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Playing 20 questions 
to figure out the 
‘deal of the century’ 
Dr James J Zogby
President Arab American Institute

Ibelieve that it was Henry Kissinger who described his
approach to running Arab-Israeli negotiations as creating
the illusion of momentum to compensate for the lack of

momentum. The goal wasn’t the outcome. It was to keep
everyone involved in the process. Adhering to this maxim,
successive generations of US diplomats have “led” a peace
process more for its own sake than for establishing a just and
lasting peace. 

For decades, we had, what the Palestinians would say was
“all process, no peace.” The Trump Administration has, it
appears, now taken this approach one step further. Instead of
wasting time trying to create the fiction of negotiations
between an ideologically intransigent Israeli government and
a weakened and dysfunctional Palestinian Authority, the
Trump team promised to do the work themselves by putting
together “the deal of the century.”

We have been awaiting the unveiling of this “deal” for
almost two years and have been told at regular intervals that
it would be forthcoming “in a matter of weeks or months”. As
I see it, the Kushner, Greenblatt, Friedman team may have
found a way to create the reductio ad absurdum of
Kissinger’s maxim by creating the illusion of a deal to com-
pensate for the absence of a deal.

During the past two years, in order to keep the suspense
growing as to exactly what the deal might include, there have
been leaks from “official” (Arab, Israeli, and American)
sources. These have, each in turn, been coyly denied by the
Trump team with the cautionary note that their effort
remained a work in progress and would only be revealed
when it was completed and the time was right. 

Since most of the leaks have suggested proposals that
were wholly unacceptable to the Palestinians, the Trump
team have accompanied their denials with the warning that
the Palestinians should not reject the “deal” until they see it -
promising that it would include proposals that would
improve their lives. These notes of caution have often come
in the form of tweets from Jason Greenblatt who has, it
appears, taken to trolling Palestinian leaders and even low-
level operatives with advice and/or rude rebukes.      

And so we are left with questions galore as to what’s in
the deal. The guessing game, itself, has become an industry
of sorts - almost like medieval theological inquiries into the
nature of the divine. Articles are written, debates are held,
and Twitter wars explode. In each instance, the
Administration denies the guesses and chides those who
guess, as the medieval church hierarchy might have done,
with the injunction that we should be still and have faith,
since the mystery will be revealed at the appropriate time.

I have come to see this “have faith” as nothing more than
a cynical ploy to buy time. As a result, I am led to ask, “What
if there is no deal of the century?” What if this entire enter-
prise is, as I suggested, merely “creating an illusion of a deal”
in order: to keep the Palestinians quiet; hold the Arab world
at bay; and the rest of us guessing. What fuels my cynicism is
the fact that during this same two-year period, while the
“deal” was supposedly being concocted, the Trump
Administration and the Netanyahu government have been
quite busy taking steps that make clear their intentions
toward the Palestinians.

Trump has, in his words, taken “Jerusalem off the table”
recognizing it as the capital of Israel. And by closing the US
Consulate and denying US assistance to Palestinian institu-
tions in East Jerusalem, he has placed this captive Palestinian
community wholly under Israeli control. Similarly, the Trump
Administration has attempted to take the issue of the
Palestinian refugees “off the table” by suspending all aid the
UNWRA and making clear that they do not consider the
descendants of those who were forced into exile in 1948 to
be refugees. At the same time, by their silence, the Trump
Administration has accepted Israeli unilateral actions that
have predetermined the future of Palestinian lands and rights.
Israeli settlements have expanded, illegal outposts have been
legitimated, and Israeli demolitions of Palestinian homes and
exploitation of Palestinian resources and lands have acceler-
ated at an alarming rate.  Add to this the Administration: sus-
pension of all Palestinian aid; acceptance of Israel’s “Jewish
Nation State Law; failure to criticize Israel’s refusal to reim-
burse Palestinian VAT revenues; support for other Israeli acts
that have crippled the PA, while fostering divisions between
the Palestinians in the West Bank and Gaza; taking action to
protect Israel from the International Criminal Court; and
efforts to criminalize support for BDS - all of which have
contributed to furthering Palestinian powerlessness and
Israel’s sense of impunity.

With this in mind, I suggest that the guessing game
should be over. Even if there is a “deal of the century” (and
I’m still an agnostic on that question), we can be certain that
it won’t: end the occupation of the lands seized in the 1967
War; create true Palestinian sovereignty and control over
their land and resources; give Palestinians the opportunity to
freely and independently conduct commerce with the out-
side world; recognize the rights of Palestinian refugees; or do
anything to reunite the areas now called “East Jerusalem” to
Palestinian control.

Photo shows family members of Thailand’s King Maha Vajiralongkorn (from left) Prince Dipangkorn Rasmijoti, daughter Princess Sirivannavari Nariratana, daughter Princess
Bajrakitiyabha Manidol, sister Princess Ubolratana, sister Princess Maha Chakri Sirindhorn attending the coronation of King Vajiralongkorn at the Grand Palace in Bangkok. —AFP

Kim Jong Nam murder: 
Mystery that gripped 
the world

Abalding man with a backpack slung over his right shoul-
der walks across a crowded airport concourse, stopping
to look up at the departure board to find his flight to

Macau. As he stands in front of an automatic check in machine,
he is grabbed from behind and something is put over his face.
The incident lasts just over two seconds.

The blurry CCTV footage from airport cameras makes it
impossible to see exactly what is happening. But half an hour lat-
er, Kim Jong Nam will be dead, poisoned by one of the most
toxic nerve agents ever invented. The assassination of Kim - the
half-brother of North Korean leader Kim Jong Un - gripped the
world, spawning weeks of media coverage and sparking a tense
diplomatic stand off. South Korea immediately pointed the finger
at its isolated northern neighbour, and Malaysia, in whose main
airport the killing took place, found itself under an unwelcome
international spotlight.

Agonizing pain 
Kim Jong Nam was used to hanging around airports, having

spent a decade shuttling between different locations after falling
out with his family and going to live in exile. The figure who had
spoken out against the North Korean regime since leaving his
homeland had been targeted with toxic nerve agent VX. He died
quickly and in agonizing pain, his vital organs suffering horren-
dous damage as the chemical surged through his system.

The killing on February 13, 2017, was an assassination worthy
of a spy thriller, capturing global headlines and featuring a cast

of North Korean agents using pseudonyms, and young female
migrant workers allegedly trained to be crack assassins. The
Cold War-style murder was the latest bizarre story to hit
Malaysia, a normally placid, Southeast Asian backwater. These
ranged from the disappearance of Flight MH370 to the assassi-
nation of a Palestinian scientist in Kuala Lumpur, allegedly by
Israeli operatives.

Kim, who was travelling on a North Korean passport under a
different name, was rushed to the airport medical clinic and given
emergency treatment following the attack, but died soon after-
wards in an ambulance transporting him to hospital. The poison
was so potent that Kim, who had told friends in the months lead-
ing up to the attack that he feared being killed, did not have time
to take tablets that he was carrying which could have worked as
an antidote. Two seemingly unlikely assassins - Siti Aisyah from
Indonesia and Doan Thi Huong from Vietnam - were arrested in
the days after the killing and accused of having smeared the tox-
ic nerve agent VX on his face.

‘Carefully planned, executed’ 
The women went on trial for murder in October, 2017. But

after proceedings had run for a year and a half, prosecutors
unexpectedly announced in March they were withdrawing the
murder charge against Aisyah, and she flew home. They did
not provide any explanation for the move but it followed
intense diplomatic pressure from Indonesia.  A month later,
Huong agreed to accept a lesser charge of “causing injury”
and she was freed Friday after more than two years behind
bars. The pair had steadfastly maintained their innocence, say-
ing they were recruited by North Koreans who fled Malaysia
after the assassination, and were tricked into carrying out an
attack they thought was a prank for a reality TV show.

Still, prosecutors insisted the women knew what they were
doing and that the murder “was carefully planned and execut-
ed”. CCTV footage seen during proceedings showed the pair

running in different directions after carrying out the attack.
Their arms were stretched out in front of them, and they
headed to separate airport bathrooms to clean up. Huong -
who was wearing a T-shirt with “LOL”, which stands for
“Laugh Out Loud”, during the attack - and Aisyah fled the
airport by taxi.

Four North Koreans, who allegedly masterminded the mur-
der, were seen on CCTV footage in the airport before the
attack, and allegedly passed the poison to the women to carry
out the assassination.  The men made a quick getaway follow-
ing the murder, changing their clothes and heading to the air-
port’s main terminal, where they met a North Korean embassy
official and an official from national airline Air Koryo. They are
then believed to have flown out of the country, heading home
via convoluted routes. —AFP

War, civil strife, modernity: Thai enduring monarchy

Vietnamese national Doan Thi Huong arrives in Hanoi fol-
lowing her release from a Malaysian prison after charges
that she was involved in the murder of Kim Jong Nam were
withdrawn.  —AFP

Coups, war, communist insurgency, violent
protests, succession. Thailand’s monarchy has
survived major upheavals and a turbulent

domestic political scene. The May 4 coronation of
King Maha Vajiralongkorn and news days before
about his new queen Suthida mark the latest chapter
in the nearly 240-year-old Chakri Dynasty. Here is a
brief look at key moments for Thailand’s revered
monarchy.

Bangkok beginnings
The ruling Chakri dynasty emerged in 1782. That

year King Rama I establishes the new capital of
Siam on the banks of the Chao Praya river. It was
the beginnings of  modern-day Bangkok. King
Chulalongkorn, or Rama V, took power in 1868. Seen
as a reformer, he modernized the economy and civil
service, sending his children abroad for education.
One of his sons, a prince, falls in love with a com-
moner. In December 1927, she gives birth to future
ruler  Bhumibol  Adulyadej  in  Cambridge,
Massachusetts. On June 24, 1932, King Prajadhipok
falls in a bloodless coup. A constitutional monarchy
is introduced by reformers in the government and
military. 

A mysterious death
In 1935, Bhumibol ’s  o lder  brother, Ananda

Mahidol, is crowned king of Thailand after his uncle
Prajadhipok abdicates. On June 9, 1946, his 18-year-
old brother Bhumibol Adulyadej assumes the throne
after Ananda dies in a mysterious shooting in his

Grand Palace bedroom. Royalists bring back rituals
and customs reinforcing the monarchy’s role in Thai
society. Bhumibol marries Queen Sirikit on April 28,
1950, a week before his coronation. The king and
queen have four chi ldren. Their  only son is
Vajiralongkorn.

Communist threat and protests
Thailand was considered a key US ally in the fight

against communism as it spread through Southeast
Asia. In the 1960s and 1970s, the US flies bombing
sorties from bases in the country. Thai troops known
as the Queen’s Cobras join the fight in Vietnam.
Thailand fights a simmering communist insurgency
at home at a time when monarchs were ousted by
left-wing forces in Cambodia and Laos. In October
1973, scores are killed when a military dictatorship
cracks down on pro-democracy protests.  Bhumibol
asks the prime minister to leave the country and lat-
er appoints a new premier, leading to a brief flower-
ing of democracy. Three years later right-wing mili-
tias kill dozens of leftist students at Thammasat
University. The same year, 1976, the penalty for
breaching Thailand’s royal insult law is toughened to
15 years.

Street violence 
In 1992, hundreds of thousands of pro-democracy

protesters fill the streets of Bangkok demanding a
return to civilian rule. Dozens are killed by the army
in what is later known as “Black May”. In a dramatic
televised broadcast, the king admonishes the two

leaders from each side at the palace and tells them
to reconcile, cementing his mythic status as a unify-
ing force. In 2006, a bloodless coup ousts billionaire
and populist prime minister Thaksin Shinawatra
while he is at the UN. The coup sparks years of
protests in a country split between Thaksin’s sup-
porters-many of whom are in the rural north-and his
foes among the Bangkok-based elite in the palace,
military and bureaucracy. In August 2009, the king
makes a rare speech warning that the country could
collapse if feuding factions do not unite.

Rama X and Queen Suthida
Thailand’s junta seizes power in 2014 and top-

ples the administration of Thaksin’s sister Yingluck
af ter  months  of  v io lent  s t reet  protests .  In
September 2016, the palace announces the king has
received treatment for a “severe” blood infection.
Bhumibol dies the next month and Thai land is
plunged into mourning. Thailand’s junta leader
announces Vajiralongkorn as successor. In early
2019, a party l inked to Thaksin puts forward
Vajiralongkorn’s older sister as its prime ministerial
candidate, a shock move in a country where the
monarchy is nominally above politics. Vajiralongkorn
scuttles the nomination of Princess Ubolratana, call-
ing i t  “highly inappropriate”. Days before
Vajiralongkorn’s May 4 coronation the palace
announces he has married Suthida Vajiralongkorn na
Ayudhya, a former flight attendant who joined his
royal guard. She is invested as Queen during the first
day of the ceremony. —AFP
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Cabin crew, 
bodyguard, Thai
queen: Suthida’s 
meteoric rise
BANGKOK: Kneeling in front of her King,
Suthida Vajiralongkorn na Ayudhya was
invested as Queen yesterday in Bangkok’s
Grand Palace, taking up a prominent role in
a country where the monarchy is deeply
revered, a fairytale ascent for the former
flight attendant. Wearing a pink traditional
dress, Suthida took her seat next to King
Maha Vajiralongkorn in the throne hall
after he poured a few drops of sacred
water on her forehead and handed over
insignia according her status as queen. 

The newest member of the royal family
is the fourth wife of 66-year-old
Vajiralongkorn, a deeply private monarch
who spends a lot of his time abroad in
Germany. He has a 14-year-old son from

his third marriage and six other children.
King Maha Vajiralongkorn’s coronation
yesterday came just three days after a
stunning palace announcement that the
pair had married bestowing Suthida with
the title of Queen. But not much is known
about his long-time consort-turned-queen,
who faces a new and protocol-filled life in
the wealthy and venerated Thai monarchy.

Broad biographical details such as her
work as a flight attendant and her educa-
tion at an upper-crust institution have
emerged in Thai media. But the palace has
so far declined requests for more informa-
tion. Suthida does not have the same royal
lineage as Vajiralongkorn’s mother Queen
Sirikit, who is the great-granddaughter of
the Chakri dynasty’s fifth king. She has
“really come from the people”, said Sophie
Boisseau du Rocher, Thailand specialist at
the French Institute of International
Relations (IFRI). 

Harsh lese-majeste laws mean unguard-
ed discussion about the monarchy inside
the country is dangerous and can result in
a prison term of up to 15 years per count.
Thailand’s normally effusive social media

have been subdued in reaction to the royal
news. Suthida’s first public engagement
came Thursday when the couple kneeled to
pay their respects to statues of previous
Chakri dynasty monarchs in Bangkok’s old
quarter. On Friday, she accompanied her
husband to the sacred Temple of the
Emerald Buddha in the heart of the Grand
Palace.

Queen brings ‘legitimacy’
Born on June 3, 1978, she graduated

with a Communication Arts degree in 2000
from the Catholic-run Assumption
University of Thailand. She then worked as
a flight attendant for national carrier Thai
Airways. According to a local media report
she met the future king, a keen aviator with
a pilot’s licence, when he flew the compa-
ny’s aircraft during a charity event in 2007.

In November 2013, Suthida entered the
royal army before becoming part of the
monarch’s prestigious security detail less
than a year later.  She was promoted to the
rank of general in December 2016 two
months after the death of revered former
King Bhumibol Adulyadej as Vajiralongkorn

took to the throne.  Less than a year later,
in 2017, she was made deputy commander
of the king’s Royal Guard, often seen shad-
owing the monarch at public events.—AFP

Thailand’s Queen Suthida pictured during
King Maha Vajiralongkorn’s coronation in
Bangkok.  —AFP


