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America's Policy in the Middle East: What Is It? 
Daniel Jeraey Silver 
October 31, 1982 

On Septenber 1, the day that the last contingent of ackrowledged PID 

guerillas and Syrian troops were shipped out of Beirut, President Reagan presented 

to the naticn a series of prop:,sals truching the Middle East. He began by saying: 

"with the agreement in Ia)amn we have an opportunity for a rrore far-reaching peace 

effort in that region, and I an detenninerl to seize the nment." His prop:,sals 

included Israel's witirlrawal fran the West Bank and Gaza in exchange for recognition 

by the Arab states of unspecified security arranganents, and a Palestinian entity 

~rising the West Bank and Gaza ~ich would sanehCM be ferlerated with Jordan. He 

described what he called America's "iron-clad guarantees" of Israel's security. 

He specifically ruled out an independent Palestinian state and sp:,ke of a unified 

Jerusalem, though he was not specific as to its p:,litical basis. He also suggested 

that Israel need not withdraw to the exact bourrlaries which existed before 1967 

since these, following the spirit of United Nation's Resolution 242, were in need 

of sare rectification. 

Mr. Reagan had rot intended delivering that speech on Septenber 1. It 

had been schedule1 to precede by a day or two the neetin;J of Arab heads of state 

at Fez which was scheduled for the second week of the nonth. The speech clearly 

was interned for Arab consjmption. The United States has been concerned that many 

in the Arab world assume, or claim to assume, that Washington supported Israel's 

invasion of Lebaron. The Arab states, as you well kIXM, did not support the _PID 

during that attack and neederl saooone to blame for their inaction and ~ica is 

a favori~ target. The President's aivisers oovioosly had told him that here was 

a way of showing the so-callerl rooderate Arab states that we were "evenhanded" and 

understood and supported major elerents of their demarxls. The President accepted 

the idea of a Palestinian entity. He pushed for the rapid resunption of the Pales­

tinian autonany talks. He understood Arab interests in Jerusalem. '!his speech 

was, in effect, an open invitation that the heeds of Arab states join the United 
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States in working out an arrangenent which woold achieve toose goals. 

The speech was noved up a few days because of Israel's angry public 

reaction to the letter which President Reagan sent to Jerusalem, outlining what he 

intended to say. In international affairs it's custanary to forewarn friendly 

governments of public statements whim may affect their interests . President 

Reagan had sent a letter to Prime Minister Begin in which he had not only outlined 

his proµ:,sal but added a demand that Israel cease building n6rl settlarents in the 

West Bank and Gaza arrl desist fran enlargirg existing settlanents . Israel 's blunt 

reaction became public knavle:lge arrl the President noved ahead the schedule of his 

speech to get America's µ:,sition on the records. 

Israel saw these proposals as intrcxlucing America's initiatives into 

the Palestinian autorxmy talks . In these talks the United States ' role had been 

limited to that of a rrediator. Now the United States was changing the rules of 

the g~ and, in effect, limiting the claims that Israel could advance and so re­

ducing the bargaining chips she oould put on the table. 

I understand Israel's anger and frustration with the United States, 

but I believed then, and I continue to believe, that it w:>uld have been wiser 

for Jerusalem to have been non-responsive rather than negative. A statesman nn.ISt 

be able to set aside anger ard frustration airl keep his eye on the long-range 

interests of his oountry. The Arabs could be counted on to veto the President's 

program. Washington may believe that these proposals would meet so-callerl nDderate 

Arab demands, but they do not. After all, the President specifically ruled out 

an independent Palestinian state which he said would be as much a threat to Jordan 

as to Israel. He ruled rut the demand that Al Kuds, which is the Arab narce for 

Jerusalem, be establisherl as the capital of an in:iepeirlent Palestinian state. 

He spoke of federation with Jordan, a p:>sition roost Arab states do not accept, and 

of Jordan taking the lead in the next roum of negotiation, though the Arabs have 

insisted that the PID is the only acceptable negotiator for tlE Palestinians. 
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If Israel hcrl bided its time, bit its tongue, I believe that Illlch 'WO.lld have been 

gained, at least in the area of public opinion. Resporrling as categorically and 

negatively as the Begin goverment did, Israel seened to confinn the image of in­

transigence which the nedia has crne increasingly to use. 

In any case, Israel reacted as she did and we ought to urrlerstand 

why feelings ran high in Jerusalan. In Israel's eyes the invasion of Iebanon was 

largely forced on them by .American actions. 'Iwo years ago when the Palestinians 

began to bring their long guns to bear on the Galilean settlerents, Israel invaded 

Southern Iebanon to protect her citizens. Fearful of an escalating ronf lict, Am­

bassador Habib negotiated, after a great deal of capital hopping, a two-part 

standstill cease-fire. There would be no rrore overt military action and shellings; 

and that there would be no major buildup of forces urrler the unbrella of the cease­

fire. By arrl large, the Arabs lived up to the first elenent in this agreerent. 

The shellings of the Israeli settlements becane less frequent . But they went ahead 

with a massive weapons buildup. The PID stockpiled vast quantities of anns fran 

all over the world; arrl the Syrians rroved surface-to-air missiles into the Becca 

Valley which gave them air cover over nuch of Iebanon and parts of northern Is­

rael. When the Israeli goverrment asked the United States government, which by 

negotiating the cease-fire hcrl, in effect, guaranteed it, to make the Arabs abide 

by the bargain, Mr. Habili was sent back to the Middle East but was unable to 

achieve the desired results. The Saudis were not willing to do our dirty work 

arrl America was UIWilling to take any direct action to achieve the desired results. 

In a sense, the I.ebanon invasioo hen to be launchei because of American powerless­

ness. America had guaranteed certain proposals and then could not make good on 

those guarantees. 

'D1erl when the invasiai was launched arxl Israeli troops fourxi thsnsel ves 

on the outskirts of Beirut, the United States insisted on negotiations designed 

to nm::we the PID ran Beirut without further loss of life or damage to the city. 
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The Israeli government withheld a direct attack on West Beirut for many weeks 

arrl Mr. Habib shuttled back arrl forth, but it became increasingly clear that the 

PID thought they oould use these na;Jotiations to prolong irrlefinitely their stay 

which provided Arafat a golden opportunity for the media to which he had 

becone a colorful celebrity. Again America proved powerless and Israel felt it had 

to step up the lx:JTbardment of West Beirut to prove to the PID that their departure 

was, irrleed, inevitable. Then when Israel stepped up the action America becane 

sanewhat self-righteous and took to FA,lblicly condenning Israel for the banbings, 

though our own pc:Merlessness hcrl largely made it necessary. 

Those issues rankled, but the major reason for Jerusalem's bitter 

response grew out of our blatant interference in Israel's darestic affairs. The 

series of proposals which President Reagan presented on September 1 were first 

cleared mt with Mr. Begin and the Cabinet but with Mr. Peres, the leader of the 

opposition. Then in background intervi6fl9, nanbers of the State Departnent made 

clear to the media that .Atrerica deenerl in our interest to help unseat the present 

govenm:mt of Israel and to bring into power toose who would be nore anenable 

to our way of thinking . 

The Israeli goverrinent had good reason in early Septerber to be angry 

with us. Their reactioo was uooerstandable, but, I continue to believe, not wise. 

Arab reaction followed a predictable script. They described the 

President's proposal as p:>sitive, trying to appear conciliatoi:y in contrast to 

Israel's out-of-ham rejection, but then they went on, itan by itan, to point up 

their oppositioo to the President's p:>sition. '!he Fez final cxmnunique spoke of an 

irxlepeooent Palestinian state. It made no reference to the rerognition of Israel. 

Even after the return of the West Bank ani Gaza, all that Fez proposed was a 

Security Council resolution which woold affirm the integrity of the states of the 

regioo. In the Arab t.emliJX>logy, Israel is oot a state, so in point of fact, they 

were sayi.DJ, 'we will m,t reoognize Israel. ' '!he President had spoken of the 
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integrity of Jerusalem. '!he ccmnunique at Fez spoke of Al Kuds, never of Jerusa­

lem; and dananded that Al Kuds be the capital of a Palestinian state. 

The Arabs turned down the President' s proposals on every point. Mr • 

Schultz, our Secretary of State, began to speak of the President's proposal as 

the beginning of a long, diffiailt process of n~otiation. At least, he said, 

people were talking. Washin}ton began to say that the President's proposals would 

provide a way to draw King Hussein into the n~otiating process. Much hope was 

held out for a meeting which was arranged between Arafat and Hussein. Though they 

had fought each other twelve years ago, they met and errbraced; but that was as far 

as the meeting advanced our interests. In an interview with the British Broad­

casting Canpany after the meeting, Hussein spoke wannly of the President arrl his 

proposals, but when it came down to tachlis he said, I cannot negotiate with Israel 

or anyone else over the West Bank arrl Gaza until I'm given pennission to do so. 

'Ille Palestinian Liberation Organization is the only group which has the authority 

to do so. When it came to recx:>gnition, he said, 'not rn,.' 

Fager to find reasons to be optimistic, the United States goverrment 

began to build up the visit by a delegation fran the Fez Conference. Originally 

the delegation was to include a representative of the PID, but because of agree­

ments Mr. Kissinger made with Israel's goverrment years ago that the United States 

\vOUld not recognize the PID until it recx:>gnized Israel, this representative oould 

not be officially met. But he came anyway to Washington arrl every action, every 

speech maie by this delegation, was cleared through him. His eminence grise sug­

gests the real thrust of the Fez mission. After these iooetings, th:>ugh the United 

States said that there had been a good exchaI¥Je of viEMS, it was clear to all that 

even on the sinple issue of reoognition the Arab goverrments, including the so­

called iroderate Arab goverrments, were not prepared to m:we. 

Actually, the region is not ready for Palestinian autorx:my l'l810tiations. 

A wh:>le set of ancillary prcblems, partia1larly th:>se involving the Iebaoon, nust 
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be dealt with first. Fortunately, in the last eight weeks the American goverment 

has cane to recognize this. These last few weeks there has been a certain clearing 

of the air between Israel and the United States catalysed by an Israeli of fer. Is­

rael is always accused of holding back; yet, it is the United States which is holding 

back on the further shipnent of sophisticated weaponry to Israel. It is the 

United States which has delayed the shiprent of nnre F-16 planes which had been 

ordered and approved. It is the United States which has withdrawn a so-called 

security agreement. Nevertheless, the Israeli government has a:me forward arrl 

said that American military people would be able to examine the weapons and the 

documents captured during the Lebanese invasion, itans which the American military 

has been roost eager to get their hands on because they will tell them a great deal 

alx>ut Russia's military capability. 

Israel's gesture broke the ice. And the United States was able to recip­

rocate in part when several U.N. actions involving Israel found our principles and 

Israel's needs oongruent. The Arab states, together with their Russian alllies and 

many Third vorld camtries, have been making a ooncerted effort to delegitimatize 

Israel. At various meetings of agencies of the United Nations they have noved to 

decertify Israel's credentials. A few weeks ago at a meeting of the International 

Telecxmrunications Authority in Nairobi a serioos attanpt was made to do just that 

and the United States ;said that if Israel's credentials were mt accepted we would 

rem:>ve our representative am our financial supp:>rt fran the agency. The Arab at­

teupt was narrowly defeated. '!he same scenario was to take place last week at the 

General Assembly, but the Americans persuaded erough oountries that we neant business 

and would ratDVe oorselves am our subvention fran the United Nations if this 

were done. Israel was particularly pleased when Mrs. Kirkpatrick, our ambassador 

to the United Natioos, forced the United Nations Relief am Rehabilitation Agercy, 

UNRRA, to aanit what was arply proven by captured doalments, that the major irdus­

trial sCOOOl supported by UNRRA funds and run, supposedly, for the Palestinian 

refugees was, in face, a military acadE!lqy for Palestinian Liberation Organization 
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officers am men. Had it not been for the United States' persistence, Israel's 

proof would never have been put on the international record ard the head of UNRRA 

would never have admitted, as he DON has, his agency's bias. If anyone \vanders 

why Israel does not want a United Nations-managed peace-keeping force on its 

borders, here is a case histocy of why it cannot trust any U.N. groop. 

In the last two or three weeks both washington am Israel have spoken of 

a lightening of the nood and a rene:.wal of gcxx:l feeling, but I think we would do well 

to take a longer view ard so the question that I have posed this nnrning, what is 

America 's foreign policy in the Middle Fast. By way of answer I 'd like to suggest 

that 1973 represents a watershed in American policy in the Middle Fast. Until 1973 

the United States was the major power in the Middle Fast; but when Mr. Kissinger 

made no p:)litical, econanic or military roove to oounter the Arab oil weapon, Ameri­

ca's pc:Mer, or pretense of power, ceased to be a truly effective force. Since 1973 

America has not been able to call the shots in the Middle Fast am has had to resort 

to manipulation and irdirection. Simply put, the oountries there began to pay less 

attention to us. 

When America was the most powerful military and political presence in 

the Middle Fast, washington oould have any relationships it wanted with an irrli­

vidual coontcy. We hcd a special relationship with Israel, aIX>ther with Iran, and 

aIX>ther with Saudi Arabia, and we left it to these goverrments to "WOrk out arrange­

nents between themselves as best they oould. America's only other overridim in­

terest in the Middle Fast was to seal the area fran Soviet penetration, but once 

America proved to be a paper tiger it becama increasin:JlY clear to these oountries 

that while they hcKi to deal with America because of its markets, its eoonanic 

power, am the possibility of military aid, they CX>Uld rot deperd too nudl on 

American guarantees becmJse America's power was not ready to be used and so WOlld 

have to take care of their own defense. '!he result has been a new military on the 

part of eveeyone. 'lbe synix>l of America's loss of power was the year-lon:J im-



8 

prisonment of our hostages in Tehran. Another syrrbol of oor unwillingness to use 

power was the timid intrusion of a few Marines into Beirut and their precipitous 

raroval even before the thirty days mandate had been cx:rupleted. 

Since 1973 America's EX)licy in the Middle East has centered on the 

maintenance of stability. We want to keep the oil flowing am the markets open. 

Since 1973 the United States has been interested in oontaining problems arrl to do 

so imirectly through surrogates or through annarnents. We h~Rnns salesren to 

everyone. We'll build up your anny. You do the fighting. We can't really any 

longer even force anyone to negotiate. 

A reEX)rt in this rroming's New York Times describes a Cabinet neeting 

called to decide whether or not to send the Marines back into Beirut. Casper Wein­

berger, our Secretary of Defense, argued against their return because we might 

becane too deeply involved. Acoording to this reEX)rt, Ambassador Habib resEX)nded 

by saying: "your kirrl of thinking is precisely the reason that everyone in Beirut 

says that the United States is chicken." 

'!he words are graphic, and they may or may not have been SEX)ken, but 

they accurately represent the assessment roost camtries in the Middle East have 

made of our EX)licies. If yru worrler why the Begin government has seared to have 

rejected American pranises of supEX)rt in favor of goin:J it alone, it is because 

his government recxxJnizes that Israel cannot depend UEX)n security guaranteed by a 

government which is chicken and cannot be counted on to make good on its pledge. 

One of the reasons the Middle Fast has bec:ane increasingly volatile is that the 

perception is broadly shared. 

'lhe United States seeks stability. We want to preserve the status quo 

and to dissolve arr:/ prd:>lsns which might endanger it. Sane issues, like the war 

between Iraq and Iran, the United States seenin,;Jly can do little about. Sare, like 

the support of the fifty thJusarn Saudi men woo control that vast oil reserve, we 

do saneth:i.BJ about - if the massive ann:inJ of that oamtry actually will achieve our 

goal. Then there is the oont:iruing Arab-Israel prci>lan. Since 1973 our goverrment 
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has tried to protx)se various "reasonable" resolutions. There was the Rogers plan. 

Now there's the Reagan plan. You can be sure there will be others. If plans oould 

bring peace to the area, we woold win the ?bbel Peace Prize, but, given the nature 

of the international jungle and a situation where the United States is unwilling 

to put its µ::,wer at risk, then what really our goverment is doing is to be a Sunday 

rroming preacher woo makes worrlerful proposals, reasonable proposals for peace or 

justice or social welfare but lacks the ability to translate these effectively into 

the political process. · The President in his speech spoke of a "lasting, just and 

enduring peace" which evolves fran his protx)sals. It's a noble vision. ?br \\Ould 

I say that Mr. Reagan's plansfail to take into oonsideration the legitimate security 

interests of Israel. They do. What his plan lacks is America's willingness to get 

its hands dirty and put its µ::,wer at risk. 

On September 1 the President seaned to say that the problems in I.eba­

non were at an em. Not so. They've hardly begun. Eve:cyone krnws there is the 

question of getting Syrian, Israeli and PID troops out, but even that is only the 

beginning. Lebaron has to be helped to coalesce into a nation state. Sectarian 

militias which have fcught each other for decades must be disannerl. A res!X)nsible 

t:0litical process has to ererge. It's going to take time and power, and sare 

power will have to maintain security until these changes take place. We're afraid, 

and have good reason to be afraid, of the dangers of involvement, but unless we're 

willing to make sane kir:d of visible, tangible CDlln.itnent, what count:cy out there 

will have any reason to credit our "reasonable" pro!X)sals? 

washington talks of special arraB,;Janents between Israel and the United 

States which would guarantee Israel's security once a Palestinian entity becxmes 

a reality, but sudl guarantees are only as gc:x:x:i as America's willingness to back 

them up, and oo Israeli goverrment today cx:,ul.d bank on that willingness. 

Is our wold good? Yes, in temls of sexling anns. In tenns of Marines? 

we like others to do the fightirg. Aoo that's the problem. We are a super µ::,wer 

which isn't willing to pit its p:,wer at risk. Preachers dai 't like to speak of 
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power. We like to speak of principle, but principles mt backed by sate degree 

of power are empty vessels and sanetimes dangerous illusions . America is, I am 

afraid, busy putting forward reasonable recx:mnemations for an unreasonable situation, 

and reason will not resolve the problems of the Middle Fast. Its problems have to 

do with too little larrl and too many pa:,ple, too little resource for too many 

people, and cannot be resolved reasonably. If America's hopes are to be realized 

we are going to have to put America's power at sare risk, and that's a position 

that our government seems unwilling to take. 

O.ir preacher's policy is, I'm afraid, a no-win policy, arrl one which 

put Israel at a continuing disadvantage, at least in the area of public opinion. 

When one presents seemingly reasonable policies to people who are relatively 

innocent of the situation on the ground and one govenunent must say, 'we can't do 

it your way because we don't trust you, ' then th:>se who don't understand all that 

is at stake errl up feeling that the no-sayer is an intransigent fellow. 

There is a fundamental asynmetry involved in aey negotiation involving 

Israel and the Arab states. Israel is asked to give up land and security in depth -

tangible assets. The Arabs are asked only to make intangible concessions - an ad­

mission of Israel's existence, sane kirrl of exchan:Je of ambassadors, give ups :-, 

which can be readily cancellerl. F,gypt 's actions in recent nonths sho,,s how tenuous 

such give-ups can be. Israel is asked to give up what can never be reclaimed. 

There is no court out there to whan the Israelis can appeal if the Arabs renege. 

Were America willing to becxme that oourt and to use its power in support of c:an­

pliance, then there might be sane hope for ns_Jotiations. But clearly, we're not 

prepared to play that role. 

What sh:>uld American policy be? I'd like to see our policy directed 

tcMards resolving the smaller rather than the larger issues. Let's take first 

things first. let's help to create a self-governing state in the Ia::>arx:>n. Let's 

keep our Marines there until that's achieved. 'Ihat \\Oll 1 t solve the Palestinian prob-
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len, but it wruld help prarote stability. If, as I believe, Egypt is in fact so 

married to the United States econanically that it can't afford to break canpletely 

with us over Israel, arrl if the I.a>amn is turned into a self-governing state, then 

the northern and the southern borders of Israel will be at least quiessent, arrl 

no other p:Mer in the region can challenge Israel militarily. 

What about the Palestinians? What about a Palestinian state? That's 

one issue which, dear frierrls, I'm afraid the world must put aside for the time 

being. There is, of rourse, an issue of Palestinian rights, but then there's also 

issues of Kurdish rights, Armenian rights, Druze rights, Ibe rights, Basque rights, 

the rights of those minorities in Russia and China, arrl on and on. lt>t all issues 

of rights can be adjusted, and certainly not at once. The Palestinians have 

succeeded in bringing their rights before the conscience of the world, but they 

have also allowed themselves to be used as µ:>litical pawns in a battle to delegi­

tiroatize and destroy Israel; and, in the process of achieving their rights, they 

have done harm to many, particularly in the Ieban::>n. If and when Israel's oorthern 

and southern borders are relatively secure, arrl if arrl when the uncertainty which 

understandably surrounds "American guarantees" is cleared up, Israel will be in 

a !X)Sition to make significant caup.canises in the area of autonany. Until then 

I am afraid that there is little realistic hope that much will be aco:1uplished. 

The President presented his proposals as a contribution towards a 

lasting, just arrl errluring peace. The vision is noble but I an afraid it bespeaks 

the unreality of the American approach. He speaks as a preacher and an effective 

American policy in the Middle Fast cannot be based on pulpit prooouncarent. It 

has to cnnbine power am principle. Until we are willing to cn111u. t our power I 'm 

afraid we will be as little listened to as IOOSt preachers of their all too simple 

solutioos to the obstinate am obdurate problans of the \«>rld. 
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