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DIRECTOR’S STATEMENT 

 

During the work on my next project I wanted to interview former Secretary of State Henry 

Kissinger.  I asked Ambassador Dennis Ross, who knew Kissinger, if he could help me to 

arrange that interview.  He agreed and we met.  This was in 2015, at the height of the 

negotiations for the Iran nuclear deal.  Kissinger, who knew Ross very well, wanted to 

prepare himself for a hearing before the senate foreign relations committee and questioned 

Ross assuming different scenarios that might happen in the following months regarding the 

nuclear deal.  For me, sitting there like a fly on the wall it was a riveting half an hour.  I 

felt as if I was in a debate at the situation room in the White House or at the State 

Department.  At the end of that, Kissinger agreed to be interviewed for my new project and 

as we left his office I told Ross what I had felt while listening to them. 

 

Ross, who was the chief American negotiator for peace in the Middle East, answered that 

the debate I witnessed was very similar to those that take place in the White House.  I asked 

if he would be willing to share those intimate moments from within those rooms during his 

25 years of work trying to achieve peace between Israel and its Arab neighbors - not what 

happened in front of the camera but behind the scenes, with the leaders and the other 

American negotiators. Ross wanted to think about it - after all it’s his life work and 

memories – but after a few days he agreed. 

 

Although this is a story with global impact, it’s a very personal one for me. On November 

4th, 1995, which happens to be my birth date, Prime Minister Rabin was shot.  Ever since 

that night my life was turned around.  It ended up as the driving force behind The 

Gatekeepers, my previous film and now it fed a deep desire to really understand why 

although a huge American effort had been invested into the peace process, all attempts to 

reach peace went so badly wrong since that horrible November night. 
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Yuval Diskin, one of the former heads of Shin Bet, the Israeli security agency, whom I 

interviewed for The Gatekeepers, said to me that in order to solve a monumental problem 

as difficult as the Israeli-Palestinian conflict you need two outstanding leaders on both 

sides at the same time – and on top of that an American leadership who understand very 

well the subject in all its complexities and is willing to invest a lot in helping the facilitation.  

Without those factors in place as precondition, it won't work. 

 

The Human Factor, which in some ways I see as a companion piece to The Gatekeepers, 

answers that question from within the negotiating rooms, from the perspective of those 

who were there, from those who spent days, months, years to bring peace.  I wanted to 

revisit those moments with the individuals at the heart of the negotiations.  They were 

working closely with leaders on all sides and through their perspective, I wished to decipher 

what were the real reasons for that failure. 

 

More than that, The Human Factor explores on a more fundamental psychological level, 

the human beings who are the political leadership, the core of diplomacy and decision 

making - and portrays them as they really are. 

 

The negotiators who tell our story are, in a similar way to The Gatekeepers, all individuals 

who are critical to world historical events, whose faculties of persuasion and analysis have 

a profound impact on the politics in the U.S. as well as the Middle East and of my home 

country, yet they are somewhat hidden from the public eye.  They are consummate experts 

in their field with astonishingly deep understanding of the region’s idiosyncrasies with all 

its history, politics, and culture. 

 

For the first time in film, they have had the benefit of time to consider their particular roles 

and actions, with the capacity to return to these historic moments and events, and share 

their remarkable stories, experiences, insights and reflections. 
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DROR MOREH – DIRECTOR & PRODUCER 

Moreh began his career as a cinematographer, became one of Israel’s leading directors of 

photography.  His directorial debut, “Sharon”, is a feature-length documentary offering a 

look at the work of Israel's controversial former Prime Minister Ariel Sharon and his impact 

on the Gaza Disengagement Plan.  The film was selected for the official Panorama program 

at the 58th Berlin Film Festival. 

 

Moreh achieved international recognition with his second documentary feature, “The 

Gatekeepers”, which was nominated for the Best Documentary at the 85th Academy 

Awards.  “The Gatekeepers” earned both popular and critical success, the film was selected 

to numerous festivals around the globe (Telluride, Toronto, New York, Sundance, IDFA, 

Jerusalem) and won a string of international awards - including “Best Non-Fiction Film” 

(2012) by the National Society of Film Critics; “Best Documentary” (2012) by the Los 

Angeles Film Critics Association, Best 5 Documentaries by National Board of Review 

(2013), The Cinema for Peace Award and more. 

 

Moreh also directed “Rose”, a six-part docudrama series about the murder of a young girl, 

“Under Cover”, a 4-part series about undercover agents in the Israeli Police.  Currently, 

Moreh is working on several feature length documentaries.  “Corridors of Power” (8-part 

series and a feature length documentary) a riveting examination of how American leaders 

have responded to genocide and mass atrocities in the post-Cold War era. 

 

“Dagan” tackles the legacy of Israel’s top spymaster and former head of the Mossad 

intelligence agency - Meir Dagan. 

 

In 2004 Moreh founded a production company DMP, that specializes in international  

co-productions.  Based in Tel Aviv, DMP focuses on regional and international geopolitical 

subjects that resonate with audiences around the world. 
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SHORT SYNOPSIS 

 

From the Oscar®-nominated director of The Gatekeepers comes the untold, behind-the-

scenes story of the United States’ 30-year effort to secure peace in the Middle East, told 

from the perspective of the American negotiators.   

 

 

LONG SYNOPSIS 

 

There was a time when peace appeared to be just within reach.  What went so horribly 

wrong? 

 

THE HUMAN FACTOR, a new film by Dror Moreh, Academy Award nominated director 

of The Gatekeepers, revisits three decades of an Israeli-Arab peace process from a unique 

perspective: that of the American mediators – the peacemakers who shuttled between 

Middle East capitals, spending hours with the region’s political heavyweights – prime 

ministers, generals, ex-terrorists, diplomats, dictators and presidents.  These mediators 

gained intimate knowledge of the individuals and stories which dominated daily news 

around the world. 

 

For all those key figures – some working on the same issue for almost three decades – 

peace in the Middle East became a personal obsession, a mission which shaped their 

professional careers, affected their personal lives, and still occupies their minds. 

 

The negotiators speak candidly about their experiences alongside never-before-seen, 

official White House photography that illustrates what really went on behind the scenes in 

rooms away from photo opportunities.  Rich and exposing portraits of world leaders are 

portrayed as we learn what really went on behind closed doors in meetings between U.S. 



 

 7 

presidents, Israeli, Palestinian, and Syrian leaders.  What we observe, for the first time, are 

first-hand impressions of events that shook the world – not from the perspectives of the 

conflicting parties involved, or that of politicians who care about their legacy, but from 

senior civil servants, the negotiators.  It is their function to observe, relate, maintain 

neutrality, and convince both sides of the pressing necessity to resolve decades of brutal 

violence and turmoil. 

 

With the distance of time behind them, the negotiators forensically dissect and examine, 

now from a critical perspective, their own role as Americans in the process.  Some of the 

most burning questions into these crucial issues are answered with remarkable candor and 

self-reflection.  There is no other conflict in the world where the price of the diplomatic 

failure was so clearly evident.  Today, in the complete absence of any Israeli-Palestinian 

peace negotiations and the very notion of diplomacy on the wane, the stakes couldn’t be 

higher and the need to learn from past mistakes couldn’t be more urgent. 
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THE MEDIATORS 

 

DENNIS ROSS 

 

Known as “the architect” of the Arab-Israeli peace process, for over a decade Dennis Ross 

played a principal role in shaping U.S. involvement in the Middle East and dealing directly 

to bring all parties to the negotiation table.  A highly skilled diplomat, Ross was the U.S. 

‘point man’ on the peace process as President Clinton appointed Ross as Washington’s 

special Middle East envoy, presiding over a small interagency team of American 

negotiators.  He has served as an adviser on Middle East affairs over four different 

administrations, starting with President Ronald Reagan and finishing his service with 

President Obama. 

 

STATEMENT 

For more than thirty years, no issue mattered more to me than trying to make peace between 

Israel and its neighbors.  The Human Factor captures that, in my case, this was not simply 

an exercise in negotiations between parties in an ongoing conflict.  It was a mission.  I often 

tell my students that the notion that mediators in high stakes conflicts should be 
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dispassionate is profoundly wrong.  In historic conflicts where the collective mentality is 

zero-sum and each side’s mythologies are deeply embedded, compromise with the other is 

politically and emotionally excruciating.  Setbacks are, thus, far more common than 

advances—and the mediator has to believe enough in the importance of settling the conflict 

to endure all the disappointments.  Those who feel no such stake will walk away and say I 

tried.  That was never in the cards for me; I could see the possibilities, and, as I came to 

connect especially with the negotiators and their families, I saw the human dimension of 

the conflict.  And its costs became very personal. 

 

I still do a great deal of informal and back-channel diplomacy with Israelis, Palestinians, 

and a number of different Arab governments.  Anyone who thinks that the current 

breakthroughs between the UAE, Bahrain and Israel would have happened without the 

Oslo process misunderstands the region.  Peace became more thinkable.  If Palestinians 

could deal with Israelis—given their existential conflict—it was okay for others to do so 

as well.  Of course, the emergence of common threat perceptions of Iran and the Muslim 

Brotherhood accelerated this process.  And, now, ironically, the message is that the 

Palestinians cannot freeze the region and prevent individual Arab states from pursuing their 

own national interests.  Palestinians need to adjust their thinking and see how growing 

Arab ties to Israel can be a bridge for them and not a bypass road for excluding them.  

Israelis, too, must see these ties as not only good in themselves, but also do provide a bridge 

for breaking the stalemate with the Palestinians.  At the end of the day, the Palestinians are 

not going away.  Neither are the Israelis–and the human factor in negotiations and between 

societies must come to the fore. 
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MARTIN INDYK 

 

London-born, Australian-educated Indyk served two stints as U.S. Ambassador to Israel 

between 1995-2001, the first and only ambassador to Israel born outside the United States.  

A steadfast presence in the dramatic peace process, Ambassador Indyk played a leading 

role in building bridges to peace between Israel and its Arab neighbors, helping navigate 

the labyrinthine shoals of Middle East politics.  His expertise was fully recognized when 

he was chosen by Secretary of State John Kerry as the U.S. special envoy for the Israeli-

Palestinian negotiations under President Obama. 
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GAMAL HELAL 

 

The so-called “man in the middle”, Egyptian-American Helal started out as an Arabic 

interpreter for the Department of State, playing a critical role during talks with Iraq before 

the 1991 Gulf War.  In 1993, he became the senior Arabic interpreter for the White House, 

a vital guide to the Arab world for U.S. presidents, secretaries of states and negotiators – 

before making the unusual step up to senior policy adviser to Dennis Ross, then the special 

Middle East envoy.  Bill Clinton wrote of Gamal that “on more than one occasion, his 

insight and personal connection with Arafat would prove invaluable.” 

 

STATEMENT 

Revisiting history can bring back disappointment and aspirations.  I hope that future 

generations can learn that seizing opportunities is the main responsibility of leaders and 

nations.  The Human Factor can bring the public as close as possible to what happened 

during the elusive search for peace in the Middle East. 
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AARON DAVID MILLER 

 

Miller’s career is a living history of U.S. crisis management and frustrated stabs at peace 

in the world’s most volatile region.  In 1980, he became the State Department’s top analyst 

for Lebanon and the Palestinians.  He devoted the next decade to understanding Palestinian 

national politics and the P.L.O., headed by Yasser Arafat.  In 1993, Miller was appointed 

as the Deputy Special Middle East Coordinator to Dennis Ross and for the next seven years, 

Miller worked as part of a small interagency team of negotiators tasked with structuring 

the U.S. role in Arab–Israeli negotiations through the historic Oslo process, multilateral 

Arab–Israeli economic summits, Israeli–Jordanian peace treaty, and final status 

negotiations between Israel and Syria and between Israel and the Palestinians at Camp 

David in 2000. 

 

STATEMENT 

Looking back now over more than two decades of involvement in US efforts in Israeli-

Palestinian peacemaking, I haven’t given up hope that at some point a conflict-ending 

solution might be found; but I have given up my illusions.  What was required more than 

anything else – leaders on both sides who were masters not prisoners of their political 



 

 13 

constituencies and ideologies willing to recognize the needs of the other -- was rarely 

present.  It’s no coincidence that the three breakthroughs in the Arab-Israeli conflict – 

Israel-Egypt; Israel-Palestinians; Israel-Jordan -- occurred secretly without the 

foreknowledge of the United States.  Once the parties crossed that threshold and were 

invested in their negotiations, then and only then was America able to play a useful role; 

and even then far too often, especially in Israeli-Palestinian negotiations, we favored 

Israeli positions over those of the Palestinians who at any rate hewed to a narrative that 

Israel wouldn’t accept.  Indeed when we failed it was almost always a result of looking at 

the world the way we wanted it to be rather than the way it actually was.  Had we been 

more honest with ourselves we might have realized that the gaps that separated Israelis 

and Palestinians were simply too large to be bridged.  And that however well-intentioned 

our efforts, the US couldn’t replace the lack of political will on their part with our own.  

Under these conditions, the idea that failure was not an option resulted in an outcome 

where failure was the only option.  
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DANIEL KURTZER 

 

Daniel C. Kurtzer is the S. Daniel Abraham Professor of Middle East Policy Studies at 

Princeton University’s Woodrow Wilson School of Public and International Affairs.  

During a 29-year career in the U.S. Foreign Service, Ambassador Kurtzer served as the 

United States Ambassador to Israel and as the United States Ambassador to Egypt.  He 

was also a speechwriter and member of the Secretary of State George Shultz’s Policy 

Planning Staff; and served as Deputy Assistant Secretary for Near Eastern Affairs and as 

Principal Deputy Assistant Secretary for Intelligence and Research. 

 

Kurtzer was a member of the “peace team” for Secretary of State James A. Baker III and 

Secretary of State Warren Christopher.  He played an instrumental role in formulating 

and executing American policy, in particular helping to bring about the Madrid peace 

conference.  Following that breakthrough, Kurtzer was named as the coordinator of the 

multilateral peace talks; served as the U.S. representative to the bilateral talks between 

Israel and the Palestinians and between Israel and Syria; chaired the U.S. delegation to 

the multilateral refugee negotiations. 
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Kurtzer is the co-author of Negotiating Arab-Israeli Peace: American Leadership in the 

Middle East, co-author of The Peace Puzzle: America’s Quest for Arab-Israeli Peace, 

1989-2011, and editor of Pathways to Peace: America and the Arab-Israeli Conflict.  

After retiring from the State Department, he served as a member of Secretary of State 

John Kerry’s Foreign Affairs Policy Board, and as an advisor to the bipartisan Iraq Study 

Group.  In 2007, he was named the first Commissioner of the professional Israel Baseball 

League. 

 

Ambassador Kurtzer received his Ph.D. in political science from Columbia University. 

 

STATEMENT 

Two career highlights stand out: First, the privilege of serving as the U.S. Ambassador to 

Egypt from 1997 until 2001, and the privilege as serving as U.S. Ambassador to Israel from 

2001 until 2005.  The fact that I was appointed to these positions by a Democrat President 

and a Republican President was particularly meaningful, as it highlighted my appointments 

as reflecting professional experience rather than political affiliation.  Second, I had the 

honor to serve under Secretary of State Baker as he negotiated the terms of reference for 

the 1991 Madrid peace conference, an historic breakthrough that launched almost thirty 

years of ongoing peace efforts.  Since then, I have remained active in peacemaking, initially 

in my appointment to various positions of responsibility for the peace talks, and later in co-

authoring two books and editing a book about the peace process. 
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ROBERT MALLEY 

 

In 1998, Malley was appointed Special Assistant to President Clinton for Arab-Israeli 

Affairs, a key organizer of the 2000 Camp David Summit.  Following his service with the 

administration, Malley became Senior Policy Advisor for the Center for Middle East Peace 

and Economic Development in Washington, D.C.  In 2015, the Obama administration 

appointed Malley as its Middle East ‘point man’ on the Middle East, later handed the task 

of President Obama's new special ISIS advisor. 

 

STATEMENT 

Some twenty years ago, President Bill Clinton, Israeli Prime Minister Ehud Barak and 

Chairman Yasir Arafat gathered at Camp David for what, in retrospect, was a turning 

point in Israeli-Palestinian relations.  At the time, virtually everyone both in Israel and the 

U.S. reached the same conclusion: Camp David was the story of both an unprecedented 

Israeli offer and a typical Palestinian missed opportunity. 

 

I was at Camp David, a member of the small American peace team, and I, too, was 

frustrated by the Palestinians' passivity and inability to seize the moment.  But there 
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should have been no purpose, and there has been considerable harm, in adding to their 

real mistakes a list of fictional ones.  The Israeli side bears significant responsibility for 

failure too.  Its “offer” was far below what any Palestinian leader could accept, and its 

all-or-nothing approach inevitably led to a predictable result: nothing.  Likewise, blame 

must fall on the American side, which too often acted as a messenger of warmed up 

Israeli ideas, rather than as originator of viable ones. 

 

The orthodoxy born of Camp David has had larger, immeasurably harmful effects, some 

of which we are living with to this day.  Broader conclusions – that Israel has no peace 

partner, and that Palestinians are incapable of compromise – took hold.  It is no 

coincidence that hope for a fair, two-state solution has faded, giving way to a one-state 

reality of inequality, injustice, and despair.  
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TIMELINE 

Date Events Diplomatic Process 

1990 August –  

1991 February 

The First Gulf War (combat 

operations lasting January 1991 - 

February 1991) 

 

1991 October 30 – 

1991 November 1 

 

 

 
The Madrid Peace Conference with 

representatives from Israel, Syria, 

Lebanon and a Palestinian-Jordanian 

delegation 

1992 July 13 Rabin is sworn in as the new Prime 

Minister of Israel  

 

1992 December The USSR is dismantled  

20 January 1993 Bill Clinton in sworn into office  

21 January 1993  First meeting of the Israeli peace team 

with PLO negotiators 

March 1993  Peres updates Rabin on the progress in 

Oslo 

May 1993  Israeli Chairman of the Foreign Office 

Uri Savir joins the talks with the 

Palestinians, turning them into formal 

peace talks between the State of Israel 

and the PLO 

1993 August 20  Peres and Abu Ala sign the Oslo 

declaration in a secret ceremony in Oslo 
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8 September 1993 

 

 Exchange of letters between Rabin and 

Arafat (first mutual recognition between 

the PLO and Israel) 

1993 September 13  Arafat and Rabin sign the Declaration 

of Principles in Washington 

4 May 1994  Signing ceremony of the Gaza and 

Jericho first agreement, entering the 

interim phase of 5 years before signing 

a permanent peace deal 

1994 February 25 The Goldstein Massacre: Baruch 

Goldstein, an Israeli American 

doctor, murders 29 Palestinians in a 

Hebron Mosque and injures over 100 

more 

The Palestinians stop the talks with 

Israel 

April 1994 A suicide bombing in Afula  

8 Israelis are killed and 55 injured  

Hamas claims that it is in retaliation 

for the Goldstein Massacre  

 

October 1994  Signing ceremony of Israeli-Jordanian 

Peace Accords 

1993 September – 

1995 September 

Hamas suicide attacks in Beit Lid, 

Hadera, Tel Aviv and more  

164 Israelis killed  

 

1995 September 28  Oslo B accords signed in Washington 

The accords detail the spread of Israeli 

and Palestinian forces but is eventually 

halted by Israel and never completed  
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1995 November 4 Rabin is assassinated 

Peres replaces him as Prime 

Minister  

 

1996 January 5 Israel assassinates the Hamas bomb 

engineer Yihya Ayash  

Hamas promises another wave of 

bombings in retaliation  

 

1996 February 25 Double suicide bombing in 

Jerusalem and Ashkelon.  

A week later, another bombing in 

Jerusalem and Tel Aviv  

 

May 1996 Netanyahu is elected Prime Minister  

1996 September 24 The tunnel opening riots: 17 Israeli 

soldiers and over 100 Palestinians 

are killed  

The tunnel opening riots comes after a 

long term of stalling negotiations with 

Netanyahu refusing to carry out the next 

steps of the Oslo B accords, as agreed 

upon in Washington 

1997 January 15  Netanyahu signs the protocol of the 

newly agreed spread of forces in 

Hebron as an addendum to the Oslo B 

accords  

1998 October 23 Wye Agreement: this accelerates the 

fall of Netanyahu’s government after 

losing the support of the right-wing 

parties  

The agreement details the Israeli 

withdrawal and Palestinian measures on 

several fronts, but does not go into 

further detail about the claim that the 

Palestinians never fulfilled their initial 

obligations 

1999 May 17 Ehud Barak beats Netanyahu and 

replaces him as Prime Minister  
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2000 January Failure in talks with Syria and Israeli 

unilateral withdrawal from Lebanon  

Shepherdstown talks between Israel and 

Syria fall apart after Barak turns down 

the Syrian demand for the withdrawal 

lines  

In March, Clinton meets Assad in 

Geneva but there is no breakthrough 

and Barak decides to withdraw from 

Lebanon 

2000 July 11 - 25  Camp David peace talks to achieve a 

final peace deal with the Palestinians 

No deal is agreed upon  

2000 September 28 Sharon’s visit to the Al Aqsa 

Mosque ignites the Second Intifada  

 

2004 November 11 Arafat dies, leaving Mahmoud Abbas 

to lead the Palestinian people after 

elections in January 2005  

 

2007 November  Annapolis convention with Mahmoud 

Abbas and Ehud Olmert, agreeing on 

the continuation of negotiations on all 

core matters to reach a long-term 

agreement 

The talks fail  

February 2009 Netanyahu is elected Prime 

Minister again 

Diplomatic channels with the 

 ndduring the 2Palestinians are frozen 

terms under Netanyahu rdand 3 

 

 

 

 



 

 22 

HISTORICAL CONTEXT 

by Robert M. Danin 

Robert M. Danin is a Senior Fellow at the Harvard Kennedy School’s Belfer Center, and a principal at 

Georgetown Global Strategies.  He previously spent over 20 years working on the Middle East at the White 

House, State Department, and as head of the international Quartet Mission in Jerusalem.  @robertdanin 

 

Introduction 

The Human Factor tells the story of a small group of American officials presented with a 

unique historic opportunity to try to end the long, war-filled, Arab-Israeli conflict using 

the tools of diplomacy and negotiations.  With revealing interviews and rare historical 

footage, The Human Factor traces the arduous efforts of these American peacemakers to 

end the Arab-Israeli conflict and to establish a lasting peace between these Middle East 

adversaries.  In capturing this unique, fleeting moment encompassing the last decade of 

the 20th Century, the film presents a brutally honest, self-critical, first-person account of 

the challenges, surprises, and herculean obstacles these peacemakers faced as they tried 

to help create a new, peaceful Middle East.  

 

I. A Unique Historical Moment 

At the beginning of the 1990s, two major historic events coincided to create a new global 

reality that left the United States as the sole, predominant global superpower, unrivalled 

and unchallenged in the world.  The fall of the Berlin Wall, the emerging democratic 

independence of Eastern Europe, and the collapse of the Soviet Union marked the Cold 

War’s ending.  These events ushered in a new era, one of unrivaled American power on 

the global stage, and seemingly boundless new global opportunities.  

 

Seemingly oblivious to these global changes, Iraqi dictator Saddam Hussein made a 

major miscalculation in August 1990, when he deployed Iraq’s vast army to invade and 
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swallow up the entirety of Kuwait, a neighboring Arab state.  This invasion was not some 

remote and unimportant dispute in a far-off distant land; instead, Saddam’s attempt to 

eradicate the entire existence of a neighboring state quickly became the first test case of 

the new American-dominated post-Cold War Era.  The American response was to form a 

global coalition comprised by United Nations members and authorized by that 

deliberative body.  The U.S. dispatched a half a million American troops to the Middle 

East, and rapidly expelled Iraq’s army from Kuwait.  The quick, decisive U.S.-led victory 

left the United State unrivaled in the Middle East.  

 

With the collapse of the USSR and the defeat of Iraq, the stage was set for efforts to 

reorder the conflict-prone region.  The Human Factor focuses on these American efforts 

to make peace in the Middle East and to end the longest simmering dispute—the Arab-

Israeli conflict.  

 

The Conflicted Middle East 

The Arab-Israeli conflict had long dominated the Middle East, forming one of the world’s 

most dangerous fault-lines.  With the Soviet Union backing the region’s confrontation 

states—Syria, Egypt, and others—and the United States backing Israel, this conflict was 

so volatile and dangerous that in 1973, the U.S. and the U.S.S.R came closer than they 

ever had to nuclear confrontation, with Washington raising its nuclear alert.  The Middle 

East witnessed all-out wars between Israel and its Arab neighbors in 1948, 1956, 1967, 

1973, and 1982, along with ongoing continued low intensity fighting throughout between 

Israeli and Palestinian guerrillas and irregulars. 

 

II. Historic Background 

The Birth of Middle East Conflicts 

In reality, the Arab-Israeli conflict has been comprised of two interrelated and 

overlapping conflicts: First, the conflict between the Jewish nationalist or Zionist 
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movement and the Palestinian Arab national movement over the same piece of territory—

the land between the Mediterranean Sea and the Jordan River.  This intra-communal 

conflict dates back to at least the 19th Century when the Ottoman Empire ruled Palestine.  

Britain captured Palestine in World War I, and afterwards tried to mediate the conflicting 

Jewish and Arab national aspirations in Palestine.  After thirty years of painful and 

fruitless efforts and following the devastation of World War II, Britain decided to leave 

Palestine and let the United Nations sort it out.   

 

The United Nations, adopting the recommendations of earlier international commissions 

that studied the Palestine conundrum, concluded that the rival Jewish and Arab national 

movements could not coexist in a single unitary country.  The United Nations General 

Assembly voted in November 1947 to partition Palestine into two independent states—

one Arab, one Jewish.  The Zionist leadership in Palestine accepted the U.N. decision 

whereas Palestine’s Arabs, as well as all other Arab states, rejected Palestine’s partition, 

arguing instead for a single bi-national state.  When the Jews subsequently declared 

independence in May 1948, the Arab states invaded Palestine and the first Arab-Israeli 

war ensued.  This began the second overlapping conflict—the Israel-Arab state conflict—

in parallel with the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. 

 

The Arab-Israeli Wars 

The first Arab-Israeli war of 1948 ended with Israel victorious and surviving as a new 

internationally recognized state.  Neighboring Jordan occupied the West Bank, and Egypt 

occupied Gaza.  Palestine’s Arabs had lost; their leadership and society collapsed, with 

hundreds of thousands of them displaced and dispersed as refugees.  The defeated Arab 

states, led by Egypt and Syria, refused to recognize or deal with Israel, and vowed to 

remove the new state and liberate all of Palestine on behalf of the Palestinian Arabs.  
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As noted, the West Bank and East Jerusalem was occupied in the 1948 war by Jordan and 

Gaza was ruled by Egypt.  During the 1967 Six Day War, Israel defeated the combined 

Arab armies with East Jerusalem and the West Bank seized from neighboring Jordan, 

Gaza and the entire Sinai Peninsula occupied from Egypt, and the Golan Heights 

occupied from Syria.  The 1973 War did little to change the lines on the battlefield, but it 

inflicted a major blow to Israel’s army, which had been caught by the surprise Egyptian-

Syrian attack.  Israel suffered major casualties, and the Egyptian army succeeded in 

temporarily recapturing the Suez Canal and parts of Sinai. 

 

The Israeli-Palestinian Conflict 

With Israel’s 1967 occupation of the West Bank, East Jerusalem, and Gaza Strip, Israel 

and the Palestinians were once again reintroduced—this time with Israel’s army serving 

as the occupying force.  The Palestinian leadership, however, had reconstituted itself in 

exile under the umbrella of the Palestine Liberation Organization (PLO), which vowed to 

liberate Palestine through guerilla warfare.  

 

The PLO, like the Arab states, refused to acknowledge Israel’s existence, referring 

instead to the Jewish state as “the Zionist entity.”  Israel, in turn, refused to acknowledge 

a separate Palestinian Arab identity, denying the existence of a distinct Palestinian 

nationalism.  Israel viewed the West Bank and Gaza that it occupied in 1967 as territory 

that the Palestinians had forfeited any claim to due to their leadership’s rejection of the 

United Nations’ partition of Palestine in 1947 and 1948.  While Israel sought peace with 

the Arab states, it saw no role for Palestinian nationalism. 

 

American Diplomacy 

The 1967 and 1973 wars established the basis for and marked the real beginning of 

American-led efforts to broker peace.  Following those wars, the United Nations Security 

Council adopted Resolutions 242 and 338, calling for Israel and the Arab states to end 
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their conflict based on the formula of “land-for-peace.”  Israel’s neighbors—Syria, 

Lebanon, Jordan, and Egypt—were all called upon to recognize the Jewish state, while 

Israel was called upon to withdraw from territories it occupied during the 1967 war. 

 

Egyptian President Anwar Sadat’s historic outreach to Israel in 1977 broke the Arab 

taboo on contact with the Jewish state.  Following subsequent intensive American 

mediation—including a historic summit at Camp David hosted by President Jimmy 

Carter—Israel and Egypt’s leaders signed a landmark peace agreement.  Israel returned 

the entirety of the Sinai desert to Egypt, and the two countries established peaceful 

diplomatic relations.  To allow Egypt to claim it had not made a “separate peace,” Israel 

agreed in its treaty with Egypt to provide the Palestinians in the occupied-West Bank, 

Gaza, and East Jerusalem “autonomy”—that is, limited self-government, but not 

sovereignty or a state.  Israel, however, continued to refuse any suggestion that it would 

deal with or recognize the PLO, which continued to wage guerrilla and terrorist attacks 

against Israeli civilian targets. 

 

Despite the Israeli-Egyptian peace agreement, the prospect of any movement towards a 

broader or comprehensive Middle East peace remained impossible.  The other Arab states 

boycotted Egypt for having made peace while they remained implacably opposed to 

peace with Israel.  With the most militant backed by the Soviet Union, the other Arab 

states felt no incentive to break ranks.  Meanwhile, Israel, backed by the United States, 

argued that while the land-for-peace formula could apply towards peace with its 

neighbors, that approach was not applicable when it came to the Palestinians.  In short, 

the Middle East stalemate was seemingly entrenched and insurmountable. 

 

III. Enter the Negotiators 

The Human Factor begins with President George H.W. Bush, who led the United States 

through the end of the Cold War.  Bush, in partnership with his longtime friend, Secretary 
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of State James Baker, worked tirelessly to bring together for the first time ever the leaders 

of Israel and the Arab states in an unprecedented international peace conference.  Until 

this point, the Arabs had refused to even sit in the same room with their Israeli 

counterparts.  Following the conference, Baker turns to active diplomacy, shuttling along 

the track between Israel and the Arab States, as well as between Israel and the 

Palestinians.  His efforts, however, were, as seen in The Human Factor, thwarted by 

intransigence all around.  Ultimately, Baker runs out of time when Bush loses the 1992 

election to Bill Clinton.  

 

The Human Factor then continues the story of the early Clinton Administration, as it 

picks up the peacemaking effort.  President Clinton and his negotiators throw everything 

into this endeavor over the course of his two presidential terms.  Clinton pursues high-

level talks between leaders from Syria and Israel, and oversees a historic breakthrough in 

which the Palestinian leadership agrees to relinquish violence and recognize Israel.  

Israel, in turn, agrees to recognize the PLO as the sole legitimate representative of the 

Palestinian people.  We see Clinton and his team try to move the pieces on the diplomatic 

chessboard amidst unanticipated violence, assassination, shifting politics, and individual 

miscalculation. 

 

The Human Factor painfully traverses this treacherous journey and explores the efforts 

and personalities of the parties involved, from Syria’s iron-willed leader Hafez al-Assad, 

to the PLO’s founder Yasser Arafat, the iconic father of the Palestinian national 

movement.  It also tells the story of the Israeli warrior-turned-peacemaker Yitzhak Rabin, 

who pays for his efforts with his life.  The film then captures the way that history forces 

Rabin’s Israeli successors—the idealistic Shimon Peres, the brooding, peace-skeptic 

Benjamin Netanyahu, and then the peripatetic Ehud Barak—to attempt in very different 

ways to navigate the challenges of the historic moment.  We see how Israeli, Palestinian, 

and Syrian leaders all maneuver and sometimes avoid making monumental decisions 

regarding war and peace, highlighting the centrality of The Human Factor. 
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Ultimately, The Human Factor is a tragic story—one in which we see American 

determination and idealism hit an iron wall of deeply entrenched enmities and historical 

mistrust.  Despite their tireless efforts at the pinnacle of international diplomacy, theirs is 

a story of very human failure filled with disappointment and regret.  Even unprecedented 

American presidential commitment and tireless efforts that produce incremental 

breakthroughs prove insufficient to produce the Middle East peace they see within their 

grasp.  The Human Factor provides us insights and revelations gleaned along this journey 

and reveals a painful story of hope, idealism, determination, and a historic Middle East 

moment that may never be replicated.  
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FILMMAKER BIOS 

Teddy Leifer – PRODUCER 

Since founding Rise Films in 2008, Teddy has produced or executive produced all of its 

films and television programmes.  His credits include 2018 Oscar® winner Icarus and 2013 

Oscar® nominee The Invisible War.  A three-time Emmy® winner, his other producer and 

executive producer credits include The Interrupters, Knuckle, Dreamcatcher, We Are 

Together, Rough Aunties and Who is Dayani Cristal? starring Gael García Bernal. 

 

Teddy has produced films and television programmes for broadcasters and partners 

including BBC, Channel 4, ITV, Showtime, PBS, Hulu, Universal, Netflix, Film4 and 

HBO.  Many of his productions have gone on to win at the Sundance Film Festival and 

other major international awards.  He is the producer of ITV2’s multi award-winning 

Roman sitcom, Plebs.  The show is the channel’s highest rating comedy ever. 

 

He recently produced The Art of Political Murder, a feature documentary for HBO 

executive produced by George Clooney - which will be released in 2020.  He also executive 

produced David Osit's award-winning film, Mayor, following the life and work of Musa 

Hadid, the mayor of Ramallah. 

 

He is currently producing a two-part documentary for HBO about the comedian George 

Carlin, directed by Judd Apatow.  

 

Teddy was recently listed in the "100 most innovative and influential people in British 

creative and media industries" by the Guardian newspaper.  He is a member of the 

Producers Guild of America and BAFTA.   
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Sol Goodman – CO-PRODUCER 

Sol Goodman is a Producer and Publisher working in the U.S. and the Middle East. 

 

Kobi Zaig – CINEMATOGRAPHER 

Kobi Zaig is a Director of Photography with an MFA of Cinematography from the 

American Film Institute (AFI).  He has been a cinematographer for the last 20 years on 

narrative, commercial and documentary films.  Kobi believes that his wide variety of 

experiences as a cinematographer helps him tell any type of story, regardless of genre.  For 

the last 12 years, Kobi has lived in Los Angeles, California, and works professionally 

around the world.  His films have received national and international recognition.  Kobi’s 

passion for the craft of cinematography led him to design new cine lenses, such as the Leica 

180mm T2. 

 

Eugene Levitas – COMPOSER 

The work of critically acclaimed composer and IMA (Independent Music Awards) winner, 

Eugene Levitas, spans across multiple genres - classical, contemporary, jazz, electronic 

and pop/rock.  Levitas' concert music has been performed by many leading orchestras and 

artists including the Israel Philharmonic Orchestra, Israel Chamber Orchestra, Jerusalem 

Symphony Orchestra, Arena Di Verona Orchestra, Chen Zimbalista, Yuri Bashmet, 

Moscow Soloists and many others.  Since 2019, Levitas serves as composer in residence 

of the Israel NK Orchestra.  As a film composer, Levitas scored acclaimed documentaries, 

including Human Weapon by Ilan Ziv, Rescue Helicopters (Gold Award in the Houston 

International Film Festival) directed by Elan Frank for National Geographic, A Tramway 

in Jerusalem by Amos Gitai. 

 

Oron Adar – EDITOR 

Oron Adar is an Israeli film editor, director and screenwriter.  Having studied in Paris at 
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the IDHEC (FEMIS) film school, Oron has gone on to work as an editor and co-writer, 

predominantly in documentary films and series.  His notable works include The Oscar® 

nominee, The Gatekeepers (2012, dir. Dror Moreh), Detained (2001, dir. Anat Even and 

Ada Ushpiz), The Settlers (2016, dir. Shimon Dotan), and Netflix French-language series, 

Gregory. 


