent and contiguous polity” that is “open to 
the world.” As such, the conflict would be “reorga-
nized as a clash between neighbors rather than be-
tween rulers and subjects.”

Crucially, to ensure these steps do not compro-
mise Israeli security, Goodman also says the Israeli 
military, security, and intelligence agencies must 
continue to operate inside the occupied territo-
ries indefinitely, which he outlines in five principles: 

1.	 Israeli intelligence will continue to operate in 
all parts of the West Bank.

2.	 Israeli military will continue to conduct pur-
suits and arrests in all parts of the Palestin-
ian autonomous area.

3.	 Israel will retain a permanent military force in 
the Jordan Valley.

4.	 Airspace will remain under full Israeli control.
5.	 Telecommunication networks will remain 

under full Israeli control.6

Taken together, these steps and principles comprise 
the “eight plus five” formula that is STC.

2. STC: THE REALITY

The most common critique leveled at STC is that 
it is simply a rebranding of other failed or unimple-
mented policies, namely “economic peace” prof-
fered by former prime minister Benjamin Netan-
yahu, but also similar plans stretching back to the 
onset of Israel’s military occupation in 1967.7 In 
general, such proposals aim to raise Palestinian 
living standards through economic development 
while avoiding progress on political issues or end-
ing Israel’s 54-year military occupation of the West 
Bank and Gaza Strip. Critics generally question 
the efficacy of this approach because it is based 
on two unconvincing assumptions: (1) Palestin-
ians would be more amenable to overlooking their 
fundamental lack of political and human rights if 
provided better economic conditions; and (2) these 
improved conditions can be achieved without end-
ing the occupation.

In many ways, STC does resemble this approach 
given its framing as a substitute for decisive politi-
cal action on Israel’s part and its basis on expanding 
Palestinian freedom of movement and economic op-
portunity without ending the occupation or stopping 
settlement expansion. Yet history has demonstrated 
that Israel’s occupation is incompatible with Pales-
tinian economic development, and that creating a 
benign occupation is impossible because denying 
a people their right to self-determination requires 
near-constant—even escalating—repression.8

Indeed, Goodman ignores that the intelligence net-
work he considers essential to Israeli security is de-
rived from exploiting Palestinian insecurity through 
a system of mass incarceration, legalized torture,9 
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intrusive surveillance,10 collective punishment,11 and 
extortion of Palestinian dependency on the occupy-
ing power for basic necessities. With no additional 
rights or protections forthcoming under the pro-
posal, the ongoing presence of Israel’s military and 
security apparatus in Palestinian life ensures the 
oppression they face is unending and limits the pos-
sibility of reduced friction.12 This alone invalidates 
Goodman’s claims that STC is capable of transform-
ing the relationship between Palestinians and Israe-
lis into one of neighbors.

Yet STC is far more pernicious than a glib rebrand-
ing of tired or discredited ideas. Under the prem-
ise of overcoming Israel’s left-right polarization, 
STC combines the demographic reasoning for 
separation from Palestinians that undergirds the 
two-state paradigm with the security argument 
that obliges Israel to retain control over the oc-
cupied territories indefinitely. Through this syn-
thesis, Goodman provides both a rationale and a 
blueprint for a system of permanent domination 
of Israelis over Palestinians. More importantly, he 
does so while also claiming that two distinct poli-
ties can exist under a single sovereign government, 
thereby eliding the ruling government’s responsi-
bilities to all people under its effective control. As 
such, Palestinian individual and collective rights are 
disregarded entirely, while the focus on improving 
Palestinian livelihood is used as a palliative for the 
denial of their right to self-determination.

A. STC in Practice

In practical terms, STC equates to extending the 
current structures of Israeli rule in the occupied 
territories to their logical endpoint. Between 1993 
and 1995, these structures were established as 
part of the Oslo Accords, intended to be tempo-
rary until a final resolution was negotiated within 
a five-year period.13 They include the creation of 
the semi-autonomous PA government; the Paris 
Protocols that govern the economic relationship 
between Israel and the PA; and the zones of juris-
diction (Areas A, B, and C) that allocate adminis-
trative and security control over the West Bank 

and Gaza. When the peace process collapsed in 
2000 (although never fully abandoned) these in-
terim structures effectively became permanent, 
trapping Palestinians in administrative limbo.14 
In effect, Israel preserved ultimate control over 
the entire occupied Palestinian territories but 
ceded its administrative obligations as an occu-
pying power to the PA and the financial costs to 
the Palestinian taxpayer and the international 
donor community. Thus, Israel gained a cost-free 
occupation with little pressure to make concrete 
decisions about its future in the territories.15 
Moreover, Israel retrains total jurisdiction over  
60 percent of the West Bank, exploiting unre-
stricted access to the land and resources for its 
illegal civilian settlement enterprise, which has 
grown six-to-seven-fold since the Oslo Accords 
were signed.16

The favorability of this status quo for Israel provides 
a major incentive to sustain it as long as possible. 
STC suggests that if Palestinians experience indi-
rect occupation everywhere, as they do in Ramallah 
or in other major enclaves under PA administration, 
then they would be content with Israel’s permanent 
presence in the backdrop.

In a closer examination of the STC formula this be-
comes apparent. For example, the first step Good-
man proposes in his 2019 article in The Atlantic 
is the construction of a road network in the West 
Bank that connects major Palestinian cities.17 Un-
der the tagline “Keep It Flowing,” Goodman recy-
cles a plan from the Israeli military initiated in 2003 
called “Everything Flows,” whereby Palestinian en-
claves are connected by their own road network to 
achieve “transportational contiguity” in place of 
territorial contiguity.18

However, Goodman fails to mention that such a road 
network already exists. As the Jewish settler popu-
lation has mushroomed, Palestinians have found 
their access to those roads restricted and their free-
dom of movement inhibited. In recent years, Israel 
has already begun building an alternate infrastruc-
ture of interchanges, bypass roads, and tunnels for 
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Palestinians under a scheme known as “Fabric of 
Life,”19 whose goal is to produce systematized sepa-
ration between two populations living on the same 
piece of land.

Israel, then, is engineering a road network that 
is less in conflict with its colonial enterprise.20 By 
superimposing one spatial-infrastructural grid 
on top of another, Israelis and Palestinians can 
occupy the same geography without ever meeting 
on the same topography. Israelis can continue 
to develop their colonies without compromising 
their own freedom of movement or security.21 This 
“separation [better enables] Israeli security forces 
to restrict Palestinian movement, when needed, 
without disrupting travel by settlers and other 
Israelis driving on West Bank roads.”22

This logic extends throughout the STC formula, 
which also proposes that Palestinian transit out of 
the country through Jordan is made more seamless, 
and that Palestinians be offered separate, secure 
shuttles through Israel’s Ben Gurion Airport.23 The 
combination of a separate infrastructure with no 
meaningful change in their access to the rest of 
Israel-Palestine means that Palestinians would 
essentially be fenced in and funnelled out.

In Goodman’s thinking, however, this constitutes 
a “two-state reality”—although not two actual 
states—and transfigures the Palestinians from 
subjects of Israeli rule into Israel’s neighbors. 
Achieving this is fundamental to the logic underlying 
STC because Israel is denying Palestinian statehood 
but is also unwilling to provide civil and political 
rights to the millions of stateless Palestinians 
living within Israeli-controlled borders. From an 
international legal standpoint, including treaties the 
Israeli government has ratified, Israel is responsible 
for providing these rights.24 By distinguishing 
a Palestinian polity on a distinct territory—or 
archipelago of territories—Goodman hopes Israel 
can avoid the consequences of permanent rule.

Such reasoning echoes the rationale for the Ban-
tustans of Apartheid South Africa, by attempting to 

channel Palestinian demands for self-determination 
and self-governance into a series of non-sovereign 
territorial reservations. As in South Africa, however, 
the dependency of these territorial entities on the su-
zerain government renders them incompatible with 
notions of independence or even genuine autonomy. 
That is why the overwhelming majority of the interna-
tional community never recognized the independence 
of the Bantustans25 and has rejected Israeli claims that 
it no longer occupies the Gaza Strip, for instance.26

Although Goodman deliberately excludes Gaza 
from the STC proposal, in a real sense Israel would 
be attempting to turn each isolated enclave in the 
West Bank into a mini version of the beleaguered 
coastal strip, connected by a patchwork of 
transportation infrastructure. As with Gaza, 
Goodman believes Israel will have washed its hands 
of responsibility,27 even though this argument has 
been rejected by the United Nations28 and the 
International Criminal Court.29

B. Why Change at All?

While the status quo is favorable for Israel it none-
theless remains inherently unstable. Under present 
conditions, the PA—an essential component of this 
paradigm—is weak, unpopular, financially insolvent, 
and increasingly cast as illegitimate by its own pub-
lic. Moreover, while Palestinians do not experience 
direct military occupation in their major cities (al-
though Israeli military incursions routinely pierce 
this bubble), the façade of autonomy is lifted as peo-
ple interface directly with the Israeli military, settle-
ments, and numerous obstacles to their freedom of 
movement. This reality is extremely frustrating and 
degrading for Palestinians, significantly undermines 
economic development, and causes a great deal of 
friction with Israel.

Furthermore, STC has a more nefarious objective at 
its core—one that offsets any gains to be had from 
reducing short-term frictions. The Oslo framework 
did not end the occupation inside the enclaves; it 
simply reorganized it.30 As such, the Israeli state re-
mains the ultimate authority, with decision-making 
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in the Israeli Knesset and military still dictating the 
lives of Palestinians under PA administration. That is 
why the International Court of Justice and the inter-
national community more broadly still define Israel’s 
presence in the Palestinian territories as a military 
occupation.31 However, this status should not be 
considered immutable. Not only is the occupation 
54 years old, but it also exists in tandem with an il-
legal settler-colonial enterprise. Therefore, as the 
window on the two-state solution has closed, Israeli 
rule appears permanent and the one-state real-
ity—in which one ethno-national group structurally 
dominates another—is increasingly being charac-
terized as apartheid.32

These three weaknesses of the current system—
the potential collapse of the PA; friction with the 
military and settlement project; and the growing 
resonance of the claim that the regime in place is 
one of apartheid33—are what STC appears designed 
to address. Its proponents clearly hope that the 
consensus over Israel’s occupation will give way to 
one in which Israel bears no responsibility for the 
Palestinians under PA jurisdiction.

In sum, it would appear the real dilemma being solved 
for is not what Goodman claims, but rather how 
to avoid sovereign obligations while preventing a 
Palestinian state. As such, STC can best be described 
as a ploy to extricate Israel from a trap of its own 
making rather than a genuine attempt to produce 
satisfactory results for both parties. Goodman does 
not exactly hide this, either. In his 2019 article, he 
concludes that “these steps and principles… avert the 
threat to Israel’s existence as a Jewish and democratic 
state without decreasing Israeli security. This is a plan 
for the confused Israelis who are not looking for a plan 
to solve the conflict, but a way to escape the trap, and 
to improve the lives of Palestinians as well.”34

3. PALESTINIAN PARTICIPATION?

Despite being the central focus of the STC proposal, 
Palestinian engagement in the process of discussion 
and implementation is not only deemed to be un-
necessary but is disregarded entirely. Instead, Pal-

estinians are relegated to mere passive recipients of 
Israeli “goodwill” with no say in their proposed fate. 
Far from being an oversight by Goodman, this omis-
sion of Palestinian agency is in keeping with present-
day political dynamics, in which Palestinians have 
lost much of their already-limited leverage and Is-
raeli unilateralism is the determining force shaping 
reality on the ground.

It is difficult to believe STC will produce the type of 
placidity among Palestinians that Goodman’s poli-
cy requires. While some steps proposed by Good-
man would likely be welcomed by Palestinians as 
improvements to their daily living conditions, it is 
clear the underlying intention of STC is to solidify 
Israel’s hold over Palestinians and their land, there-
by denying them their rights and freedoms over the 
long term.

As such, Palestinian scholars and analysts have 
generally dismissed the proposal as a “repackaging” 
of older policies and not given STC significant 
attention.35 While the PA would likely be inclined to 
work with Israel to enhance economic and governing 
opportunities in the West Bank, the PLO Central 
Committee has explicitly rejected STC,36 and even 
senior officials engaging with Israel on a daily basis 
recognize that pursuing such an agenda divorced 
from progress on the political track is untenable.

In recent meetings with Israel’s foreign minister, 
PA Minister of Civil Affairs Hussein Al-Sheikh—ar-
guably the closest advisor to PA President Mah-
moud Abbas—stressed the importance of having 
a “diplomatic horizon” between Israelis and Pal-
estinians. “We talk about security, the economy 
and civilian matters but it’s important that there 
be a political umbrella over everything we do,” Al-
Sheikh said. “Without that, the situation will be 
very tough.”37

In disregarding Palestinian agency, however, 
Goodman also disregards the complexity of Pal-
estinian politics, taking for granted the stability of 
the current political order. At present, the Pales-
tinian polity is weak, fragmented, and dominated 
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by an unelected and repressive political elite with 
a vested interest in the PA’s future, and therefore 
does not challenge Israel or the status quo in any 
meaningful capacity.38 STC assumes that giving 
the PA a greater degree of operational latitude 
will keep it afloat and in control of the Palestinian 
public indefinitely. Yet as the political horizon for a 
Palestinian state has receded, so has the PA’s le-
gitimacy among its public.

Today, the majority of Palestinians in the occupied 
territories view the PA as a burden, and only one-
third still support the two-state solution as a 
framework for resolving the conflict.39 Without even 
a democratic mandate, the current political elite’s 
hold on to power is tenuous and increasingly being 
challenged by a restless population. 

Furthermore, the donor community that has 
continued to finance the PA has grown increasingly 
wary of footing the bill as the window on two states 
has closed. Indeed, external financing for the PA 
has already dropped 83 percent over the past 13 
years, from $1.2 billion in 2008 to approximately 
$184 million in 2021.40 The likelihood that outside 
countries will shoulder the financial cost of this 
project indefinitely is dubious at best.41 Yet without 
a functioning PA led by an acquiescent leadership, 
there is little chance STC can deliver for Israel what 
Goodman promises.

CONCLUSION

STC purports to be a transformative policy agen-
da that not only articulates a hidden consensus in 
Israeli politics over the country’s approach to the 
Palestinian issue but is capable of reorganizing 
the conflict from a belligerent one between mas-
ters and subjects to a benign one between neigh-
bors. In reality, a reorganization of the conflict 
along the lines suggested by STC already occurred 
in the 1990s with the signing of the Oslo Accords, 
which created new structures and layers of direct 
and indirect occupation. Crucially, the suspension 
of the Oslo process during its interim phase pro-
duced a dynamic that satisfied concurrent—even 

competing—Israeli desires to continue expanding 
the Zionist settler project into occupied territory, 
relinquish direct administration for the majority of 
Palestinians, and retain security control over the 
entirety of Israel-Palestine.

Conceptually, STC stems from this separation-
without-withdrawal model. Yet it goes further by 
rationalizing the extension of this model in time and 
space, so that it becomes a comprehensive and per-
manent paradigm. The objective is to rescue Israel 
from the trap of permanent rule over a disenfran-
chised population by producing a “two-state reality” 
in place of two actual states and obscuring the one-
state reality that has taken shape on the ground. Far 
from being a stable outcome, however, the rejection 
of the Palestinian right to self-determination en-
sures perpetual conflict and the entrenchment of a 
sui generis system of apartheid. Moreover, by failing 
to consider internal Palestinian politics or the appe-
tite of key external actors to continue financing the 
Oslo project, STC is likely to fail in delivering what it 
claims, even for Israel.
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