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FOREWORD

Martin Indyk

first met Bill Quandt in New York in 1975, when I was an Australian

doctoral student researching Henry Kissinger’s role in bringing an
end to the October 1973 Yom Kippur War. Quandt was in between
stints at the National Security Council where he had worked for Kiss-
inger and would soon join Zbigniew Brzezinki as President Jimmy
Carter’s Middle East adviser. The next time we met—seven years
later—it was in his office at the Brookings Institution in Washington
where he worked for fifteen years after he left the White House. At the
time, he was writing this book and was generous in sharing with me
his fascinating insider’s account of the politics of Carter’s successful
efforts to broker the Israel-Egypt peace treaty.

It was a great story then and remains one today as evidenced by
the huge interest currently generated by Lawrence Wright’s Broadway
play and accompanying book on the same subject.! That is why [ am
delighted that the Brookings Press decided to republish Quandt’s now
classic book in its Brookings Classics series and why I am grateful for
the opportunity to honor Quandt’s own contribution to Middle East
peacemaking and his subsequent scholarship at Brookings by writing
this preface.

At the time it was first published in 1986, Camp David made a big
impression because it provided a detailed account of what is still today
the most important American-sponsored achievement in the effort to
end the Arab-Israeli conflict. Replete with details of the fateful policy
deliberations, including excerpts from Quandt’s own memos to Brzez-
inski and facsimiles of Carter’s handwritten drafts of the agreement,
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it provided history’s first look at a momentous breakthrough. Three
decades later, it remains the definitive account.

But Camyp David is more than a historically accurate and enthrall-
ing account of how Jimmy Carter managed to cajole Menachem Begin
and Anwar Sadat into making peace. For Quandt also introduced a
novel thesis about the political timetable of presidential peacemaking
in the Middle East, which has since been accepted as conventional wis-
dom by Washington policymakers. Quandt argues that if a president
wishes to succeed at peacemaking, the initiative must be taken in his
or her first year in the Oval Office and completed as much as possible
by the end of the second year. After that, election politics take over
and it becomes increasingly difficult for presidents to sustain the time,
energy, and political expense involved.

We followed that advice in the Clinton White House (where 1
assumed Quandt’s role as the NSC senior director for the Middle East)
and were able to achieve two breakthroughs in the first two years—the
Oslo Accords and the Israel-Jordan Peace Treaty—before the assas-
sination of Prime Minister Yitzhak Rabin put Clinton’s efforts into
cardiac arrest. One lesser implementation agreement—the Wye River
Accord—was also negotiated in the second year of Clinton’s second
term (it turned out to be the last Arab-Israeli peace agreement nego-
tiated under U.S. auspices). The attempt to resuscitate the effort, in
Clinton’s last year in office, proved forlorn, underscoring Quandt’s
thesis. George W. Bush neglected Quandt’s timetable, also leaving the
effort to his last year in office with similar results.

Barack Obama followed Quandt’s advice in one respect by appoint-
ing George Mitchell as his special envoy for Middle East peace on
his second day in office. But Obama overlooked one other conclu-
sion in this book: the task cannot be subcontracted to lesser officials;
it requires the full engagement of the president and his secretary of
state. That was remedied in Obama’s second term when John Kerry,
newly appointed as secretary of state, embarked immediately on an
effort to jump-start the peace process. His failure (in which I played
the role of Kerry’s special envoy) can be attributed to one other lesson
in this book that Quandt draws from his experience: it is up to the
Arab and Israeli leaders to assume the burden of making the necessary
compromises and selling them to their publics; the United States can
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help them but cannot substitute for them. Unlike Carter, Kerry did not
have the benefit of partners like Sadat and Begin, and in the end the
desire of the United States alone to make peace proved inadequate to
the challenge.

Quandt’s groundbreaking emphasis on the politics of Middle East
peacemaking focused on the impact of Carter’s failure to ensure
American domestic political support for his efforts, particularly from
the American Jewish community. Obama’s political failure lay on
the other side, in his inability to secure support for his peacemaking
efforts from the Israeli public. That made it possible for Prime Minister
Benjamin Netanyahu repeatedly to confront the U.S. president without
paying any domestic political price. Indeed, in 2012, when Netanyahu
upbraided Obama in the Oval Office over the same issue that Carter
faced with Begin—Israeli withdrawal from the West Bank—he jumped
ten points in Israeli polls. Either way, Quandt’s conclusion remains
relevant today: U.S. presidents need to pay attention to the politics,
not just the diplomacy, of Middle East peacemaking.

In so many ways, this book is a model of the critical, in-depth,
fact-based, policy-relevant research that is Brookings’s hallmark. For
example, Quandt documents Carter’s failure to listen to what his Arab
and Israeli interlocutors were telling him as he plunged headlong into
the effort to reconvene the Geneva Conference as the forum for nego-
tiations. As Quandt explains, that prompted Sadat to make his stun-
ning decision to upend U.S. diplomatic strategy by announcing that
he would travel “to the ends of the earth,” even to Jerusalem, to make
peace. Listening more attentively to the political concerns of the par-
ties is just one of the important and still relevant policy recommenda-
tions that emerge from Quandt’s analysis.

In July 2000, as a member of President Clinton’s peace team, I
took another lesson from this book as the basis for a memo I wrote
to the president on the eve of what became known as Camp David 11,
the summit that Clinton convened with Chairman Yasser Arafat and
Prime Minister Ehud Barak in an attempt to achieve a breakthrough to
Israeli-Palestinian peace. I noted Quandt’s analysis that Begin had the
negotiating advantage at Camp David I because he was the only one
of the three leaders whose politics allowed him to walk away from the
summit with a failure. In the case of Camp David 11, despite his being
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the weakest player, Arafat had the negotiating advantage because his
politics ensured that he would be received as a hero at home for resist-
ing U.S. and Israeli pressure if he walked. Clinton, in his last year in
office, was running out of time, and Barak no longer had a majority in
the Knesset. Neither of them could afford the political price of failure
and indeed both significantly improved their offers to Arafat after he
rebuffed them at Camp David I1.

Finally, Quandt’s keen appreciation of the irony inherent in Mid-
dle East peacemaking adds to the enduring fascination of this book.
Quandt reveals that Carter and Sadat colluded in advance of Camp
David I to trap Begin. Carter planned to present the two leaders with an
American proposal that included a requirement for Israeli withdrawal,
in principle, from most of the West Bank. Sadat would accept it and
Begin would then be blamed for failure if he rejected it. But at Camp
David, the politician in Carter led him to turn the tables on Sadat.
Instead of pressing Begin to agree to withdrawal from the West Bank,
he pressed Sadat to accept a thinly disguised, separate Israel-Egypt
agreement with references only to Palestinian autonomy in the West
Bank and Gaza. As Quandt notes, “At Camp David, Carter had taken
the measure of the two men and had concluded that Begin could not be
made to budge. Sadat, whom he genuinely liked and admired, would.”

To assuage Sadat, Carter promised that after he gained reelection
he would work with him to resolve the Palestinian question. But that
never happened and three years later, Sadat was assassinated for mak-
ing peace with Israel. Carter never got over it and, as a result, never
gave up promoting the Palestinian cause.? Quandst is all too aware of
the shortcomings of Camp David, but the peace agreement struck there,
just like this book about how it unfolded, has stood the test of time.



PREFACE TO THE CLASSIC EDITION

Thirty years have passed since I completed the manuscript of Camp
David: Peacemaking and Politics and wrote the brief preface that
follows. Much has changed—mostly for the worse—in the Middle
East since then, but the Egyptian-Israeli peace, which was the one
concrete achievement of the Camp David Accords, is still intact and
the United States continues to have strategically important, if some-
times troubled, relations with both countries.

When I wrote Camp David, 1 had several advantages. I was given
access to nearly all of the documentation on the American side; I had
my own recent memories and some personal notes from my time on the
Carter National Security Center staff; and most of the key participants
in the Camp David Accords were available and willing to share their
memories. As a result, I felt fairly confident that I could reconstruct a
credible account of at least the U.S. role in the negotiations that led to
the Egyptian-Israeli Peace treaty in spring 1979.

The passage of thirty years has meant, inevitably, that many of
the participants in the Camp David negotiations have passed on,
and for those of us who remain it is increasingly difficult to rely on
memory alone to reconstruct what happened before, during, and after
the momentous summit meeting at Camp David in September 1978.
Fortunately for the serious reader and for scholars who wish to delve
more deeply into the topic, most of the relevant documentation on
the U.S. side is now available—in archival collections at the National
Archives in College Park, Maryland, and the Carter Center in Atlanta,
Georgia—as well in two hefty tomes published in the series Foreign
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Relations of the United States (FRUS, 1977-1980, Volumes VIII and
X, also available online). Unfortunately, for some of the crucial meet-
ings at Camp David there were no notes taken, so the record is not
as complete as one might wish. But that was largely a function of the
often frantic pace of the negotiations rather than any attempt to hide
the deliberations from future historians.

A few remaining sources on the American side have yet to be made
public. President Carter and Mrs. Carter kept personal notes during
the Camp David talks that have not been made public, but have been
shared with Lawrence Wright, who makes good use of these insights
in his engaging book Thirteen Days in September (New York: Knopf,
2014). Wright places considerably more emphasis than I do on the
interplay of the three leading players at Camp David, Carter, Sadat
and Begin, their personalities and their religious beliefs. While there is
much to be said for such a perspective, I do think that it shortchanges
the strong sense that each leader, and his often-influential team of
advisers, felt that an agreement would serve major national interests.
Without that conviction, the negotiations almost surely would not
have succeeded. The personal ties that Carter formed with Sadat in
particular were important, but they would not have been enough to
ensure success unless the eventual agreement had provided a strong
link to major national goals.

In my account of the Camp David summit, I note one serious error
on the American side. On the last full day of negotiations, Carter
thought that he had a commitment from Begin for a freeze on settle-
ment activity in the occupied Palestinian territories for a period that
might last for at least a year, during which time an effort would be
made to start negotiations between Israel and some group of represen-
tative Palestinians, bolstered by support from Jordan and Egypt. This
was all a bit vague, to say the least, but Carter had no doubt that Begin
had promised some type of settlement freeze. Unfortunately, we did
not get the expected commitment in writing, and it remains a source
of dispute to this day.

At the time of the Camp David negotiations, there were about
120,000 Israelis living beyond the so-called green line of 1967 that
had separated Israel from Jordanian-controlled territory, including
in Jerusalem. Today there are over 500,000 Israelis in these areas
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as successive Israeli leaders have encouraged Jewish Israelis to move
to live in these occupied Palestinian lands. Needless to say, this has
become a huge problem in all recent efforts to find a peaceful settle-
ment to the Arab-Israeli conflict.

Given the truly disastrous condition of much of the Middle East
today—with the collapse or partial disintegration of the states of Syria,
Iraq, Libya, and Yemen, and the rise of extremist nonstate actors
throughout the region—a resumption of Arab-Israeli peacemaking
does not seem very likely. Indeed, chances have not been very good on
that score since the 1991-2000 period. Then it did seem possible that
a comprehensive Arab-Israeli peace might be achieved. I look back on
that decade as having been the last good chance to fulfill the promise
that the Camp David Accords would lead to more than just a bilateral
Egyptian-Israeli peace. President Clinton came close, but was ulti-
mately unsuccessful. That failure, followed by the attack by al Qaeda
on the Twin Towers in New York on September 11, 2001, and then
the American intervention in Iraq in 2003, opened an entirely new era
in the Middle East. The hopes that were still alive after Camp David,
and even after the Oslo Accords in 1993, now seem like dim memories
against the backdrop of the daily scenes of violence that have taken
hold in large parts of the Middle East.

W.B.Q.
September 18, 2015






AUTHOR'S PREFACE

From January 1977 until July 1979, 1 was a member of the National
Security Council staff, reporting directly to Zbigniew Brzezinski.
My primary area of responsibility was the Arab-Israeli conflict. Dur-
ing those two and one-half years I participated in most of the meetings
that President Jimmy Carter had with Middle East leaders. I traveled
with Secretary of State Cyrus Vance on almost all his trips to the
Middle East and worked closely with the able team he had assembled
in the Near East Bureau. I participated in many of the policy delibera-
tions on the Arab-Israeli conflict that took place in Washington. And I
drafted endless numbers of policy memorandums. But I was primarily
a witness and sometimes an adviser, not a policymaker.

Although I participated in the Camp David negotiations, I would not
have hazarded to write about that complex diplomatic story based only
on what I was able to observe. Fortunately, most of the other partici-
pants in the negotiations have been willing to share their recollections
with me, and several of the principals in Egypt, Israel, and Washington
have written their own accounts. All this has helped immeasurably.

Before deciding to undertake this project, I sought permission to
consult the relevant documents on the American side. I knew that my
own memory could easily fail me. Fortunately, President Carter was
willing to grant me access to the papers held in Atlanta as part of his
presidential library project. I was therefore able to consult the files that
had developed while on the staff of the National Security Council. Vir-
tually all the records of presidential meetings were available, except for
those restricted meetings for which personal notes of the participants
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are probably the only records. I was also able to consult cables to and
from American embassies in the Middle East, messages sent to and
from Carter, and many other fragments of the written record. Nowhere
will the future historian ever find a complete documentary record, but
the files I was able to examine were as good as any.

There are clearly advantages and disadvantages to writing about
events in which one participated. The most obvious danger is tunnel
vision, a tendency to see everything from one’s own partial perspective.
Lack of objectivity and apologetics can also enter in. Offsetting these
potential problems are the advantages one gains from being there: a
feel for the personalities and the way they dealt with one another, a
sense of context, and an understanding, at least in part, of why poli-
cies were adopted.

Because of my role as a middle-level participant on the American
side, and my special access to U.S. documentation, this study is pri-
marily about how U.S. policy toward the Arab-Israeli conflict was for-
mulated at a particular time. The rules governing my access to highly
classified material should be explained. I was allowed to take notes,
but not to make actual copies of documents. The manuscript was sub-
mitted to a review by the National Security Council to ensure that no
sensitive information that could harm the security of the United States
was included. Only two very minor deletions were made in the course
of this review.

The reader will note that I quote directly more often from American
officials than from Egyptians or Israelis. There is a reason for this. The
U.S. government is able to declassify the comments of its own officials,
but has no right to do so when the communications of other govern-
ments are involved. I have respected this rule.

When quotation marks are used, the reader can be assured that
the words appear that way in some document. Verbatim accounts of
presidential meetings, however, do not exist. No tape recordings were
made, and stenographers were never present. Usually a notetaker,
often myself, would try to reconstruct the conversation from notes
immediately after the meeting. This method usually captured the sub-
stance, and often the tone, of the discussion, but in this case the use of
quotation marks simply shows what the memorandum of conversation
reports, not exactly what was said.
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When the positions of foreign leaders are characterized in my
account of events, the reader can assume that I have consulted the
written record where possible, even if quotation marks are not used.
I have tried not to rely much on memory alone. Obviously, when I
speculate about why some action was taken, I am on my own and do
not pretend to have unique sources that allowed me to get inside the
minds of Carter, Begin, and Sadat. I try to tell what happened and
what was said, and sometimes I make a guess as to why. I hope that
the factual material is given credence even by those who dispute my
interpretations.

Ideally, an account of the Camp David Accords should deal as much
with the decision processes in Israel and Egypt, and perhaps in Syria
and Jordan and among the Palestinians, as it does with those in Wash-
ington. But my comparative advantage is that I know the American
side of the story in considerable detail. Where possible, I have included
information about the positions of other parties. But the task of round-
ing out the story, of completing the picture of the negotiating process,
will have to await the efforts of others with access to information that
I did not have.

This account is also centered on the presidency. By chance, I was
able to observe much of the unfolding of American policy toward
the Middle East in 1977-79 from a position of near proximity to
the White House, literally from an office in the Old Executive Office
Building overlooking the Oval Office. I saw much less of how Congress
went about its business and how the various interest groups tried to
influence events. I happen to believe that the presidential perspective
is a valuable one, but it cannot tell the whole story. Once again, I hope
that others will complement this account by concentrating on the roles
of Congress, the press, the lobbies, and public opinion. I have tried to
assess their influence when I felt it necessary to do so, but much more
could, and should, be said on that topic.

W.B.O.






CHAPTER ONE

INTRODUCTION

The Camp David Accords, signed by Egyptian President Anwar
Sadat and Israeli Prime Minister Menachem Begin on September
17,1978, were a significant turning point in recent Middle East history.
Praised by some for laying the foundations for peace between Egypt
and Israel, the accords have also been criticized for failing to achieve
a comprehensive settlement, including a resolution of the Palestinian
question. But supporters and critics alike recognize the importance
of what happened at Camp David, and both groups acknowledge the
vital role played by the United States in reaching an agreement.

As time passes it becomes easier to assess the legacy of Camp David,
though no final verdict can be rendered. For example, the essence of
the peace treaty between Egypt and Israel has been respected by both
sides, but the full promise of peace and normal relations has not been
achieved. A cold peace best describes Egyptian-Israeli relations in the
mid-1980s, and some still fear that a resumption of a cold war cannot
be precluded.

It is also clear that Camp David had a profound effect on inter-Arab
relations, resulting in strains between Cairo and many Arab capitals.
But Egypt cannot be isolated from the mainstream of Arab politics for
long, and by the mid-1980s Egypt had resumed diplomatic relations
with some Arab countries and had expanded its informal ties with
others, without having to renounce the peace with Israel.

With hindsight, one can also see that the Camp David Accords were
successful only in resolving the bilateral dispute between Egypt and
Israel, and even there some minor problems remained unsettled. The

1
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elaborate formula for addressing the Palestinian question through the
establishment of an autonomous regime for the West Bank and Gaza
has remained a dead letter, even though the general principle of estab-
lishing transitional arrangements that would allow Palestinians to join
in negotiating a final agreement with Israel has been widely accepted.

At the time of Camp David it was generally believed that Egypt was
the key to war and peace in the Middle East. If Egypt chose peace,
other Arab states would eventually follow. If they did not, at least there
would be no further wars. But the Israeli invasion of Lebanon in June
1982 showed the limits of the slogan of “no more wars” that had grown
out of Anwar Sadat’s dramatic visit to Jerusalem in November 1977.

Furthermore, the three main architects of the Camp David Accords,
Anwar Sadat, Menachem Begin, and Jimmy Carter, all became disil-
lusioned by some of the events that took place after the signing of the
Egyptian-Israeli peace treaty. Sadat was frustrated by the lack of prog-
ress in carrying out the provisions of Camp David concerning the Pal-
estinians. He also confronted staggering domestic problems for which
peace was supposed to have been a solvent. On October 6, 1981, while
commemorating the 1973 war with Israel, Sadat was gunned down by
Islamic extremists. Among their many charges against him were the
Camp David Accords. Sadat’s successor was considerably less enthusi-
astic about peace with Israel.

Menachem Begin had every reason to believe in 1981 that his vision
of a powerful Israel, in permanent control of Jerusalem, the West
Bank, and Gaza, would be the historical legacy of Camp David. But
the Lebanon war of 1982 created great controversy within Israel and
raised questions about Begin’s leadership and his dream. The casual-
ties were high, and the effect on the fragile economy was devastating.
Political cleavages deepened. Begin’s health was poor; his wife, and
lifetime companion, died; and in late 1983 Begin announced that he
felt obliged to relinquish the office of prime minister.

The once proud and feisty Israeli leader, who had fought for every
word of the Camp David Accords as if his country’s survival depended
upon it, retreated into seclusion, making no effort even to ensure the
victory of his party in the 1984 elections. In the end the Labor party
returned to power on a platform that rejected much of what Begin
had fought so hard to achieve. Although Prime Minister Shimon Peres
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presided over an awkward coalition that included many Begin support-
ers from the Likud bloc, clearly Labor, if able to rule without Likud,
would be willing to cede control over some of the West Bank in return
for peace with Jordan.

Jimmy Carter’s fate was less dramatic than that of the other two
Camp David protagonists. Carter received wide praise for his achieve-
ment in promoting peace between Egypt and Israel.! Even his harshest
domestic critics gave him high marks for Camp David, and history
will probably remember his role in promoting peace between Israel
and Egypt as his finest achievement. But this apparent success was
not enough to ensure his reelection in 1980, nor was it sufficient to
maintain a strong bipartisan commitment to the Camp David Accords.
By the mid-1980s few Americans seemed to feel that a solution to the
Palestinian problem was either possible or necessary, and few showed
concern that the Egyptian-Israeli peace might unravel.

American indifference to the Middle East may not, of course, mean
that progress toward peace in the region is impossible. It may be that
Israel and its Arab neighbors can reach agreements without help from
the United States. Indeed, this would be a welcome development in
Washington. But the experience of Camp David provides little evi-
dence that the American role can be diminished without jeopardizing
the prospects for peace. A review of the past may offer some thoughts
about the prospects for future negotiations.

Looking at the Camp David record, some have argued that by 1977
Egypt and Israel were well on their way to making peace without the
assistance of the United States. They cite as evidence secret meetings
between Egyptians and Israelis that the Americans did not participate
in and supposedly knew nothing about. And they also point out that
both parties periodically ignored American advice.

Others maintain, however, that peace between Egypt and Israel
was only possible because of the role played by the United States. Of
the four agreements negotiated between Egypt and Israel from 1974
to 1979, each involved intense participation by the United States at the
highest levels. No formal agreements were reached in this period or
subsequently through any other means.

Neither of these perspectives is adequate. Successful Arab-Israeli
negotiations clearly require more than an act of American will.
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Certain preconditions are needed, especially a predisposition on the
part of the Middle East parties to settle their differences through
negotiations. At the same time there apparently needs to be an inter-
mediary between Israel and its neighbors to help overcome deep
distrust and historically rooted antagonism. And the United States,
with its vast economic and military resources, can help to change the
calculus of benefit and risk for the parties to the conflict by making
bilateral commitments to them.

For Egypt and Israel, it is fair to say that peace was possible, but
not inevitable, after the October 1973 war. Each party saw merit in
resolving the dispute through negotiations under American auspices.
But the two sides still had fundamentally different approaches to
peace. Left to themselves, they would probably not have found their
way to agreement.

The U.S. role became crucial because both Egypt and Israel wanted
American involvement and hoped to win Washington to their point
of view. Neither wanted the United States to be an entirely neutral
intermediary. Neither expected the Americans to content themselves
with the role of postman. Both hoped that the United States would
advocate their views in their adversary’s capital and would be generous
in rewarding any of their concessions made in the course of negotia-
tions. This expectation gave the United States considerable influence,
but Washington was never in a position to impose terms of settlement
on either Egypt or Israel.

In the course of the negotiations that led first to the Camp David
Accords in September 1978 and then to the Egyptian-Israeli peace
treaty of March 1979, the United States did not resort to heavy-handed
pressure on either side. Threats were rarely uttered. On most issues
the United States did not have clear preferences. Whatever the par-
ties could agree on would generally be acceptable to Washington. But
the Americans did have judgments about what might be acceptable
to each side, what trade-offs were possible, and what the reactions of
other regional parties might be. As a result, the Americans were not
shy about putting forward ideas of their own, though they were rarely
wedded to them as matters of principle.

The Camp David negotiations involved the president and his secre-
tary of state, Cyrus R. Vance, to an almost unprecedented degree. The
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closest comparison was former Secretary of State Henry A. Kissinger’s
shuttle diplomacy in 1974-75, also in pursuit of a Middle East accord.
Why the Americans were prepared to devote so much time and energy
to this issue is still something of a mystery, but the memories of the
October 1973 war, the threats of Soviet intervention, and the oil price
shock of that year were still vivid in 1977. Although Carter did not
have to deal with the Arab-Israeli conflict as an actual crisis, he was
aware it could quickly become one.

The United States found itself in an unusual role as a broker for
an Egyptian-Israeli agreement. Only on rare occasions was Carter
called on to commit the United States to a specific course of action.
Mostly he was trying to urge two very strong-minded men, Anwar
Sadat and Menachem Begin, to make commitments to each other. To
this end, Carter found himself in the role of psychotherapist, gently
trying to explain to each man the problems of the other in the hope of
overcoming fears and distrust. He also acted as messenger, conveying
positions and impressions back and forth. On other occasions he was
more the arbitrator, pressing for agreement along lines that he had
determined were fair. In the end Carter tried to persuade Sadat and
Begin, and through them their respective political systems, to reach a
peace agreement.

All the while Carter had to pay heed to the effect his Middle East
diplomacy was having on his own political position. Perhaps more
than any other foreign policy issue, the Arab-Israeli conflict can
take its toll on the standing of a president. Domestic politics quickly
becomes intertwined with strategic analysis. Presidents rarely tackle
Middle East issues with much enthusiasm, knowing they will invari-
ably be controversial, and often intractable as well.

The record of the Camp David negotiations shows much about the
power of the United States as a mediator in complex international
disputes. But it also reveals serious limits on that power, limits that
are deeply rooted in the nature of the American political system. Both
these themes—of presidential power and the constraints on it—will
be seen as the Camp David story unfolds. Central to this analysis is
the idea that presidents must function within boundaries set by the
electoral cycle. In practice, these political realities limit the time that a
president can devote to any foreign policy issue.
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By looking at American foreign policy toward the Arab-Israeli con-
flict with domestic political realities clearly in mind, I hope to paint a
convincing picture of how a president makes decisions on fateful and
usually controversial matters. After setting the stage with an analysis
of the American political cycle and its characteristic impact on policy-
making, I turn to a detailed reconstruction of the events that led to the
Camp David summit in September 1978, and eventually to the negoti-
ated peace between Egypt and Israel the following spring.



CHAPTER TWO

AMERICAN POLITICS AND FOREIGN POLICY

The conduct of American foreign policy can be viewed from many
different perspectives, each of which may shed some light on a
remarkably intricate process. Some analysts, for example, concentrate
on the output—the formal positions, the documents, the presidential
statements—then work back from that to deduce motives and causes.
This deductive method assumes a high degree of rationality in the
formulation of policy.

A second approach much in vogue among one-time practitioners of
foreign policy is to focus on the politics of decisionmaking. This view
assumes that what becomes foreign policy is the result of a complex
game of bargaining in which the important players usually represent
bureaucratic interests. A variant of this school of thought focuses more
on the interplay of individuals, especially the president and his chief
advisers, and tries to understand the conceptual frame of reference of
top decisionmakers. Once that is understood, and once the relations
among key actors are identified, policy outcomes can be inferred.!

A weakness of both the bureaucratic politics perspective and the
focus on presidential leadership is the relative neglect of the workings
of the American political system as it influences the conduct of for-
eign policy. Congress, public opinion, interest groups, the press, and
especially the electoral cycle all play a major part in the way in which
foreign policy issues are handled by presidents and their advisers.
Domestic political considerations must always be taken into account
if a president wishes to use his influence effectively. This does not mean
that any given course of action is necessarily precluded by domestic
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political realities, but some seem to entail high costs. A president may
decide that the stakes do not warrant drawing down on his political
capital by his taking a controversial position on the Middle East.

THE ROLE OF CONGRESS

The role of Congress is especially important in the shaping of Middle
East policy. Congress cannot determine the American position on
such issues as the future borders between Israel and Jordan, the best
approach to negotiations, or even the legal status of Jerusalem. Those
remain prerogatives of the executive. But many of the instruments for
implementing policy lie with Congress, primarily because of its control
over the budget.

Congress, for example, must approve aid levels to Egypt and Israel.
By the mid-1980s the amounts involved exceeded $5 billion annually,
dwarfing all other aid programs. Congress can also review major arms
sales and may seek to block them by legislative action. The executive
usually is able to get its way on those issues, but sometimes the pros-
pect of a fight is enough to inhibit action. And because of the War
Powers Act, Congress is in a position to veto the deployment of Ameri-
can troops in combat situations beyond an initial sixty-day period.

Apart from these specific powers, Congress also plays an impor-
tant role in influencing public opinion. Administration officials are fre-
quently called to testify, and congressmen and senators can use those
occasions to mobilize sentiment for or against the administration’s
policy, as can the various interest groups. Leading congressmen can
attract attention to their views through speeches, press conferences,
and well-timed leaks. Generally, Congress takes a predictably pro-
Israeli stance, so that any administration will be sensitive to the pos-
sibility of adverse congressional reactions if it seeks to pressure Israel.

These domestic political constraints are not, however, constants.
Strong presidential leadership can sometimes offset congressional
opposition. Public opinion can change. Interest groups rise and fall in
their influence and control over resources. Partisan alignments are not
always stable, especially on Middle East issues.

In a crisis a president can often appeal successfully to the American
public for support. He can speak of threats to vital national interests,
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and if issues of war and peace or national survival seem to be at stake,
domestic political considerations lose much of their usual importance
in decisionmaking. If, however, the crisis drags on for long, if the
costs are high, and if American casualties are taken, the scope for
freedom of action for a president begins to narrow.> As happened in
both Vietnam and Lebanon, Congress may take the lead in pressing
for disengagement.

THE ELECTORAL CYCLE

One feature of the American political system is constant; yet its influ-
ence on foreign policy is often ignored. Every four years, with absolute
regularity, presidential elections take place. Every two years, congres-
sional elections occur. These are major political events, and successful
presidents inevitably gear many of their moves to this electoral cycle.

Whatever his values or his personality, a president will feel freer to
try new initiatives in the first year of his first term than he will in his
fourth year. Midway through a term, most presidents begin to want
a visible success in foreign policy, or at least they want to limit the
damage that might be done by clinging to an unpopular course. These
are not political absolutes, but they are regular features of the foreign
policy process and help to account for the often observed inconsisten-
cies in the formulation and conduct of American foreign policy.

Several aspects of the Arab-Israeli conflict as an issue in U.S. for-
eign policy make the electoral cycle even more important in this area
than it might be in others. Because the issues are controversial, because
public interest is great, because the stakes are high, and because U.S.-
Soviet relations are involved, policy toward the Arab-Israeli conflict
is typically made at the highest level. Deep presidential involvement
ensures that political considerations permeate the conduct of Middle
East policy.

While responsibility for Middle East policy is lodged at the White
House, expertise and knowledge are not. No president has ever come
to office with a deep understanding of the complexities of the Middle
East. Usually foreign policy as a whole is far from what the presi-
dent best understands. Presidents reach the top by mastering the arts
of domestic politics, concentrating on local issues, the economy, and
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the party. Farm subsidies and school busing may be issues that they
understand from firsthand experience, but rarely do presidents have
much background in international affairs. Dwight D. Eisenhower and
Richard M. Nixon were partial exceptions, but even then their experi-
ence was most relevant to managing relations with European allies and
dealing with the Soviet Union.

If presidents cannot be expected to know much about the Middle
East, where do they get their information and their cues? To some
extent, especially as candidates for office, they rely on information
provided by interest groups, personal friends, or party professionals.
Later, as presidents, they encounter a massive bureaucracy, capable
of providing vast amounts of information on any topic. Bureaucrats,
however, are often suspect, especially if they have been working loyally
for the previous administration. It often takes a long time for presi-
dents to overcome their distrust of the “professionals,” and during this
period they are likely to operate from premises that are more clearly
shaped by domestic politics than by strategic analysis.

Presidents do not, of course, rely entirely on amateurs for their
views on international affairs. As candidates, they usually surround
themselves with advisers, often professors and former officials, and
from those ranks they make many key appointments once in office.
The positions of secretary of state, national security adviser, secretary
of defense, and director of Central Intelligence are all likely to be filled
by trusted political appointees who will reflect the president’s views
to the bureaucracy as much as channel the bureaucracy’s perspective
to the president. At the outset of an administration, these political
appointees may clash with the career bureaucrats, but as time goes on
they usually reach a modus vivendi.

Still, the point remains that there is little continuity in personnel
at the highest levels of government. Every four years, or at most every
eight years, a large turnover in top jobs is likely. The frequency of per-
sonnel changes makes it difficult for entrenched bureaucratic views on
foreign policy to prevail in presidential decisionmaking, since they are
generally filtered through political appointees who owe their loyalty
to the president and whose careers rise and fall with his. There are
both advantages and disadvantages associated with this feature of the
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system. At best, innovation may be possible. At worst, inconsistency
and confusion result.

THE PRESIDENT AND HIS ROLE

Jimmy Carter’s involvement in the formulation of Middle East policy
provides an excellent case for studying the role of the president and
the influence of the broader political system in the shaping of foreign
policy. Unlike many other presidents, Carter was an “outsider,” rela-
tively new to Washington and its ways. Most national and interna-
tional issues were beyond the direct experience of this former governor
of the state of Georgia. But Carter did have plans, ambitions, and a
steely determination to tackle tough issues early on in his presidency.
He definitely intended to be an activist president.

During his four years in office, Carter learned much about Wash-
ington and the world, as does every president. But Carter never felt
comfortable in the role of a deal-making politician. He acted as if
he felt that by taking the correct position he could count on public
and congressional support. This apolitical, even naive, stance cost him
dearly. And vyet, as this study will show, Carter was aware of, and
responsive to, the pressures of the domestic political scene as he grap-
pled with Middle East issues. If this was true for an unconventional
politician like Carter, one can assume that most other incumbents of
the Oval Office will be even more attuned to domestic politics as they
think about foreign policy.

The analysis in this book concentrates on the president and his top
advisers, their views, predispositions, and preferences. They are seen as
dealing with complicated issues that they imperfectly understand, try-
ing to lay down sound guidelines that will protect the national interest
while simultaneously watching how their moves play out within the
domestic arena.

The interplay among these key people, the often intractable issues
of the Middle East, and the dynamics of the American political system,
which is hardly designed to simplify the task of conducting foreign
policy, is analyzed. Special attention is paid to the position in which
the president finds himself at any given moment in the political cycle,
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that is to say how he calculates his moves in terms of their effect on
his political standing and his prospects for reelection. This approach
has most merit, of course, for a first-term president, but with suitable
adjustments it could be adapted to a second term as well.

The president and his top advisers are seen as involved in a contest
as they struggle with Middle East issues. They are trying to use the
resources at their disposal to get others to change their positions, often
at great cost and risk. They are engaged in a game of influence, and
to be successful they need a strategy, a sense of timing. In brief, they
must think politically.

Above all else, a president must try to develop, and then preserve,
his base of power. He must constantly monitor both the international
and the home-front reactions to his moves. Periodically, he may real-
ize that he is on a track that is not working, or one that entails high
costs, or one that is simply not geared to the realities either of the
Middle East or of Washington. Midcourse corrections are then made,
a new approach may be tried, and once again the reaction of others
will be watched.

Success and failure are often hard to judge in foreign policy. Few
objective indicators exist. Subjective judgments, often shaped by the
debate in the domestic political arena, come to play a significant role
in determining whether to stay the course or try something else. Ide-
ology usually has less of a role in all this than political pragmatism.
Presidents want to know if their policies are working and whether they
are popular. If so, they can be made to fit whatever ideological mold
is currently in fashion.

A president’s assessment of costs and opportunities is generally a
product of his experience in office and of his position in the electoral
cycle. For analytical purposes, and at the risk of some distortion of a
more complex reality, it is helpful to distinguish among typical pat-
terns in the first year of a presidential term, the second year, the third,
and the fourth. These categories are useful for understanding the typi-
cal evolution of policy over a four-year cycle. They alert the observer to
the changing weight of domestic political considerations as a presiden-
tial term unfolds. The timing of a president’s decisions will be heavily
influenced by this cycle unless he is reacting to a foreign policy crisis.



CAMP DAVID: PEACEMAKING AND POLITICS | 13

Learning about the Middle East

During a normal four-year presidential term, a president engages in
two learning processes that affect Middle East policymaking. The
first, learning about Middle East issues in their regional and global
setting, takes place through meeting with advisers and foreign leaders,
through reading diplomatic cables and intelligence reports, through
newspapers and television, and sometimes through travel to the region.
Abstract issues come to be associated with real people; foreign leaders
are seen as friends or adversaries; the connections among issues begin
to appear; complexity and nuance are increasingly recognized.

Often the result of this experience with Middle East issues and
personalities is to instill a degree of caution and realism in presiden-
tial thinking. Grand designs seem to crumble in the face of Middle
East unpredictability; even the smallest initiatives take time to pro-
duce results; the domestic constraints operating on foreign leaders
come to be appreciated as a part of the Middle East scene; the gap
between rhetoric and action is understood, and words alone are given
less credence than at the outset of a presidential term. With experi-
ence, presidents also tend to shy away from public diplomacy in the
Middle East. Ideological zeal and preconceptions are overtaken by
more immediate experiences.

As a president moves toward a better understanding of the Middle
East, his capacity for making informed decisions improves. Mistakes
are still made, but there is less self-delusion, less wishful thinking, and
less anger when plans unravel. As the president and the bureaucracy
begin to see eye-to-eye, a more consistent policy line also emerges.

Learning about Washington

The second learning process involves understanding the domes-
tic political environment in which Middle East policy debates take
place. Even the most seasoned Washington insider cannot appreciate
the special pressures exerted on the White House when Middle East
issues become controversial. On-the-job training is the only way to
learn about the problems of dealing with the press, Congress, and the
pro-Israeli lobby when U.S. policy is seen as tilting too far toward
the Arabs.
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Presidents often deny that they allow domestic political consider-
ations to influence their views of the national interest. But of course
they do and they should. After all, foreign policy cannot be conducted
in a vacuum. Presidents need public and congressional support. If they
lose it, they cannot achieve their goals and they may fail to be reelected.

The result of this second learning process is to make a president
careful about what he says and does on the Middle East. His political
advisers will be tempted to push the State Department to the fore on
controversial issues, protecting the president from possible criticism.
Even a popular president will worry about losing the support of the
Jewish community as elections approach. For a weak president, espe-
cially a Democrat, this can be a significant consideration.

The two learning processes result in greater presidential realism
about the Middle East as a region and about the domestic scene. They
both encourage caution instead of bold moves, unless a compelling
crisis forces a president to act.

Striking a Balance

On the substance of the Arab-Israeli dispute, however, the two processes
tend to work at odds. The result of learning about the Middle East tends
to move a president toward what might be called an evenhanded posi-
tion, in which support for Israel is balanced by some concern for the
Arab point of view. This has been true for presidents as different as
Eisenhower, Nixon, Gerald R. Ford, Carter, and Ronald Reagan.

By contrast, the result of gaining experience with the realities of
domestic politics is to reinforce a president’s tendency to emphasize
one-sided support for Israel—particularly in election years and in pub-
lic statements. A gap often appears between what a president thinks
and says in private and what he says for domestic political effect. This
causes confusion in the Middle East and in Washington and creates
cynicism about presidential statements made on the Middle East in
election years.

With a four-year presidential term, the effect of these two learn-
ing processes is to make the second and third years the best time for
steady policymaking on the Middle East. During the first year a presi-
dent is still learning the basic ingredients of the Middle East game
and is likely to misjudge what can be accomplished. He may also be



CAMP DAVID: PEACEMAKING AND POLITICS | 15

inattentive to the domestic political scene, with the result that he may
pay a high price for little gain. During the fourth year a president is
better informed about the Middle East but is not inclined to do much
because of the preoccupation with the reelection campaign.

A Second-Term President

For a president in his second term, the pattern changes significantly.
The first year and a half may be the best time for taking foreign policy
initiatives. The president probably knows as much about substance
as he ever will. The reelection has provided the proof he may feel he
needed that the public is behind him. The danger here is that a presi-
dent will think his mandate makes him omnipotent, and that can lead
to costly mistakes.? Late in the second year congressional elections
may assume particular importance, since any significant loss in the
House or Senate can erode presidential power and signal to the presi-
dent’s party that it must begin to take its distance from him if it hopes
to do well in the next presidential election.

The danger of the third and fourth years in a second term is that the
president is becoming a lame duck. Because he cannot run for reelec-
tion, his power begins to slip. The succession struggle within his own
party can be debilitating, and during the last year the president may
find Congress in an assertive mood. The idea that a president who does
not have to face reelection can act free of domestic political concerns
misses the point. He may be free, but he is not taken seriously as he
reaches the end of his second term.

Managing the Electoral Cycle

A skillful president will learn how to make use of the political cycle
to enhance the chances of success in his foreign policy; a careless one
will probably pay a high price for ignoring domestic realities. Events,
of course, can get out of control, as they did for Jimmy Carter with
the Iranian hostage crisis in 1979. It was particularly bad luck for
him that the crisis happened just as an election year was beginning.
By contrast, Ronald Reagan managed to terminate the controversial
American military presence in Lebanon before his reelection campaign
began in 1984, and the issue seemed to do him no political harm at the
polls. Luck and skill go hand in hand in successful political careers.
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If American presidents can gain from the intelligent manipulation
of the political cycle, timing their moves for maximum effect, the same
is true for foreign leaders who deal with the United States. If they
understand the workings of the American political system, they can
seek to turn it to their advantage, asking for aid when a president is
most able to respond, helping him through an election year by defer-
ring action on controversial arms requests, or delaying a response to a
demand from Washington in anticipation of American preoccupation
with the domestic agenda. Both Sadat and Begin tried on occasion to
take these political realities into account, and they became effective at
manipulating American politics to their own advantage.

Looking back on their time in office, presidents and their advisers
usually decry such heavy intrusion of domestic politics into the foreign
policy arena. Some have argued that the only solution to the problem
is to elect a president for one term of six years. For example, former
Secretary of State Cyrus Vance wrote:

From experience in the making of foreign policy in several
administrations, I have concluded that a four-year presidential
term has serious drawbacks, especially when it comes to for-
eign affairs. It takes each new president from six to nine months
to learn his job and to feel comfortable in the formulation and
execution of foreign policy. For the next eighteen months the
president can operate with assurance. But during the last year or
$0, he is running for reelection and is forced to divert much of his
attention to campaigning. As a result, many issues are ignored
and important decisions are deferred. Sometimes bad decisions
are made under the pressures of months of primary elections.
And at home and overseas, we are frequently seen as inconsistent
and unstable.

We should, I believe, change the current four-year term to a
single six-year term in which the president would be free of the
pressures of campaigning and would have more time to carry
forward the public business.*

Others have tried to address the problem by pleading for bipartisan-
ship, the removal of foreign policy from the domestic political agenda.
Carter’s national security adviser, Zbigniew Brzezinski, wrote:
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Every Administration goes through a period of an ecstatic
emancipation from the past, then a discovery of continuity, and
finally a growing preoccupation with Presidential reelection. As
a result, the learning curve in the area of foreign policy tends to
be highly compressed. Each Administration tends to expend an
enormous amount of energy coping with the unintended, untow-
ard consequences of its initial, sometimes excessive, impulses to
innovate, to redeem promises, and to harbor illusions. In time,
preconceptions give way to reality, disjointedness to intellectual
coherence, and vision to pragmatism. But by the time this hap-
pens, the Presidential cycle is usually coming to an end. That the
four-year election process has a pernicious influence on foreign
policy is evident, but it is also clear that this structural handicap
is not likely to be undone.

The four-year Presidential cycle makes the need for bipar-
tisanship even greater. Bipartisanship could compensate for
Presidential discontinuity, but in fact bipartisanship faded coin-
cidentally with the beginning of the period of frequent changes
of Presidents.’

Finally, some have accepted the situation as it is and have urged
presidents to use the brief windows of opportunity that do exist by
asserting strong leadership. Former President Nixon, for example, said:

The only time you have a window of opportunity to come up
with anything responsible in the Middle East is non-election
years. In 1986, there’s no way you can do anything in the Middle
East that won’t be tilted too far in the direction of Israel.®

THE PATTERN OF THE FIRST YEAR

A president and his advisers often begin their term with relatively little
understanding of foreign policy issues. This is particularly true of the
Middle East problem, where the complexity of the Arab-Israeli conflict
is often lost in the midst of campaign slogans. This lack of background
is especially important if the president has been a Washington outsider
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and if there has been a change of administration. But even for a Wash-
ington insider, such as a senator with experience on the Foreign Rela-
tions Committee or a vice president moving up to the presidency, there
is little reason to expect more than a faint familiarity with Middle
East issues.

Presidents are not allowed the luxury of taking no position on issues
until they have learned enough to make sensible judgments. Instead,
on issues that evoke strong public interest, such as the Middle East,
candidates for the presidency are expected to have a position and may
even devote a speech to the topic.

These first definitions of a president’s position, often taken in the
midst of the campaign, are usually important in setting the adminis-
tration’s initial course. They are likely to reflect general foreign policy
predispositions—a tough policy toward the Soviets, for example—
and will generally imply that the previous administration was on the
wrong track and that things will soon be put straight. (This, of course,
assumes that the presidency is passing from one party to the other.)
Besides defining a course of action by contrasting it with that of his
predecessor in office, a newly elected president will have to decide
what priority to attach to the Middle East. Not all issues can be dealt
with at once, and a signal of presidential interest or disinterest may be
more important in setting the administration’s policy than the substan-
tive position papers that inevitably begin to flow to the White House.

If Middle East issues are treated as matters of importance, and if
presidential predispositions are reflected in the charting of the initial
course, the early months of the new term are likely to be marked by
activism. Having just won a national election, the president will prob-
ably be optimistic about his ability to use the office to achieve great
results in foreign and domestic policy. If initiatives are decided on for
dealing with Middle East problems, they tend to be ambitious. The
common feeling is that much catching up needs to be done after the
policy drift of the preceding election year. It takes time to recognize
what will work and what will not.

It also takes time for a president and his advisers to develop a
comfortable working style. Confusion is not unusual in the early days.
Public statements may have to be retracted, and people have to learn
who really speaks for the president among the many claimants to the
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role. Time is needed, too, for the president and the new secretary of
state to develop contacts with the various Middle East leaders. These
contacts will eventually add to their education, but at the outset there
is usually only a slight understanding of the Middle East players,
their agendas, and their strengths and weaknesses. They, after all,
also have domestic political realities that need to be understood and
taken into account.

What this adds up to is a somewhat experimental first year: policy
objectives are set in lofty terms; predispositions, ideology, and cam-
paign rhetoric still count; and Middle East realities are only dimly
appreciated. Usually toward the end of the first year, the administra-
tion becomes aware that the policy agreed upon in January or Feb-
ruary has lost momentum or is on the wrong track. Reassessments
are then likely, but not until considerable time and energy have been
invested in pursuing false leads and indulging in wishful thinking.

Since the June 1967 Arab-Israeli war, elements of this pattern are
easily found in 1969, 1977, and 1981. Only with President Nixon’s
second inauguration in 1973 was the pattern somewhat broken, partly
because the Watergate crisis erupted in the spring of that year and
prevented Nixon from concentrating on the Middle East until he was
forced to do so by the outbreak of the October 1973 war. Nixon’s first
year as president, by contrast, fitted the pattern nicely.

Nixon, 1969

In 1969 Nixon and Secretary of State William P. Rogers attached high
priority to creating a framework for resolving the Arab-Israeli con-
flict. To this end, a series of discussions took place, some involving the
Soviet Union and some the British and French as well. Contacts with
Arabs and Israelis were less important. In this period it was widely
believed that the key to stability in the Middle East lay in finding an
agreement between Washington and Moscow. This was, after all, the
beginning of the era of détente, when most international issues were
seen as influenced by the state of U.S.-Soviet relations.

By fall 1969 the United States began to press for a common U.S.-
Soviet statement of principles for settling the Arab-Israeli dispute. The
Soviets were reticent. They seemed unwilling to be put in a position
of accepting anything that President Gamal Abdel Nasser of Egypt
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might reject. Unable to get full Soviet agreement, the Americans finally
presented their views to the parties and then went public with what
came to be known as the Rogers Plan. Within days it was rejected by
Egypt, Israel, and the Soviet Union. Even earlier, Henry Kissinger,
working from his position as national security adviser to the president,
was doing his best to challenge the viability of this approach. With the
failure of the Rogers Plan, the stage was set for a policy reassessment,
and for the emergence of Kissinger as Nixon’s most important adviser
on the Middle East.

Carter, 1977

President Carter in 1977 followed a somewhat similar path. His aim
was to promote a comprehensive Middle East peace, to be achieved
through a series of negotiations that would conclude with the conven-
ing of a peace conference at Geneva. An effort was made to work out
common principles in advance of the conference; inevitably this caused
controversy both within the region and within the United States. By
fall the United States and the Soviet Union issued a joint statement on
the Middle East, similar in its thrust to the Rogers Plan. Again, the
reaction of the Israelis was negative and the Arab response was mixed.
Domestically, Carter came in for acute criticism, and by late October
he was beginning to conclude that he had reached the end of the road.
At that point President Sadat decided to break the stalemate by travel-
ing to Jerusalem, thereby forcing Washington to reassess its policy.

Reagan, 1981

President Ronald Reagan, who in so many ways seemed to be differ-
ent from his predecessors, nonetheless fell into the same pattern as
Nixon and Carter in his first year. Reflecting his general view of for-
eign policy, Reagan placed primary emphasis on the Soviet threat to
the Middle East, not on the Arab-Israeli dispute. With the assistance
of Secretary of State Alexander M. Haig, Jr., he articulated a policy
aimed at consolidating a “strategic consensus” among the “moder-
ate” states of the region. In theory, the common preoccupation with
the Soviet threat on the part of countries like Israel, Egypt, and Saudi
Arabia would create the conditions for a loosely structured U.S.-led
regional alliance.
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Ignoring the history of the last regional defense effort in the mid-
1950s—first-termers often ignore history—the Reagan administra-
tion set about building the infrastructure for the strategic consensus
through a series of arms sales to pro-American regimes. If the premises
of policy were valid, the anti-Soviet forces in the region would rec-
ognize that arms sold to their rivals could help form a shield against
Soviet aggression, and they would therefore withhold their objections.
The test case for this theory came with the decision to sell a sophisti-
cated aerial surveillance aircraft, the AWACS (airborne warning and
control system), to Saudi Arabia.

Israel, which had been led by Reagan’s rhetoric to expect that it
enjoyed a privileged place among U.S. friends in the area, decided to
launch a major campaign to block congressional approval of the sale.
In the end Reagan won the fight, but at considerable cost and only
after many months. In the meantime regional issues were bubbling,
especially in Lebanon, a further challenge to the idea that a concentra-
tion on the Soviet threat could bring stability to the Middle East region.

Added to this were the predictable divisions within the administra-
tion, with Secretary of Defense Caspar W. Weinberger opposing a
strategic cooperation agreement with Israel that was being promoted
by the secretary of state. By the late fall of 1981, the “strategic con-
sensus” rhetoric was being abandoned, and the stage was set for a
policy reassessment.

THE PATTERN OF THE SECOND YEAR

Despite the disappointments of dealing with the Middle East in the
first year, presidents rarely decide to drop the issue in their second
year. Either by design or as a result of crises, the region has a way of
staying near the top of the foreign policy agenda. But if recent experi-
ence is a guide, the second year is likely to be marked by more success
for American diplomacy, either in promoting agreement through nego-
tiations or in the skillful management of a crisis.

The difference between the first and the second year shows that
experience can be a good teacher. Policies in the second year are often
more in tune with reality. There is less of an ideological overlay in
policy deliberations. At the same time goals are usually less ambitious.
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Plans for comprehensive solutions may be replaced by attempts at more
modest partial agreements.

By the second year some of the intrabureaucratic feuding and back-
biting is likely to have subsided, or at least the president has had
the chance to put an end to it if he so chooses. The gap between
the political appointees and the foreign service professionals has also
narrowed, and more regional expertise is typically being taken into
account during policy discussions. If a senior bureaucrat has survived
into the second year, he is no longer seen as the enemy and has often
been judged a team player. In any case, the failures of year one tend
to make the president’s men less contemptuous of the knowledge of
the professionals.

During the second year presidents also begin to realize that mis-
handling Middle East policy can be costly. Congressional elections are
scheduled for November, and usually the party in power has to expect
some losses. The president needs to keep Congress with him, if at all
possible, and thus he has a strong interest in minimizing those losses.
This is no time for controversial initiatives in the Middle East that
may be strongly rejected by Israel and its friends in the United States.

If action must be taken on Middle East issues, there is a high pre-
mium on success. The mood is much less experimental than in the first
year. Practical criteria come to the fore. Success may require compro-
mises with principle. This is the year in which presidents realize that
the dictum “politics is the art of the possible” applies to foreign as well
as domestic policy.

Nixon, 1970 and 1974

During each of the last four presidential terms, the most noteworthy
achievements in Middle East policy have come in the second year. In
1970, for example, Secretary Rogers was able to succeed with a mod-
est proposal to bring the “war of attrition” to a close. Instead of the
comprehensive plan he had outlined in December 1969, in June 1970
he proposed that the Egyptians and Israelis “stop shooting and start
talking.” With many inducements and pressures on both sides, he and
Nixon succeeded in arranging a cease-fire.

The Nixon administration also confronted a crisis in September
1970, with the hijacking of three international airliners to Jordan,
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coupled with an attempt by the Palestine Liberation Organization
(PLO) to bring down, or at a minimum gravely weaken, King Hus-
sein’s regime. The crisis had the potential of erupting into a major
regional conflict involving both Syria and Israel. With some risky
brinkmanship, Nixon and Kissinger helped to bolster King Hussein
enough to enable him to prevail against the PLO, and the Syrian-Israeli
confrontation never took place. The management of the crisis showed
considerable skill, though the lessons drawn in its aftermath were
questionable.”

Even in Nixon’s second term, the second year was unusually success-
ful in the Middle East, despite the closing vise of the Watergate fiasco.
Two sets of complex negotiations over the disengagement of military
forces took place under the direction of Secretary of State Kissinger.
Egypt and Israel agreed on a separation of their armies along the Suez
Canal in an agreement that had great significance for the ultimate
achievement of peace between the two countries. A few months later
Syria and Israel concluded a similar agreement on the Golan Heights.
And even though it was not followed by other agreements, the accord
between Israel and Syria remained intact as of the mid-1980s.

Carter, 1978, and Reagan, 1982

For Carter, his second year was dominated by the effort to reach a
peace agreement between Egypt and Israel. The Camp David Accords,
which marked the high point of this process, are analyzed in detail in
later chapters.

For President Reagan, his second year was mixed. Some of the
shortcomings of the first year came back to haunt him, especially in
the careless encouragement given to the Israelis to believe that the
United States would favor a war against the PLO in Lebanon as part
of a grand anti-Soviet strategy.® Had the war launched by Israel in June
1982 been fairly short and low in costs, both human and material, the
Reagan administration might have condoned it. The publicly declared
goal of the Israelis was not what the Americans opposed. Rather, it
was the way the war was conducted, the mounting pressure of domes-
tic and international opinion, and the anguished reactions of friendly
Arab regimes which convinced the administration that it should inter-
vene to end the fighting. In the midst of the crisis, Secretary of State
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Haig was fired and was replaced by George P. Shultz, which meant that
Israel’s staunchest friend in the top echelons of the Reagan administra-
tion was replaced by someone with a different outlook.

As the Lebanon war came to a close, in part through the efforts of
presidential envoy Philip Habib, Shultz began to work with a small
group of Middle East specialists to design a framework for postwar
Middle East peace efforts. The result was a speech delivered by Presi-
dent Reagan on September 1, 1982. Although immediately rejected
by Israeli Prime Minister Begin, it won broad American support,
even within the Jewish community, and it evoked considerable inter-
est within the Arab world and in Israel. As a statement of policy, it
remains an important document, even though the follow-up to the
speech was so hesitant that it produced no concrete results. Still, U.S.
policy in the last six months of 1982 showed much more sophistication
and realism than it had in the preceding year and a half.

THE PATTERN OF THE THIRD YEAR

During the third year of a typical presidential term, the Middle East
is often seen as an arena that can damage a president’s political pros-
pects. The tendency, therefore, is to try for the appearance of success
if negotiations are under way, even if the result leaves something to be
desired. The administration will be prepared to pay heavily in prom-
ises of aid and arms to get an agreement.

If the prospects for an agreement do not look good during the third
year, the tendency is to cut one’s losses and to disengage the president
from the diplomatic effort. Above all, he does not want to be seen as
responsible for a failure as the election year approaches. And certainly
by the end of the third year, if not considerably earlier, the preelection
season is likely to have begun.

The rush for success, along with the tendency to abandon con-
troversial and costly policies, means that mistakes are often made
in the third year. Opportunities may be lost through carelessness.
The price of agreement may become very high as the parties to the
conflict realize how badly Washington wants a success. Political con-
siderations tend to override the requirements of steady, purposeful
diplomacy. Nonetheless, this is sometimes a year in which genuine



CAMP DAVID: PEACEMAKING AND POLITICS | 25

achievements are possible, especially if the groundwork in the second
year has been good.

Nixon, 1971

Looking at the recent past for examples, one finds that in 1971 the
Nixon administration toyed with a promising idea planted by Egyp-
tian President Sadat. In February of that year, Sadat had talked of
the possibility of a limited agreement to reopen the Suez Canal. This
would have been accompanied by a disengagement of military forces.
For several months American diplomats pursued the idea with varying
degrees of enthusiasm. By August, however, it became clear that the
White House was not ready to put its weight behind a serious effort,
and the initiative died.’ In retrospect it seems as if Sadat’s idea might
have been one way to prevent the October 1973 war. But such strategic
thinking was not in the minds of those who were in charge of Ameri-
can policy at that time.

Ford, 1975

Four years later, in 1975, Gerald Ford had succeeded Nixon to the
presidency and was beginning to plan for his own election in 1976.
The Arab-Israeli conflict was still on the agenda, with President Sadat
particularly anxious for further progress before the American election
year arrived. At Ford’s instruction, Kissinger tried to broker an agree-
ment between Egypt and Israel in the spring, but this effort failed. A
period of reassessment followed, and Ford even decided to withhold
some military supplies from Israel. By early summer, however, the
political pressures on Ford were mounting, especially from the Senate,
to lift the arms embargo on Israel.

In this atmosphere Kissinger resumed his diplomatic efforts, and
on September 1, 1975, a series of agreements were signed that came to
be known as Sinai II. Israel undertook to withdraw from a significant
portion of Sinai, in return for which the United States made a remark-
able number of bilateral commitments, many of which had to do with
the future conduct of negotiations. In retrospect it seemed as if Ford
had paid a very high price for little more than keeping the negotiating
process alive. In later years American officials spoke of Sinai II as a
model to be avoided.
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Carter, 1979

Carter’s third year was mixed. At considerable political risk the presi-
dent traveled to the Middle East in March 1979 to bring the Egyptian-
Israeli peace treaty negotiations to a close. For him personally this was
a signal achievement, and the results have stood the test of time fairly
well. Like Ford four years earlier, Carter was willing to make extensive
promises to both parties in order to reach agreement. Both Sadat and
Begin knew that Carter wanted an agreement and that they could expect
to receive some commitments from the United States as the price for it.

If the treaty represented the best that could be achieved early in the
third year, the fate of the negotiations on Palestinian autonomy was
more typical of the political caution that sets in as elections approach.
The United States, Egypt, and Israel were all pledged to begin negotia-
tions on a transitional regime for the West Bank and Gaza shortly after
the signing of the peace treaty. Carter had promised that he would
continue to take an active personal part in the negotiations.°

By mid-1979, however, Carter was beginning to be worried that
Senator Edward M. Kennedy would challenge him in the Democratic
party primaries in 1980. Moreover, the Iranian revolution had sparked
an increase in the price of oil, and lines were forming at gas stations
throughout the country. Carter reacted by retreating to Camp David
to consult with his advisers and experts, then emerged to give a speech
that became best known for his reference to a sense of “malaise”
among the American people. Carter’s political fortunes were already
slipping when in November 1979 an angry mob of Iranians seized
the U.S. embassy in Tehran and held American diplomats hostage.
Three days later Senator Kennedy formally announced his candidacy
for president. And in late December the Soviets invaded Afghanistan.

In short, Carter was unable to capitalize politically on his one genu-
ine success in 1979, the Egyptian-Israeli peace treaty; instead he saw
his political fortunes take a sudden turn for the worse. Not surpris-
ingly, Carter turned his attention away from the Arab-Israeli issue and
the autonomy talks.

Secretary of State Vance was eager to get on with the second part
of the Camp David negotiations, but Carter succumbed to the recom-
mendation of Vice President Walter F. Mondale to appoint a special
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negotiator. Carter chose Robert S. Strauss, a man of remarkable
domestic political skills, but one with little background for dealing
with the complexities of the Middle East.!! By fall Strauss concluded
that there was little he could hope to accomplish, and he left the Mid-
dle East job to return to the reelection campaign. He was succeeded as
special negotiator by Sol Linowitz, a skilled diplomat who was new to
Middle East issues. Some headway was made in dealing with techni-
cal matters, but without Carter’s direct involvement it was difficult to
break the stalemate.

As a result, the autonomy negotiations faltered during the latter
part of the president’s third year, but Carter was not blamed. He,
after all, was the architect of the Egyptian-Israeli peace treaty, and
that would be the issue he would hold out before the voters in 1980 to
bolster his claim of foreign policy accomplishments.

Reagan, 1983

President Reagan’s third year was also mixed in terms of Middle East
diplomacy. At the outset Reagan seemed to be trying to entice King
Hussein of Jordan into negotiations by making far-reaching promises.
When these failed to overcome the king’s reticence, Reagan and Secre-
tary Shultz turned their efforts to working out an agreement between
Israel and Lebanon. But the agreement, reached on May 17, 1983, was
made contingent on Syria’s willingness to withdraw its troops from
Lebanon. Most of the American diplomats in the region knew that
this condemned the agreement to failure, but Reagan and Shultz were
adamant in insisting that it could not be modified.

Pressure then mounted to force the Syrians to comply. The Syr-
ians reacted by demonstrating that they could not so easily be taken
for granted or pushed, and by the fall of 1983 the United States and
Syria were on the verge of open hostilities. On October 23 a mas-
sive explosion destroyed the Marine barracks near the Beirut airport,
killing 241 Americans and wounding many more. Early in December
two U.S. aircraft were shot down while bombing Syrian military posi-
tions within Lebanon. By year’s end it was clear to nearly everyone,
especially in Congress, that something had gone fundamentally wrong
with U.S. policy in Lebanon. The much heralded May 17 agreement
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was canceled by the Lebanese government a few months later, a fur-
ther reminder of the misjudgments made in Washington during 1983.
Rarely has U.S. policy been more dramatically repudiated.

THE PATTERN OF THE FOURTH YEAR

Most presidents go to great lengths to deny that electoral consider-
ations influence their conduct of foreign policy. But as political realists,
they all know they must take politics into account. If nothing else, the
extraordinary demands on a presidential candidate mean that little
time is left for consideration of complex foreign policy problems, for
meeting with visiting heads of state, or for fighting great battles with
Congress over aid or arms sales. Added to this is the desire not to lose
the support of the Jewish community, for many of whom Israel is of
special concern. This support is important not only because of votes
but perhaps more so because of financial contributions to the party
and congressional candidates.

The guidelines for the fourth year with respect to the Middle East
are thus fairly simple. Try to avoid controversy. Steer clear of new
initiatives. Try to defer arms sales to the Arabs, while appearing gener-
ous to Israel. Speak of Israel as a strategic asset, even if you have not
previously used this term. If crises are forced upon you, they must of
course be dealt with; even in election years presidents have consider-
able authority in emergencies, as Eisenhower showed in his handling
of the Suez crisis on the eve of the 1956 elections.

Not surprisingly, the fourth year of presidential terms is not noted
for many achievements in the Middle East. In 1972 Nixon scored sev-
eral other foreign policy spectaculars, including the opening to China
and the conclusion of the SALT (strategic arms limitation talks) treaty.
But the Middle East was too risky, or the time was seen as inappropri-
ate for new initiatives. Even when Sadat expelled some 15,000 Soviet
advisers in July, the American response was lukewarm. Secret talks
were held on the Middle East with the Soviets, but they seemed to be
aimed more at bolstering the atmosphere of détente than at producing
results in the region.

In 1976, too, the United States did little in the Middle East. Lebanon
was in turmoil, and the Americans seemed to be giving their blessing to
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the entry of Syrian forces into that country as a way of bringing about a
modicum of stability. The entry of Syrian forces made the Israelis ner-
vous, but tacit understandings between Syria and Israel were reached
in order to prevent direct clashes. Damage limitation was achieved, but
the more fundamental problems of Lebanon, to say nothing of those of
the broader region, had no place on Ford’s election-year agenda.

The year 1980 was an unhappy one for Jimmy Carter. In the Middle
East, it brought nothing but bad news. Americans were held hostage
in Iran. The Soviet Union was in occupation of Afghanistan. The Pal-
estinian autonomy talks were going nowhere. And the president’s own
political fortunes were in doubt. Illustrative of the intense concern that
Middle East issues not cause further damage to an already weakened
president was the decision shortly before the New York primary elec-
tion to change the American vote from yes to no on a U.N. resolution
critical of Israel.!? But the damage was already done, and Carter lost
the primary to Senator Edward Kennedy.

Reagan’s fourth year was likewise devoid of accomplishments in the
Middle East. The most dramatic development came in early February
1984, when the president suddenly decided, against the advice of his
secretary of state, to remove the U.S. Marines from Beirut. The marines
had been an issue of mounting concern to Congress and the public.
Once American lives were no longer threatened, public attention tended
to turn away from the horrors of Lebanon. As the election campaign
gained momentum, the Middle East never became a serious issue.

In brief, most presidents recognize that they can achieve little in the
Middle East in the midst of an election campaign. But even if they were
willing to take the risks, the Middle East parties would be unlikely to
make concessions to an American president who might not be in office
the following January. Arabs and Israelis alike want to know who will
be in the White House for the next four years before they make major
decisions. This situation weakens the influence of the president in his
fourth year even when he is not up for reelection.

CONCLUSION

The American political system was not designed with the conduct of
foreign policy in mind. Checks and balances, frequent elections, and
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the concept of popular sovereignty were all meant to limit abuses of
power, not to make it easy for a president to govern. In foreign policy
the constraints are often less than in the domestic arena. But in modern
times even foreign policy has become controversial, and thus subject to
all the political forces that limit the power of a president. Nowhere is
this more true than in dealing with the Arab-Israeli conflict.

To understand how U.S. Middle East policy is made, one needs to
look carefully at the views of key decisionmakers, especially the presi-
dent and his top advisers. The individuals do matter. But they operate
within a political context that has some regular features. Therefore,
if these powerful individuals are to leave their imprint on policy, they
will have to understand what the broader political system allows. And
they will have to learn much about the political realities of the Middle
East as well. The interaction of these two learning experiences shapes
the context in which presidents make policy toward the Middle East.

Presidents do have great power at their disposal. It is often most
usable in the midst of crises, when the normal restraints of political
life are suspended, at least for a little while. Presidents can also usu-
ally count on a fairly wide latitude in the conduct of foreign policy
in their first one or two years. But in time the need to appeal to the
electorate, to have congressional support, and to prepare for reelection
comes to dominate thinking at the White House, regardless of who the
incumbent is.

Those conditions mean that the United States is structurally at a
disadvantage in trying to develop and sustain policies for regions like
the Middle East. It is hard to look beyond the next few months. Con-
sistency is often sacrificed for political expediency. Turnover of per-
sonnel in top positions erodes the prospects for continuity.

At the same time the United States, for these very reasons, rarely
pursues a strongly ideological foreign policy for long. There is pressure
to follow a course that has broad popular support and avoids extremes
of left or right. Pragmatic criteria are a common part of policy debates:
if one course of action has clearly failed, another can be tried. These
shifts may be hard on the nerves of leaders in the Middle East, but
sometimes the experimental approach is needed if a workable policy
is to be found.



CAMP DAVID: PEACEMAKING AND POLITICS | 31

Given that every president must operate within certain constraints
set by the nature of the American political system, is it inevitable that
foreign policy must suffer as a result? The answer, based on this study,
is that there is considerable scope for improvement even without a
fundamental change in the system.

To take an example, each president when coming to office has a
tendency to believe that he can reshape the realities of the Middle
East. In time he learns otherwise. This learning period seems to take
much of the first year. But it need not always be a wasted year. Even
if a president cannot be expected to master the nuances of the Arab-
Israeli conflict immediately, he can begin with a modest agenda until
he feels more secure in his knowledge, and he can rely more heavily on
the advice of those who have had experience.

Similarly, the typical errors of the third year, the rush for success
and the corollary tendency to miss opportunities, might be curtailed
if there was greater awareness of the dangers. The domestic political
gains and losses associated with the conduct of Middle East diplomacy
in the third year have probably been overestimated. There is no evi-
dence that Ford and Carter were helped by their successes, nor were
Nixon and Reagan punished for their third-year fumbles. Although
little can be done to prevent the distortions brought on by the election
year, presidents need not act as if the election has already begun by the
middle of their third year. There might well be a good case for acting
presidential instead.

The role that Jimmy Carter played in the Camp David Accords
and the Egyptian-Israeli peace treaty shows that determined presiden-
tial leadership can help to resolve complex international disputes. But
Carter had hoped to do even more, especially on the sensitive Palestin-
ian issue. That he was unable to achieve his more ambitious goals was
not only due to the intractability of the problem; he was also weak-
ened by the normal workings of the American political system, which
force a first-term president to devote enormous time and energy to his
reelection campaign. This study therefore shows both the power of the
presidency in foreign policy and its limitations.



CHAPTER THREE

GETTING STARTED, GETTING ACQUAINTED

When President Jimmy Carter was sworn into office on January
20, 1977, the Middle East was already on his foreign policy
agenda and very much on his mind. This did not mean, however, that
Carter came to power with a clear strategy for dealing with the Arab-
Israeli conflict, or that the elements of an American peace plan were
already developed.

What the president carried with him were perceptions of the prob-
lem and a predisposition to be an activist in trying to find a solution.
What he had to learn would come from an endless stream of reporting
about the events in the Middle East, meetings with leaders from the
area, and consultations with his chief advisers. In addition, at crucial
moments he would be obliged to make political judgments about what
Congress and the American public would support and what would
best advance his prospects for accomplishing the wide range of objec-
tives he had for his presidency.

It was far from inevitable that the Middle East would become one of
Carter’s main preoccupations in the months ahead; yet that is precisely
what happened. To some degree, the president’s religious orientation
led him to a concern with the lands he had read so much about in
the Bible.! The idealist in him also seemed to believe that real peace
between Arabs and Israelis could be achieved, and he clearly wanted
to play a role in bringing that about if possible. Finally, his commit-
ment to the theme of human rights entailed a genuine concern for the
homelessness of the Palestinians.

32
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Carter came to office with comparatively little experience in poli-
tics. He had served one term as governor of Georgia from 1971 to
1974, but by law could not run for reelection. As governor, Carter had
shown a clear commitment to civil rights and had adopted an admin-
istrative style characterized by great attention to detail.

On a personal level, Carter identified himself as a born-again south-
ern Baptist, but he was not shrill in trying to impose his religious
beliefs on others. Nor did he belong to the most conservative wing
of the church. His religion was important to him, but it was a very
personal matter. It did mean, however, that he had a great interest in
the Holy Land.

As governor, Carter had traveled to Israel in 1973, but apart from
that experience he had little direct knowledge of the Middle East. His
sister Gloria had married a Jew, and he had heard about Zionism from
that branch of the family. He had never met an Arab before becoming
president, except once socially at a racetrack in Florida. But those who
knew Carter best sensed that he saw in the Palestinian question parallels
with the situation of American blacks. As president, he placed a high
priority on human rights and saw the Palestinian issue through that lens.

During the campaign for president, Carter spent time reading about
foreign policy issues. He also was an active participant in the meetings
of the Trilateral Commission, then headed by Zbigniew Brzezinski,
who became something of a foreign policy tutor for him. It was before
a meeting of the Trilateral Commission in Tokyo in late 1975 that
Carter gave his first speech on the Middle East.

Carter also brought to the job of being president a background as
an engineer. He wanted to understand issues in detail. When con-
fronted with a problem, he immediately tried to learn as much as pos-
sible so that he could begin to work on a solution. He was a believer
in the maxim that hard work could produce results, and he hated to
admit defeat. Some of his advisers felt that he took special pleasure in
tackling problems that no one else had been able to solve.

Carter was most impressive in small groups. Indeed, he built his
campaign for president around a series of such meetings. He was less
skillful in handling television or in giving speeches to large audiences.
His delivery was wooden, the rhetoric was stilted, and he often seemed
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uncomfortable. His inability to sway large numbers of people through
the media became a liability for him as president when he sought to
build support for his programs.

Moreover, Carter was not the normal horse-trading, back-slapping
kind of politician.? He had little flair for making deals to win the sup-
port of a reluctant congressman. His view was that he should do what
was right and that others would have to support him because of this.?
Needless to say, his relations with party politicos and Congress were
not always smooth.

Besides these influences from his own background, President Carter
carried with him the memory of the 1973 Arab-Israeli war. It had
contributed to an enormous increase in the world price of oil, which
in turn had stimulated inflation and a slowing of economic growth.*
Not surprisingly, Carter was determined to avoid a recurrence of such
a crisis if at all possible.

By 1977 the price of oil had stabilized somewhat, but the wide-
spread belief was that further turmoil in the Middle East could renew
the price spiral. Stable oil prices required Middle East stability, and
that meant progress toward defusing the explosive Arab-Israeli con-
flict. High on Carter’s domestic agenda was the development of a com-
prehensive energy policy, and his concern for energy reinforced his
belief that progress must be made in the Middle East soon.

THE ARAB-ISRAELI CONFLICT IN EARLY 1977

The energy crisis and the Arab-Israeli conflict were closely associated
in Carter’s mind. And it was the latter that he was determined to tackle
as a matter of high priority.

Since the Arab-Israeli war of June 1967, Israel had been in occupa-
tion of territory seized from Egypt, Jordan, and Syria. A second round
of war had followed in October 1973, leaving Israel in control of most
of the Sinai Peninsula and all of the West Bank, Gaza, East Jerusalem,
and the Golan Heights. (See the map in the front of the book.)

U.S. policy toward the Arab-Israeli conflict since the 1967 war
had been based on U.N. Resolution 242, which called on the Arabs to
recognize Israel’s “right to live in peace within secure and recognized
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boundaries free from threats or acts of force” and enjoined Israel to
withdraw its armed forces from “territories occupied in the recent
conflict.” In shorthand, this came to be known as the “territory for
peace” formula. After the 1973 war U.N. Resolution 338 had been
adopted; it called on the parties to the conflict to begin negotiations
“under appropriate auspices aimed at establishing a just and durable
peace in the Middle East.” (See appendix A for the texts of Resolu-
tions 242 and 338.)

By 1977 the question confronting the new president was whether
it was possible to resume a negotiating process between Israel and its
Arab neighbors that could yield agreement along the lines of “territory
for peace.” Fortunately for Carter, the United States had established a
record after 1973 as a negotiator of limited agreements between Israel
and its Arab neighbors. Former Secretary of State Henry Kissinger
had perfected the art of “shuttle diplomacy,” moving in step-by-step
fashion to work out partial agreements between the combatants. By
September 1975 Egypt had signed two disengagement agreements with
Israel and had recovered a portion of its territory in Sinai. Syria had
reached a limited agreement on the Golan Heights in 1974. Along the
way the United States had acquired both a reputation as the only party
that could bring the Arabs and Israelis together and a bundle of com-
mitments to the two sides of the conflict.

Notably lacking, however, was any success in grappling with the
Palestinian problem or in bringing Jordan into the negotiating frame-
work. Nonetheless, a model did exist against which to measure pos-
sible future moves. And when Carter came to office, the United States
enjoyed tolerably good relations with all the principal states, especially
Israel, Egypt, Jordan, Saudi Arabia, and Syria.’

What was missing in early 1977 was any sense of American leader-
ship. During the 1976 election year the Middle East had received little
attention. Lebanon was in crisis, the Arabs seemed badly divided, and
the administration of President Gerald Ford was content to rest on its
laurels with the Sinai IT agreement of the previous year. There were no
ongoing negotiations. There was no momentum to keep up. President
Ford had gone so far as to inform President Sadat that the United
States could do nothing on the Middle East in an election year.®
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But there were expectations, especially among the Arabs, that the
Americans, once done with their quadrennial binge of electioneering,
would turn again to the question of Middle East peacemaking. In
anticipation of this, the Saudis, who at the time were riding the crest
of their petrodollar wealth, had tried to patch up the quarrel between
Egyptian President Anwar Sadat and Syrian President Hafiz al-Asad.
By late 1976 a semblance of Arab solidarity had been created. The
Saudis had also conveyed to the new administration that they would
try to keep oil prices from rising, but that they would be able to do so
only if progress were made toward resolving the Arab-Israeli conflict.

THE MIDDLE EAST TEAM

Carter’s personal inclinations thus meshed well with perceived Middle
East realities. In addition, his chief Middle East advisers, Secretary of
State Cyrus Vance and National Security Adviser Zbigniew Brzezin-
ski, were both proponents of an active American role in the search for
Middle East peace.”

Carter had selected as secretary of state a man whom he did not
know particularly well but who came to the office with impressive
credentials. Vance was a lawyer with a special interest in international
issues. He had served in the Lyndon Johnson years as deputy secretary
of defense, and in that capacity had witnessed the evolution of U.S.
policy at the time of the 1967 Arab-Israeli war.

Vance had also gained experience as a mediator and negotiator.
He had participated in the initial Paris talks on Vietnam in 1968 and
had tried to work out an agreement on Cyprus in 1967. During these
frustrating experiences he had learned that negotiations had their ups
and downs, and he came to realize the need for patience. These were
qualities that served him well when he took on the Arab-Israeli dossier.

The new secretary of state was not an academic. He had not writ-
ten extensively about foreign affairs like his predecessor, Kissinger,
and therefore his views were not well known to the public. But it soon
became clear that he had been marked by the Vietnam War and was
dubious about sending U.S. troops into third-world conflicts. He also
attached great importance to the management of U.S.-Soviet relations,
at the center of which were arms control negotiations. Finally, Vance
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had an attachment to the United Nations and genuinely believed that
it could play a helpful role in reducing international tensions.

Vance’s colleagues came to see in his approach something that
they called principled pragmatism. And it was certainly true that for-
eign leaders came to respect Vance for his directness and honesty. Of
all the Americans who dealt extensively with both Arabs and Israe-
lis, he was the one who best retained the confidence of both sides,
though with Sadat it took some time for the two men to develop a
close relationship.

Carter’s national security adviser, Brzezinski, was from a different
world than Vance. An immigrant from Poland, he had received his
doctorate at Harvard and had been a professor of international politics
at Columbia. His prolific academic writing had focused on the Soviet
Union and Eastern Europe but had also included studies of Japan and
Africa. Apart from a brief period on the Policy Planning Staff of the
State Department, Brzezinski had had little direct experience in gov-
ernment. But he did know Carter personally and had been active in
his campaign.

If Vance was the steady, patient negotiator, Brzezinski was the theo-
retician and the manipulator. He operated on two distinct levels. More
than anyone else in Carter’s entourage, he had a talent for providing a
general frame of reference for policy debates. Formulations came eas-
ily to him, and Carter found this useful in integrating all the discrete
pieces of information that flowed in his direction. At the other end of
the intellectual spectrum, Brzezinski was fascinated by the interplay of
personalities. He liked the game of political maneuver and was often
frustrated by Vance’s legalistic views and Carter’s apolitical approach
to problems. He was above all else an activist. Ideas flowed freely from
his office; in the first months of the Carter presidency he was the chief
foreign policy innovator.

Although Vance and Brzezinski came to differ on how best to deal
with the Soviet Union, they basically saw eye-to-eye on the Arab-
Israeli conflict. Both felt that Carter should treat it as a high priority.
They favored a comprehensive settlement, if at all possible, and took
the Palestinian issue seriously. Neither was anti-Israeli, but both were
prepared to argue that Israel should make substantial territorial con-
cessions as the price of peace.
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RECEIVED WISDOM ON THE MIDDLE EAST

Two important developments took place in the Middle East in Janu-
ary 1977 that influenced the new administration’s perceptions of the
timing and urgency of any new initiative. First, the Israeli government
decided to hold early elections in May, which meant that a strong
Israeli government could be in place by midyear. It had previously
been thought that elections might not take place until much later in the
year. Second, riots broke out in Cairo in reaction to sudden food price
increases. The Sadat regime, on which the Americans were counting so
heavily, seemed to be in serious trouble. Lack of progress on the peace
front could further weaken Sadat’s position.

The outgoing Ford administration left behind a number of transition
papers on the Middle East written by State Department and National
Security Council specialists. The judgments they contain reflected
a widely shared view of the situation facing the new Carter team. It
would be a mistake to think that the papers had a direct influence on
policy, but they did capture the closest thing to a consensus that one
could find in official Washington circles. As such, they merit attention.®

One important judgment in the papers was that the status quo in
the Arab-Israeli area was inherently unstable. Either there would be
progress toward a settlement or there would be a slide toward confron-
tation. A temporizing American policy might succeed in buying some
time, but the weight of the analysis was that the administration should
use its full influence for a settlement.

Having raised the danger of an Arab-Israeli war, the analysts went
on to speak of the opportunity for progress in negotiations. A move
in that direction would inevitably cause some strain in U.S.-Israeli
relations, which might be offset somewhat by pressing the Arabs hard
on the question of peace. The analysts viewed a revival of the 1973
Geneva formula, a multilateral conference of all the parties under the
cochairmanship of the United States and the Soviet Union, as unavoid-
able in light of the Arab refusal to consider further partial agreements.
But they noted that Geneva might be primarily “symbolic, a cover
for serious negotiations which would take place elsewhere.” This
was essentially the way in which the Geneva conference of 1973-74
had functioned. As for the Soviets, they “do not seem essential to the
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negotiating process itself.” The analysts observed, however, that the
United States would still have to decide whether to aim for partial or
comprehensive agreements, how to handle the Palestinian representa-
tion question, how to take into account the upcoming Israeli elections,
and how to develop contacts with the negotiating parties.

Much of the optimism in these transition papers stemmed from a
perception of a comparatively moderate Arab coalition of which Egypt,
Syria, Jordan, and Saudi Arabia were the core members. Indeed, Saudi
influence was thought to be especially strong. Egypt’s temptation to
go it alone was acknowledged, as was Syria’s fear of precisely that
possibility, but it was agreed that there was “no likelihood that Egypt,
Syria, or Jordan will break ranks to attempt separate negotiations with
the U.S. and Israel.” Saudi Arabia, it was noted, would probably raise
the price of oil if no progress was made in negotiations.

Concerning Geneva, the analysts concluded that Egypt would
reluctantly accept the Syrian idea of a joint Arab delegation. As for
the Palestinians, the point was made that they could be brought into
negotiations only if Egypt, Syria, and Saudi Arabia were in agreement.
When inter-Arab divisions existed, the analysts said, Arab radicalism
would flourish and undercut Saudi influence.

Regarding the Israeli front, the analysts expressed the view that
the Israeli elections in May would prove to be the most important
development in the Middle East in the next six months. Prime Minister
Yitzhak Rabin would seek to use his consultations with Carter to bol-
ster his position. The analysts thought there might be a national unity
government led by Shimon Peres or even Menachem Begin, the leader
of the Likud bloc opposition. Such a government, it was felt, would be
more rigid, especially on the West Bank question.

Taken as a whole, these views suggested that the professionals in the
bureaucracy were inclined to support an active American role. Great
importance was attached to the momentary emergence of a moderate
Arab coalition. Most of the problems that were to be encountered
in coming months were anticipated to some degree, though the pos-
sibility of a change in the Israeli government was only mentioned in
passing. And the pressures, primarily from Saudi Arabia, on Sadat not
to break with Syria were overstated. Still, Carter could expect to find
a bureaucracy that would happily follow him in the activist course
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he had already decided on and that would be well able to keep him
abreast of the complex twists and turns of Middle East politics.

A rare degree of consensus therefore existed among the president,
his top advisers, and the bureaucracy. If only the Middle Easterners
could be convinced, and if only the American political system would
be supportive, the president might expect to make a good start on his
ambitious search for peace between Arabs and Israelis. Yet the ques-
tion arose of how to translate the general commitment to an active
American role into a strategy for negotiations. Here details and nuance
would take on more importance than the broad judgments that led
to the initial view that the Middle East deserved top priority on the
Carter foreign policy agenda.

A lengthy learning process was about to begin, as is always true in
a presidential first year, and mistakes along the way were inevitable.
Nonetheless, an important decision had been made at the very outset
of the administration, without much debate: the Arab-Israeli conflict
would be dealt with as a matter of high priority by the president, and
American influence would be committed to achieving a negotiated
peace settlement.’

SETTING THE COURSE

One of the first directives to be issued by Brzezinski in his capacity as
national security adviser was to order a review of Middle East policy
for early February. On February 4, 1977, the Policy Review Commit-
tee met for the first time under the chairmanship of Secretary Vance to
discuss three Middle East topics: aid to Israel; legislation aimed at the
Arab boycott of Israel, which had become a controversial issue during
the campaign; and, most important, the general strategy for promoting
Arab-Israeli negotiations.

A large crowd was assembled in the situation room in the basement
of the White House for this first strategy session. In time the number
of cabinet-level participants in such discussions would be pared down
to Vance, Secretary of Defense Harold Brown, and Brzezinski, along
with Vice President Walter Mondale and often the president’s political
adviser, Hamilton Jordan. But this committee meeting was attended by
the secretary of commerce, the director of the Office of Management
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and Budget, and many junior officials. Remarkable amounts of bureau-
cratic energy were spent to gain entry to these meetings, because no
one wanted to have the precedent set that he could be excluded.

Topic one on the agenda was aid to Israel. In fiscal year 1977 Israel
had received $1.785 billion in loans and grants to cover economic and
military requirements. The specialists in the Ford administration who
had studied the Israeli economic situation felt that only $1.5 billion
should be requested of Congress in fiscal year 1978. But the Policy
Review Committee quickly made the recommendation to stay at the
former level to help create a positive political climate for Vance’s first
trip to Israel. The vice president urged that in return for increasing the
level of aid to Israel Carter should seek a promise from the Israelis not
to lobby Congress for an even larger increase. The president subse-
quently approved these recommendations, adding that they should be
linked to the cancellation of a controversial Israeli program to sell the
Kfir aircraft to Ecuador.!?

After an inconclusive discussion of antiboycott legislation, the com-
mittee turned to the main topic of the day. Brzezinski dominated the
discussion, arguing that the Arab-Israeli conflict required urgent atten-
tion and that Secretary Vance should use his upcoming trip to discuss
both substance and procedures. Drawing on his own previous thinking
on the topic, Brzezinski contended that the United States should seek
a consensus on broad principles, which could then be implemented
in stages. From the Arab side, the United States should seek explicit
commitments to peace. Formal recognition of Israel and an end to
the state of war would not be enough. More tangible actions, such as
diplomatic relations and a willingness to engage in normal peaceful
relations, like trade and tourism, would have to be part of the package.
Brzezinski also urged that the United States try to make a distinction
between recognized borders, which would approximate the 1967 lines,
and security arrangements, which might entail demilitarized zones and
even for a period the stationing of Israeli troops beyond the recognized
borders. This was the distinction between sovereignty and security
that Kissinger had tried to establish as early as 1973, with some suc-
cess. Little was said in this session about the Palestinian question,
though everyone acknowledged that it too would have to be dealt with
in due course.
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The committee participants all agreed that there should not be a
rush to Geneva. Some degree of prior agreement should be sought
through bilateral American diplomatic contacts with each of the par-
ties. Reference was made to a pre-Geneva round of meetings, to which
President Carter reacted in writing by noting that his own meetings
with Middle East leaders could help fill this need.

Brzezinski and Vance placed different emphasis on two points con-
cerning Geneva: Brzezinski felt that the administration should use
Geneva only to complete an agreement and that the Soviets should
not be included in the discussions at the outset; Vance, by contrast,
felt that it would be an error to put Geneva off too long and that
at some point the Soviets would have to be brought into the talks.
Despite their differences, both men agreed that 1977 was a propitious
year to work for Middle East peace and that the United States should
aim for a comprehensive agreement on general principles rather than
concentrate only on small steps as Kissinger had done.!! Brzezinski
believed that the president would have maximum leverage in his first
year because of the nature of the domestic political system. Vance no
doubt agreed but recognized that even a powerful president could
not necessarily get his way in the Middle East. As he later wrote:
“Attempting to reach a comprehensive peace would not, of course,
rule out falling back to additional partial agreements if that was all
that appeared possible.”!?

ON-THE-JOB EDUCATION

By the time Secretary of State Vance left for the Middle East on Feb-
ruary 14, the president had already decided to try to reconvene the
Geneva conference by the end of 1977. He attached great importance
to making progress in the first year of his presidency. It remained to
be seen, however, how the Arabs and Israelis would react to the ideas
of the new administration.

At this early stage U.S. policy was aimed at exploring two central
questions. Were the parties to the conflict disposed to negotiate with
one another, directly or indirectly? And was there common ground in
the form of certain key principles that could guide the talks? No one
expected an early breakthrough or detailed formulations of position.'3
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Vance used his first round of meetings to sound out each of the lead-
ers on his attitude and position, but the secretary did not begin to put
forward American ideas at that stage. During his initial meeting with
Prime Minister Rabin in Jerusalem, the Israeli leader identified three
important issues that would have to be resolved in negotiations: the
nature of peace, the boundaries of peace, and the Palestinian problem.
He spoke of the need for normal relations as the principal element
of peace. Regarding borders, he said that for real peace Israel would
make territorial compromises in all sectors. Arrangements for security
and sovereignty would all be open for negotiation.

Turning to the Palestinian problem, Rabin said that it was not the
crux of the conflict, but that for any peace to be durable a solution
must be found. There should be two states: Israel and a Jordanian-
Palestinian state. Any agreement would be with Jordan, and the Pal-
estine Liberation Organization (PLO) would not be an acceptable
partner in negotiations. He added that Israel was prepared to try either
for a comprehensive settlement or for a partial agreement. The role of
the United States, he urged, should be to concentrate at this time on
procedures for negotiations, not on substance. He mentioned the Rog-
ers Plan of October 1969 (formulated by Secretary of State William
Rogers), which had called on Israel to withdraw from all of Sinai in
return for peace with Egypt, as a premature American effort to engage
in substance that had not been acceptable to either party.

Turning to other matters, Rabin asked for additional U.S. military
assistance, saying that Israel was stronger than it had been two years
earlier but that it must remain strong in order to negotiate. On Leba-
non, Rabin made it clear that he did not want Syrian troops moving
into south Lebanon even if that might bring some stability to the area.
The PLO was preferable to the Syrians in the south, said the Israelis,
presumably because Israel could strike at PLO targets without risking
an all-out war with Syria.

In a separate meeting with Foreign Minister Yigal Allon, Vance
pressed for clarification of the Israeli view on Palestinian participation
in the negotiations along with Jordan. Would it make any difference,
Vance asked, if the PLO were to accept U.N. Resolutions 242 and
338 and change its charter that called for Israel’s destruction? Allon
answered that “a PLO that accepts 242 would no longer be the PLO.”!*
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The American side saw this as an invitation to try to get the PLO to
accept 242, and over the next several months this idea was pursued
through a variety of channels.

Vance had one bit of bad news for the Israelis: Carter, primarily as
part of his genuine commitment to arms control, and not for reasons
of Middle East policy, had decided not to approve the sale to Israel
of a particularly lethal kind of cluster bomb. This issue had arisen
at his first press conference, on February 8, and he had promised to
make a decision within one week. An intense lobbying effort had been
launched, but Carter had held his ground. To show that the decision
was not aimed at Israel, he eventually ordered that this type of “fuel-
air explosive” would not be included in the American arsenal either.!

Vance also informed the Israelis that the United States would not
approve the sale of Kfir jets, which included American-made engines,
to Ecuador. Once again, this was a decision that caused some fric-
tion in U.S.-Israeli relations but had little to do, in Carter’s view,
with the Middle East. Quite simply, the United States, as a matter of
policy, would not allow its own aircraft companies to sell sophisti-
cated jet fighters to Latin America and so would not approve the sale
of a comparable Israeli fighter that included American components.
Nonetheless, the reaction of Israel’s friends in Congress was such that
Carter was put on notice that political costs were involved in saying
no to Israel.

When Secretary Vance visited the Arab capitals—Cairo, Damascus,
Amman, and Riyadh—he found a generally positive, if guarded, atti-
tude and a sense of urgency. President Sadat, in particular, was anxious
to see a negotiating process resumed with active American involve-
ment. As always, he wanted to see an American plan. In an effort to
get around the tricky issue of Palestinian participation in the negotia-
tions, Sadat said he would try to get the PLO to recognize Israel, in
which case it should be invited to the Geneva conference. If this proved
impossible, the Egyptian minister of defense would represent the Pales-
tinians. Although this alternative seemed a bit implausible, it indicated
that Sadat was anxious to find a way around procedural hurdles. Sadat
also told Vance that he had never meant to say there was no possibility
of peace until the next generation. On the whole, Sadat sought to give
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the impression of being a flexible negotiator, but he did not want to get
into details at that point.'

After Vance returned to Washington, the president chaired a full
session of the National Security Council to hear his report. A memo-
randum had been prepared for the participants laying out the posi-
tions of each of the countries on the key issues of peace, borders, the
Palestinian question, and procedural matters. Areas of agreement and
disagreement were noted. In general, the picture seemed hopeful. All
the leaders accepted the idea of a Geneva conference and were ready to
work closely with the United States to prepare the way for it. They all
agreed to try for substantial agreement before the actual conference,
and they all agreed that the issues of peace, borders, and the Palestin-
ians were central.

Secretary Vance told the National Security Council that the Arabs
differed on how they should be represented at Geneva. The Syrians and
the Jordanians favored a single Arab delegation, presumably to reduce
the chance that Sadat would try to make a separate agreement. Sadat
was unhappy with this idea, and Vance implied that the Arabs would
have to get their house in order on the question of Palestinian repre-
sentation. He anticipated that the most difficult issue would prove to
be the question of territory, including Jerusalem. With considerable
foresight, Vance noted that Rabin was in political trouble and that the
upcoming elections could bring change in Israel. Somewhat crypti-
cally, President Carter stated that Israel’s recognition of the PLO might
be the determining factor in whether the Geneva conference would
take place in 1977. (During this period Carter frequently used the
terms PLO and Palestinians almost interchangeably.)

By the end of this meeting, Brzezinski believed that all the partici-
pants were much on the same wavelength and that Vance, in particu-
lar, felt a sense of urgency.!” In a memorandum to the president written
after the meeting, Brzezinski cautioned against the rush to Geneva,
arguing that going to the conference would be a concession to the Sovi-
ets for which the United States should get something in return. Carter
noted his agreement. Brzezinski also warned that if the United States
pressed the PLO role too hard, the moderate Arabs might be undercut.
Once again the president indicated his agreement.
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Despite his sense of urgency, Secretary Vance felt that until the visit
by Prime Minister Rabin in early March, the United States should
proceed cautiously so as not to arouse Congress or the American Jew-
ish community, which was beginning to show anxiety about possible
pressure on Israel.!® Carter seemed to share this view. In a question-
and-answer session at the Department of the Interior on February 18,
he spoke of 1977 as the year for reconvening the Geneva conference
and defined the U.S. role as that of a mediator, placing the primary
responsibility for peace on the countries in the region. He noted that
the United States wanted to avoid an explosion in the Middle East and
that the hope for peace was the brightest he could remember.'’

RABIN’S VISIT AND ADVENTURES
IN PUBLIC DIPLOMACY

President Carter’s first direct involvement in Arab-Israeli peacemaking
came in his meeting on March 7, 1977, with Prime Minister Rabin.
Carter was eager to get off to a fast start and begin to grapple with
the hard substantive issues. Rabin, by comparison, was cautious, as
befitted a man who would soon face elections and who had seen the
restlessness of previous American administrations lead to plans and
proposals that put pressure on Israel. Still, the initial encounter was
cordial, and Carter gave full vent to his sentimental and biblical com-
mitment to the idea of a Jewish state.

In his welcoming remarks on the White House lawn, he referred
somewhat carelessly to Israel’s need for “defensible borders,” a slight
difference from the language of U.N. Resolution 242, which spoke of
“secure and recognized” borders. The Israelis were pleased, since this
was one of their favorite expressions and generally implied that signifi-
cant territorial adjustments would have to be made in the 1967 lines.
Carter, who had little patience for such codewords, had not intended
to signal any change in U.S. policy. Nonetheless, the Israelis put out
the word to the press that this should be seen as a significant devel-
opment, and the Arabs reacted sharply and requested clarifications.
Secretary Vance immediately stated that the president had meant “no
change in position by the use of the words ‘defensible borders.””
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Meetings with Rabin

The first meeting between Carter and Rabin covered all the key issues
of peace, borders, and the Palestinians.?! On the sensitive issue of terri-
tory, Rabin said that “the bulk of Sinai” could be given back to Egypt
in return for peace. Concerning the outpost of Sharm al-Sheikh at the
tip of the Sinai Peninsula, Rabin said Israel had no need for sovereignty
but did need control, plus a land connection and some changes in the
old border. Pressed by Carter on the difference between control and
sovereignty, Rabin said this issue could be explored further, but pre-
sumably not until after the Israeli elections. The American side saw
this as a hopeful sign.

Turning to the other territories, Rabin said Israel did not want to
come down from the Golan Heights. Terming the West Bank the most
delicate issue, he said that he would not draw lines but that Israel
would not agree to total withdrawal.?? Rabin went on to say that this
question of territorial compromise in the West Bank would figure in
the upcoming Israeli elections.

Rabin then held forth on the Palestinian issue, again saying that
it was not the heart of the matter but that it should be solved in an
honorable way and that Israel no longer ignored the problem. Refer-
ring to a Jordanian-Palestinian state, Rabin said that how the Pales-
tinian identity might be worked out within that state was not Israel’s
business. When Carter evoked the model of the American federation
of states, Rabin again replied that any agreement would have to be
reached with Jordan. How Jordan solved the problem of Palestinian
self-expression was up to the Jordanians, but there could be no third
state. He then urged the United States not to press the idea of a unified
Arab delegation at Geneva, referring to the bilateral Rhodes negotia-
tions in 1949 as a positive precedent. Geneva, he said, should be care-
fully prepared, especially the questions of peace and borders.

After further talks with Rabin over dinner and in a private session
upstairs in the White House, Carter concluded that the Israeli leader
was “very timid, very stubborn, and also somewhat ill at ease.”?* Obvi-
ously in a somber mood, Carter opened the next day’s session with a
rather harsh injunction to Rabin to forget about the past and to adopt
a fresh perspective. For the first time the president raised the question
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of Israeli settlements in occupied territory, which he termed illegal.
“Your control over territory in the occupied regions will have to be
modified substantially in my view. The amount of territory to be kept
ultimately by you would only, in my judgment, involve minor modi-
fications in the 1967 borders.”?* As a consolation prize of sorts, the
president said he thought some security arrangements beyond those
borders would be possible.

As if the atmosphere were not already chilly enough after his refer-
ence to the 1967 borders, Carter turned to the PLO issue. The previous
evening Congressman Thomas P. O’Neill had urged Rabin to deal with
the PLO. Carter returned to that theme, saying that he deplored ter-
rorism but that the United States had been obliged to talk to the North
Koreans and the French had dealt with the Algerian National Liberation
Front. “We see a possibility that Palestinian leaders can be absorbed in
an Arab delegation. And we don’t know any Palestinian leaders other
than the PLO. We hoped you could accept such an arrangement. It
would be a blow to U.S. support for Israel if you refused to participate
in the Geneva talks over the technicality of the PLO being in the nego-
tiations.” Carter added that Rabin’s position seemed more inflexible
now than when Vance had seen the prime minister in February.

Rabin responded by urging the president not to take clear substan-
tive positions before negotiations. Vance probed to see if Rabin would
agree to deal with the PLO if it accepted U.N. Resolution 242. Rabin
said no. In any case, he maintained, the United States and Israel should
not argue over hypothetical issues. Showing his frustration, Carter
replied: “I have never met an Arab leader, but I need to be in a position
to talk to them. ... We cannot maintain the commitment of a large
portion of our resources and capital to work for peace in the Middle
East if we lose this year’s chance. If we lose 1977 as an opportunity for
peace, it will be hard to marshal such efforts again.” As the meeting
came to a close, Rabin once again pleaded with Carter not to reveal the
differences of opinion between them over borders and the Palestinian
question. Carter responded by noting that the United States and Israel
agreed on the concept of full peace. He ended the session by saying he
believed Israel was the fulfillment of biblical prophecy.

Carter, Vance, and Brzezinski have all portrayed this meeting
with Rabin in negative terms.?’ The Israeli prime minister was also
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disappointed, though he recognized that Carter’s views on peace were
the most favorable Israel had ever heard.?® In retrospect, these meet-
ings stand out for the seriousness and the intelligence of the discus-
sion on both sides. Difficult issues were being raised and debated.
No attempt was made to gloss over differences. And compared with
the disagreements between Carter and Rabin’s successor, Menachem
Begin, the differences were not profound. Still, the subjective feeling
on each side was what counted, and the verdict was that the meetings
had not been successful. This judgment led both leaders to a round of
public diplomacy that probably complicated this early phase of peace-
making and turned it quickly into a Washington spectator sport played
out under the glare of publicity.

Public Comments

Rabin made the first move in comments to the press on the after-
noon of the second meeting. Picking up on Carter’s public reference
to “defensible borders,” he defined it as meaning that Israel should
never be expected to return to the 1967 lines, implying, of course,
that Carter agreed with him. Off the record, Israelis began to say they
preferred Kissinger’s step-by-step approach to Carter’s search for a
comprehensive settlement at Geneva—even though Rabin had told
Carter in private that Israel was prepared to try for a comprehensive
settlement and would be ready to go to Geneva.?’

In a press conference held the same day that Rabin’s comments
appeared in the press, Carter was asked if he agreed that “defensible
borders” for Israel meant that Israel should be able to keep some of the
land occupied in 1967. Carter dismissed this as a debate over seman-
tics. Then he floated the idea of “defense lines” that might be differ-
ent from legal borders. “There may be extensions of Israeli defense
capability beyond the permanent and recognized borders,” an idea
the Arabs would not like. He added the thought that some of these
arrangements might just be for an interim period of up to eight years.
After observing that he could not predict the lines to which Israel
might withdraw as part of a final peace, he went on to say: “I would
guess it would be some minor adjustments in the 1967 borders. But
that still remains to be negotiated.” Somewhat wistfully, and not for
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the last time, he said it looked as if peacemaking between Israel and
her Arab neighbors would be a long, tedious process.?®

Returning to his basic point, Carter added that there were three
related elements: peace, border delineations, and dealing with the
Palestinian question. A moment later he gave examples of security
arrangements that might protect Israel, such as demilitarized zones
and electronic watch stations. On each of these points except the Pal-
estinian question, Carter had now broken fresh ground in his public
comments, and in the process had raised concern among both Arabs
and Israelis.?’ And he had probably weakened Rabin and his party in
the upcoming elections.

A few days later, on March 16, President Carter spoke at a town
meeting in Clinton, Massachusetts. In response to a question on the
Middle East, he further fleshed out his views, with strong emphasis on
the need for concrete Arab commitments to peace, including normal
relations. As for borders, he did not repeat his view on the 1967 lines,
merely saying the two sides would have to negotiate. Then came the
blockbuster: “And the third ultimate requirement for peace is to deal
with the Palestinian problem. ... There has to be a homeland pro-
vided for the Palestinian refugees who have suffered for many, many
years.”3? In closing, he noted that the U.S. role was to be a catalyst.
With these comments he had certainly helped set off a chemical reac-
tion in Israel.

Vance and Brzezinski were both taken by surprise by the president’s
remarks on a Palestinian homeland.?' They were not the only ones.
The PLO leadership was holding a meeting of its National Congress
in Cairo at precisely this time, and Yasir Arafat’s initial reaction to the
homeland remark was cautiously positive. Carter was not, however,
deliberately trying to send Arafat a signal by his remarks.3?

As one looks back at the public and private record, it appears as
if President Carter deliberately ventured into public diplomacy in the
hope of shaking things up and accelerating the negotiating process. As
a newcomer to international politics, he was impatient with fine diplo-
matic distinctions, with the taboos surrounding certain “buzzwords,”
and with the unimaginative and repetitive nature of many of the dis-
cussions of the topic. As a politician, he also seemed to recognize that
his power to influence events would be greatest in his first year. Thus,
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in a pattern typical of a new incumbent of the Oval Office, he was
impatient to get on with the task.

There is little evidence that Carter sympathized with Rabin’s politi-
cal problems or realized how his own comments could affect Israeli
public opinion in the preelection period. For Carter, this was a time
for bold action. He had trouble understanding that Rabin’s political
imperatives were to play it safe. The U.S. and Israeli political cycles
were out of phase.

Nor does Carter seem to have been concerned about raising Arab
expectations that might subsequently be disappointed. Instead, he
seemed to take pride in putting the United States on record with posi-
tions he felt he could defend to both sides. In retrospect, it was prob-
ably a mistake for Carter to get into discussion of details of a peace
settlement at this early stage. But he was a detail man and had a hard
time holding his tongue in public, even when his secretary of state and
political aides urged him to do so.

The idealist in Carter spoke of mobilizing “world public opinion”
against any intransigent party, and this way of seeing things helped
him to justify the openness of his diplomacy. In time the political costs
of adopting such a high profile would begin to sink in, as would the
extraordinary complexity of the issues, but as of mid-March President
Carter felt he was off to a good, even if controversial, start.3*

CARTER MEETS THE ARABS

Until April 1977 President Carter had never met any Arab leaders.
Nonetheless, he seemed to be well disposed toward them, as his com-
ments to journalists in late March indicated: “We have strong indica-
tions that the Arab leaders want to reach a substantial agreement.”
He went on to term them “very moderate.”® In the same session he
defended himself against the charge of being too frank in his public
statements, a theme that was beginning to be aired in the press after
his burst of public diplomacy in early March.

Sadat

Egyptian President Sadat’s reputation preceded him to Washington.
He had become something of a media star, and former Secretary of
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State Kissinger had lavished praise on him as a statesman and man of
vision. In 1974 and 1975 Sadat had shown a willingness to negotiate
partial agreements with Israel under U.S. auspices. It was generally
assumed in Washington that Sadat was ready to resume the peace pro-
cess, though it was not clear how far he was prepared to go, or how
far out of step with the other Arab parties he was prepared to get. No
one expected Sadat to be the main obstacle along the road to Middle
East peace.

Carter’s welcoming remarks on April 4, the day of his first meet-
ing with Sadat, were warm and generous, in contrast to his frosty
demeanor toward Rabin a few weeks earlier. No doubt, the personal
chemistry between the two men was good, and Carter immediately
considered Sadat a friend and a man of rare courage. This did not
mean, however, that their first exchanges were entirely cordial.

Carter opened their talks by making it clear that the United States
would be active in promoting a settlement but that the parties to the
conflict would also have to do their share. Sadat responded by asking
for an American proposal, as he had done during the first disengage-
ment negotiations in late 1973. He pleaded that there was no mutual
confidence between Israel and the Arabs and that, in any case, the
United States held 99 percent of the cards.

Early in the discussion Sadat adopted a technique he was to use
repeatedly in the coming months. He would tell Carter what conces-
sions he was prepared to make but would then urge the president to use
them to extract comparable concessions from the Israelis. For example,
Sadat quickly acknowledged that there could be some slight modifica-
tions in the 1967 lines—at least in the West Bank, but not in Sinai.
He also said he would have no objection if the United States offered
Israel a defense pact. Then, while expressing his support for the idea
of a Palestinian homeland, he said that such a Palestinian state should
have some link to Jordan. But he held firm on two points: there could
be no Israeli soldiers remaining on Egyptian territory, and the matter
of open borders and diplomatic relations involved state sovereignty
and could not be part of the bargaining.

Turning to the idea of a Geneva conference, Sadat maintained that
peace in the Middle East should be made under American auspices.
If, before Geneva, the United States could produce some proposals,
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they would be accepted, and Egypt would go to Geneva simply to sign
the agreements. Or Sadat could go to negotiate with Israel at Geneva;
that process would take ten years and Egypt would get nothing. Sadat
clearly shared Carter’s own sense of urgency, saying that an agreement
should be reached in 1977 and implemented before the “expiration” of
the second disengagement agreement in October 1978.3°

Sadat reiterated the impossibility of opening borders to free move-
ment of people and goods, which brought a sharp objection from
Carter, who argued that Israel should get peace and open borders
in return for withdrawal. Concerning the exchange of ambassadors,
Sadat insisted that peace could not be imposed. This was a matter of
sovereignty. After all, the United States did not have diplomatic rela-
tions with the Soviet Union for sixteen years. The main point, he said,
was to end the state of belligerency, to normalize the situation, and
then to guarantee the settlement.

Carter’s response was frosty: “Well, this has not been very pro-
ductive to this point. You don’t see any time when it could be done.”
Sadat hesitated, then played his card, saying that he did not know if in
a peace agreement he could add a clause on normalization of relations
in five years or so. Or perhaps the United States could guarantee the
normalization. When peace was achieved, and there were guarantees,
this issue should not be a problem. But the United States should be
there as a witness. It would be very difficult.’”

The American side immediately recognized that Sadat had hinted
at flexibility on the crucial issue of normal relations with Israel. From
there he moved on to show an open attitude toward the procedural
question of how the Arabs should be represented at Geneva. He noted
that Syrian President Hafiz al-Asad insisted on a single Arab delega-
tion as a way to reduce Sadat’s room for maneuver. Sadat clearly did
not like the idea but said that if Carter found it necessary for him
to make concessions, and if Carter could convince him that Israel
wanted peace, Sadat would agree to it. But one delegation would
reduce his flexibility.

Even though Sadat had gone quite far in this first conversation,
Carter was still impatient. Reflecting on his own political calendar,
he said that if progress was not made in 1977, it would be even more
difficult in 1978 and 1979. As an incentive, however, he said to Sadat:
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“I can see the possibility that ten years from now our ties to you in the
economic, military, and political spheres will be just as strong as the
ties we now have with Israel.” But, he cautioned, this would require a
strong Egyptian-Israeli relationship.

The first day’s talks concluded with a discussion of the Horn of
Africa and Soviet intentions there. That evening, Sadat was entertained
at the White House, after which he and Carter had a warm private con-
versation. The contrast with the Rabin visit was once again apparent.

The next day, April 3, the two presidents concentrated on military
assistance issues. Sadat displayed political sophistication in saying he
did not want to link the peace issues and the question of arms supply.
He said he preferred not to raise battles that Egypt might lose in Con-
gress while he was trying to concentrate on the main issue of peace.
Expressing his sympathy with Carter, he said all these efforts with Con-
gress would try the president’s patience. Carter responded by offering
some help to Sadat to keep his Soviet-built air force from deteriorating.

Carter then raised the possibility of meeting with the PLO leader
Yasir Arafat. In Carter’s mind, this might be a vital issue. He con-
cluded the meeting, saying: “If we can get your advice and support at
the crucial moments, I think we might be able to go to Geneva only
for the signing ceremony. That would be the best possible outcome. If
we go to Geneva with lots of loose ends and with the Soviets present,
there is little chance of reaching harmony there.” Sadat agreed, noting
that the parties could talk about procedures for years.

From these talks it seemed as if Sadat and Carter saw the situation
in similar terms. They were both anxious for quick results. They both
wanted substantial agreement before Geneva and hoped to limit the
role of the Soviets in the negotiating process. Sadat showed sensitivity
to Carter’s political problems and was willing to reveal some of the
cards he would be prepared to play as negotiations unfolded.

As Sadat left Washington, Carter and his aides had little doubt that
Sadat was ready for another round of negotiations. On substance, he
seemed adamant that all Egyptian territory be returned by Israel. On
other issues, including procedural questions, he seemed more flexible.
His views on the Palestinian question were the most puzzling, and
the Americans were never quite sure how strongly committed to the
Palestinians Sadat was. At this stage, however, he had said nothing to



CAMP DAVID: PEACEMAKING AND POLITICS | 55

indicate that he was prepared for a separate agreement with Israel that
offered nothing to the Palestinians.

Post-Sadat Assessment

No doubt the Americans were fond of Sadat, but they also found him
difficult to read. Vance noted this later when he said of Sadat: “Strong
on principles, weak on implementation, he appeared to expect concrete
solutions to flow automatically from political level agreement on the
essentials.”?® Brzezinski worried about Sadat’s ability to distinguish
fact from fiction.* Still, the American side had reason to feel satisfied
following Sadat’s visit. After three intensive months of working on the
Middle East, some progress was being made, and Sadat’s attitude sug-
gested that further movement could be expected.

Within days, however, a new element entered the equation: Israeli
Prime Minister Rabin was forced to resign from office, to be replaced
on an interim basis by Shimon Peres. Few tears were shed in Washing-
ton, at least not by Carter.

After his meetings with Sadat, President Carter turned his attention
to his other passion, the energy problem. During the third week of
April he made two major speeches on this topic. In his mind, a compre-
hensive energy policy was a corollary of a comprehensive Middle East
policy. Both were ambitious goals, but this was still the initial phase of
the administration’s political cycle, when one could afford to aim high
and hope to succeed. Harsh realities, both domestic and international,
would assert themselves soon enough.

On April 19, 1977, Secretary Vance chaired another meeting of
the Policy Review Committee to take stock and to prepare for the
next round of meetings. In brief, the committee felt that reconvening
Geneva in 1977 remained a high priority to prevent political deterio-
ration on the Arab side. The United States would seek as much agree-
ment as possible on general principles before Geneva, but the questions
of final borders and the Palestinians were certain to be the most dif-
ficult issues. After June the administration would consider the option
of direct contacts with the PLO. With respect to the Soviets, the com-
mittee maintained a cautious attitude: the administration would begin
to talk to them about the Middle East but would not bring them into
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the process in a significant way. The committee also felt that the new
Israeli prime minister, presumably Shimon Peres, should be invited to
Washington in June, after which Vance would make another trip to
the area to try to flesh out basic principles of agreement. Secretary of
Defense Brown cautioned that it would not be possible to go to Geneva
in 1977 just to sign an agreement.

During the meeting two new ideas came up: first, the possibility of a
referendum to determine the future of the West Bank, an idea favored
by Vance; and second, the possibility of getting the PLO to accept U.N.
Resolution 242, with a reservation to the effect that the reference in
the resolution to solving the refugee problem was not an adequate basis
for dealing with the Palestinian question. The second suggestion was
made by Brzezinski, who also reiterated the importance of separating
security arrangements from the question of borders.

Already one could see that Vance, in particular, was looking for a
way to deal differently with the West Bank than with the other occu-
pied territories, and that efforts were being made to figure out how
to get the Palestinians into the negotiating process, either by press-
ing for a change in the PLO position or by calling for a referendum
in which West Bank and Gaza Palestinians would be able to express
their views.*® The meeting ended with a reminder from Vance that the
United States wanted to avoid a “Rogers Plan” that might be rejected
by all parties. He also noted that the administration needed to evalu-
ate how much leverage it had with Israel and that for the moment no
further arms agreements should be made.

In the week following the Policy Review Committee meeting, Presi-
dent Carter met with Syrian Foreign Minister Abd al-Halim Khad-
dam; and then on April 25 with King Hussein of Jordan. During his
talks with the Syrian envoy, Carter agreed to meet with President Hafiz
al-Asad in Geneva the following month. Otherwise, during this period
Carter limited his public comments to a reiteration of the importance
of dealing with the three core issues of peace, borders, and the future
of the Palestinians. He also formally approved a recommendation to
send an air force team to Egypt to discuss Sadat’s request for F-5E
aircraft and a maintenance program for the Soviet-supplied MiGs.*!
At this point the administration was still not prepared to provide lethal
equipment to Egypt.*
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King Hussein

Carter’s first meeting with King Hussein on April 25 was cordial
but broke little new ground. The king made it clear that his willing-
ness to participate in any negotiations with Israel would depend on
Israel’s willingness to return the West Bank and East Jerusalem. He
acknowledged that some minor border rectifications could take place,
but argued that security was less a matter of geography and borders
than a state of mind and a feeling of wanting to live in peace. He went
on to say that if Israel were to withdraw from the West Bank, that
area could be placed under an international authority for a transi-
tional period, allowing the Palestinians there to exercise their right of
self-determination.

Carter said he thought international public opinion could be mobi-
lized behind a fair proposal, but went on to warn: “If there is no pos-
sibility of common agreement, it might be an error to meet in Geneva.
But if there is a chance of progress, we will consider taking a strong
position of advocating a comprehensive settlement, or we might judge
that it would be better to refrain from doing so.” Hussein urged the
president to stay with his present course of talking to all the parties
and then coming up with U.S. ideas. To go to Geneva without a previ-
ously agreed plan, the king said, would be a disaster that would have
serious implications for the future.** Carter said that he agreed.** He
added that he did not want the Soviets to play more than a minimal
role in the process. Vance demurred slightly, noting that so far the
Soviets had been constructive and that at some point they would want
a more active role. Hussein concluded with an important point: the
Arabs might be able to agree on principles, but the initiative would
have to come from the American side.*

Asad

Carter’s meeting with Syrian President Asad in Geneva on May 9,
1977, was remarkable for several reasons.*® First, Asad was the only
leader to meet Carter on neutral turf, so to speak, rather than in Wash-
ington. Sadat was reported to be resentful that Asad received such
special treatment from the American president. Second, Carter’s wel-
coming comments were particularly effusive, referring to Asad as the
“great leader” of Syria and to his “close friendship” with him only
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minutes after the two leaders had met for the first time. Third, Carter
reiterated publicly his support for a Palestinian homeland in Asad’s
presence. Fourth, the two men, in some ways similar in their origins
but very different in their political values and careers, seemed to get
along remarkably well during their nearly seven hours together in talks
and over dinner.

The talks began in the late afternoon with the president reiterat-
ing his now familiar line that unless substantial agreement could be
reached before the Geneva conference it might be better not to go
at all. Asad nodded his agreement as Carter spoke of the need for
progress in 1977. Asad then took the floor for most of the next hour
with his obligatory speech on the history of Arab nationalism and
Israeli expansionism. Carter listened somewhat impatiently, trying to
indicate that this was already familiar to him or somewhat beside the
point. Then Asad stopped abruptly, saying it was time to talk of the
present. He agreed that the three key issues were borders, Palestinian
rights, and the prerequisites of peace.

Expanding on Syria’s position, Asad said there must be full evacua-
tion of occupied territory. Otherwise the seeds of future conflict would
remain. Time was on Syria’s side, but why should time be allowed to
pass while there was so much bloodshed? Syria was ready to talk of
peace, but not if territory were to be lost. Secure borders did not exist
with modern weapons. In response to a question from Carter, Asad
implied that demilitarized zones on both sides of the borders could
be accepted if they did not involve huge armies close to Damascus.
Asad added that he would agree to an end of the state of belligerency
as well as to certain security measures. That was all that would be
needed for peace.

Turning to the Palestinian question, Asad proved himself to be wily
and elusive, while at the same time showing the American side that it
had nothing to teach him on this topic. But he resolutely refused to
state his own preferred outcome. He placed emphasis on the need to
include something for the refugees outside the occupied territories.
He was not necessarily opposed to the idea of a Jordanian-Palestinian
federation, but he expressed skepticism, asking what would be in it for
the Palestinians. And would King Hussein really favor it? In a passing
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comment about Lebanon, Asad said Lebanon was a burden on Syria
because of its contradictions, its lack of authority, and its confusion.

Carter then asked Asad if he thought the PLO would agree to accept
U.N. Resolution 242, except for the part that treated the Palestinians
only as refugees. Asad said the answer would depend on what the
PLO would get in return. What was the importance of such a step
before Geneva? Carter replied that many American Jews believed the
PLO intended to destroy Israel; the PLO’s acceptance of the resolution
would remove that argument. “I need to have American Jewish lead-
ers trust me before I can make progress,” said Carter. Asad replied by
saying he could not predict the PLO’s response, but he could sound its
leaders out. Carter asked him to do so, adding that it might be impor-
tant to talk to Arafat directly at some point and that this was now
impossible because of the PLO’s position on 242.47

Returning to the question of peace, Carter spoke hopefully of
regional economic development. Asad replied by saying it was impor-
tant to prevent a new round of war. Ending the state of belligerency
would lead automatically to peace. There was no intermediate stage.
An end to belligerency by itself would solve many psychological prob-
lems. Security measures could be added to buy time. Economic devel-
opment would help. But one could not say what else might take place
in the future. Commerce required two partners, and no one in Syria
would now be prepared to trade with Israel. In conclusion, he added
that East Jerusalem would have to be returned to the Arabs, though
the Holy Places could be given a special status.*®

CONCLUSION

Having met with Asad in Geneva, Carter had completed his initial
round of talks with the leaders of all the states that were slated to
attend a future Geneva peace conference. Meetings with Saudi Ara-
bia’s Crown Prince Fahd and with the soon-to-be-elected Israeli prime
minister were still in the offing, but the basic groundwork had been
laid by mid-May.

Carter’s views on the Arab-Israeli conflict had come into fairly clear
focus after only four months on the job. The president was openly
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committed to an active American role in trying to break the deadlock
in Arab-Israeli peace negotiations. He saw the Middle East dispute as
closely related to both the energy crisis and the danger of superpower
confrontation. He was also convinced that progress must be made in
1977, or the chance for peace might be lost. On these points it would
be hard to fault Carter’s judgment.

On substantive issues Carter had accepted the idea that he should
try to break new ground, that the stale, old formulations should not be
treated as sacred. He therefore deliberately—though sometimes awk-
wardly—spoke publicly of three basic requirements for Middle East
peace. First, peace should entail normal relations, such as exchange
of ambassadors, trade, open borders, tourism, and regional economic
cooperation. An end to the state of belligerency would not be enough
in his view to convince the Israelis to make concessions. He was sensi-
tive to the Israeli argument that there was an asymmetry in asking the
Arabs to make peace and the Israelis to give up territory.

By spelling out the contents of peaceful relations, Carter hoped to
overcome Israeli fears and to induce the Arabs to accept Israel’s exis-
tence in a positive spirit. The idealist in him believed this would be
possible if only political leaders would listen to the deep yearning for
peace of their own people. His meeting with Rabin convinced him the
Israelis valued such a concept of peace. His meetings with Sadat and
Hussein convinced him peace might be possible. Here again Carter
seemed to be on fairly solid ground.

Second on the president’s agenda was the need for borders that
would be recognized and arrangements for security that might go
beyond the borders. From what Carter knew of the Arab position,
he had no reason to believe that any significant changes in the 1967
lines would be recognized, but he did sense more flexibility among the
Arabs when it came to demilitarization, peacekeeping forces, early
warning stations, and perhaps even some form of Israeli military pres-
ence beyond Israeli borders for a transitional period. He thus tried to
meet Israel’s concern for security by placing heavy emphasis on these
technical arrangements, which in any case appealed to the engineer in
him. In this area, as in the area of peace, he felt the Arabs would have
to make concessions.
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Carter was also prepared to consider how the United States could
bolster Israeli security, up to and including a U.S.-Israeli defense pact
as part of an overall settlement. But in return, he felt—and was pre-
pared to say in public—Israel should eventually return to the 1967
lines, with only minor modifications. This last point was unpalatable
to Israeli politicians, though the Israeli chief of staff had confidently
told the Americans that he could ensure Israel’s security from within
the 1967 lines if he could count on demilitarization of sensitive areas
and a few early warning stations.

In spelling out his views on peace, borders, and security, Carter was
admittedly going beyond the language of U.N. Resolution 242. He felt,
however, that he was clearly within its spirit and that his views were
consistent with previous U.S. policy.*’ Carter was no doubt correct to
try to encourage fresh thinking on these topics, but he was politically
insensitive in the way he spoke in public about the 1967 borders, espe-
cially just before the Israeli elections. In private, all former presidents
had talked of the 1967 borders, with only minor modifications, as the
likely basis for any negotiated agreement, and Carter gained nothing
by injecting this idea into his public rhetoric at such an early date.

It was on the Palestinian question, however, that Carter was most
innovative and controversial. Presidents Nixon and Ford had limited
themselves to saying the Palestinians had legitimate interests that
should be dealt with in a future peace settlement. They had nonethe-
less felt that Jordan should be the negotiator on behalf of the Pales-
tinians. After September 1975 the United States had been bound by
a pledge to Israel not to “recognize or negotiate with the Palestine
Liberation Organization so long as the Palestine Liberation Organiza-
tion does not recognize Israel’s right to exist and does not accept U.N.
Resolutions 242 and 338.” Carter’s advisers felt the Palestinian issue
deserved higher priority than it had been previously accorded, but they
were still not prepared to urge the president to launch a dramatic ini-
tiative on the issue.

Carter took the lead in articulating a new position for the United
States on the Palestinian question, calling for the creation of a “home-
land” for the refugees. It was not entirely clear what he had in mind,
and he often seemed to equate the PLO and the Palestinians. The
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humanitarian question of refugees and the demands of highly politi-
cized Palestinian nationalists engaged in armed struggle were not
sharply differentiated in his mind. Nor had he foreseen the political
costs of injecting this theme into his public statements at such an early
date. But if he spoke out publicly in favor of real peace for Israel, his
instinct for fairness seemed to tell him that some nod toward Palestin-
ian rights was also warranted.

It was not surprising, given his views, that Carter sought some
way to establish direct communications with the Palestinians. To
this end, he floated the idea with several Arab leaders that the PLO
should accept U.N. Resolution 242, with a statement of reservation,
as a way of opening direct contacts. Before long, however, Carter was
beginning to feel the political heat, and his statements on the Pales-
tinians became more circumspect, first stressing his preference for a
link between a Palestinian homeland and Jordan, then dropping all
reference to a homeland, and eventually conveying his opposition to
an independent Palestinian state. In this early period, however, his
idealistic impulse, his concern for human rights, seemed to propel him
into these uncharted waters.

Looking back, one could say that Carter would have been better off
politically to have talked less in public about the Palestinians and to
have been more consistent on this sensitive issue. But Carter was not a
conventional politician, and he deliberately sought to inject controver-
sial ideas into the debate over the Middle East. It took some time for
him to realize that the cost of sticking to those positions in his public
statements was high. So he pulled back, giving the impression to Arabs
and Israelis alike that he could be made to back down under pressure.
Backing down was costly, a mistake that could have been avoided, but
also one that is common for first-term presidents in their first year.

In this phase of his Middle East diplomacy, Carter showed consid-
erable skepticism toward the idea of a Geneva conference as an end in
itself. He frequently talked of the need for prior agreement on general
principles before convening such a conference. He went so far as to
say that Geneva should not be held unless significant progress was
made in advance. To some extent, this pronouncement may have been
meant as a form of pressure on the Arabs, who were thought to favor a
Geneva meeting more than the Israelis. But all the Arab leaders agreed
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with Carter about Geneva, even Asad. What they really wanted was
an American plan that the United States would impose on Israel, not
lengthy and open-ended negotiations at Geneva.

Carter never quite seemed to grasp this point, and in particular he
misread Sadat’s deep skepticism about a Geneva conference that was
not well prepared in advance. Sadat was not entirely consistent in his
views about Geneva, but he generally seemed to believe that such an
international conference should be primarily a signing ceremony after
an agreement had been worked out in secret bilateral talks. Geneva
was to be a facade, but it could also become a trap if treated too seri-
ously. More than any other single element, it was this concern that
later seems to have prompted Sadat to go to Jerusalem.

Carter’s initial doubts about Geneva also reflected a skeptical atti-
tude about the role of the Soviets in the negotiating process. The presi-
dent was willing to go through the motions of consulting with them,
acknowledging that eventually they would have to be given some role
at Geneva, but he did not want to include them in the substantive dis-
cussions. On this point, all the Middle East leaders seemed to agree
with him.

From this overview of Carter’s thinking as of mid-May 1977, it
appears as if his views were somewhat more in harmony with those of
his national security adviser, Brzezinski, than with Secretary of State
Vance. Although on the whole there was a rare degree of congruence
in the views of all the top officials and their staffs, Brzezinski was more
skeptical of Geneva and of the Soviet role than Vance was. On these
points, they tilted in opposite directions, though no sharp disagree-
ment occurred and Carter was never asked to make a concrete choice
between these two tendencies. On all the other matters of substance,
Carter, Vance, and Brzezinski were in agreement. Brzezinski, however,
seemed to enjoy the president’s penchant for public diplomacy and
confrontation with Israel, whereas Vance was a more conventional
practitioner of quiet diplomacy, though equally tough minded in his
attitude toward Israel.

Despite a few missteps and false starts, and his questionable han-
dling of the visit by Prime Minister Rabin, Carter was about where he
wanted to be with his Middle East policy after his first four months.
He had reestablished American leadership in the peace process. He
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had shaken things up, and in so doing had put some pressure on both
Arabs and Israelis. He had laid the basis for personal relationships
with the key leaders in the area.

Carter had paid an unnecessarily high price in domestic political
terms to get to that point. At this early stage in his presidency he was
not particularly concerned. Later, however, he found that many in the
Jewish community and in Congress were very critical of his initial
moves in the Middle East, with the result that they were unwilling
to give him the benefit of the doubt in his confrontations with Men-
achem Begin. Even more damaging, his early penchant for speaking
out against Israel on some points may have marginally contributed to
undermining the Labor party in the May elections.

If Carter’s approach to the Arab-Israeli conflict had any chance
of success, it required an Israeli partner willing to accept the concept
of “territory for peace” with each of its neighbors. With a Labor-led
government, Carter might have had a chance of moving toward agree-
ment on such principles and the eventual reconvening of the Geneva
conference. But Carter was not sufficiently political in his thinking
to consider how his statements and actions might affect the Israeli
domestic political scene.

As Carter was soon to learn, the best formulated of plans cannot
stand up to the vagaries of Middle East politics. On May 17, 1977,
Israelis went to the polls and voted in the Likud bloc, headed by Men-
achem Begin. This meant that Carter’s initial strategy was in need
of review and adjustment, since it had largely been predicated on an
understanding of what Israel’s Labor party leadership might be per-
suaded to accept. Menachem Begin was another matter altogether.
Carter’s next challenge would be to deal with this veteran politician,
an unknown quantity with a hard-line reputation.



CHAPTER FOUR

MEETING MENACHEM BEGIN

When Menachem Begin, leader of the Likud coalition, became
Israel’s prime minister, on June 21, 1977, the Carter administra-
tion was obliged to reassess its Middle East strategy. Until then, it was
assumed that peace negotiations could proceed based on the “territory
for peace” formula embodied in U.N. Resolution 242. According to
this view, Israel should return most, if not all, of the territory occu-
pied in the 1967 war, and in exchange should be recognized by its
Arab neighbors. All parties—Egypt, Israel, Jordan, Syria—would be
expected to agree to security arrangements along the borders. Some-
how the Palestinian voice should be expressed in the negotiations, and
some solution to the refugee problem should be found.

President Carter had made a few original, and controversial, sug-
gestions on how a peace settlement might be achieved, but his under-
lying approach to the Arab-Israeli conflict was very much within the
mainstream of U.S. official thinking since the 1967 war. It took the
election of Menachem Begin to convince the Americans they needed
to adjust their strategy.

When events do not fit expectations, policymakers react in several
different ways. Some may deny that anything has gone wrong. Others
try to make minimal adjustments to accommodate the new realities. A
few may suspend previous beliefs and try to reassess the new situation.
Others see in the changed circumstances an even stronger rationale
for pursuing the previous policy. Wishful thinking, denial, confusion,
rationalization, as well as genuine rethinking and analysis—all are
part of the reassessment that periodically takes place in the top levels
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of foreign policy officialdom when the world outside refuses to fit the
perceptions and expectations held in Washington. And once policies
are set, inertia also plays a large part.

These moments of reassessment can be valuable to an administra-
tion, since some degree of adjustment to reality is essential if policy is
to have a chance of succeeding. A new administration in its first year
can profit from having its initial assumptions questioned. Mid-course
corrections can help keep policies on target. In this sense, Begin’s elec-
tion might have helped refocus the somewhat general approach of the
administration as it moved from articulating broad principles to the
more difficult task of trying to shape actual agreements between Israel
and its Arab neighbors.

President Carter has said he was “shocked” by Begin’s election.! If
50, the reason must have been Begin’s militant defense of Israel’s claim,
grounded in history and the Bible, to hold onto all the land of Eretz
Israel—including, of course, the West Bank and Gaza—and his fierce
commitment to additional Israeli settlements in occupied territories.
These were the two issues on which Begin seemed to differ most from
his predecessors.

WHO IS BEGIN?

Menachem Begin was virtually unknown to American officialdom.
Since Israel’s creation in 1948, the United States had dealt with a suc-
cession of Israeli governments led by the Labor party. Prime ministers
such as David Ben-Gurion and Golda Meir had developed deep ties to
the American Jewish community and to the power centers of Washing-
ton. By contrast, Begin was known primarily as the fiery leader of the
preindependence Irgun movement, associated with such bloody acts as
the massacre of Palestinian villagers at Deir Yassin and the bombing
of the King David Hotel.

After independence, Begin had led the Herut party, with an emblem
and an ideology that laid claim to all of Eretz Israel, defined as both
Palestine and Transjordan. For the next twenty years Begin fought for
his beliefs from within the Israeli parliament, or Knesset, where his
debating skills and intelligence came to be recognized, if not always
appreciated, by his adversaries.
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From 1967 to 1970 Begin had been a member of a national unity
government. He resigned, however, in mid-1970, when the cabinet, led
by Golda Meir, agreed to accept U.N. Resolution 242 with the under-
standing that its withdrawal provision applied to all fronts, including
the West Bank.

Few Americans who followed Israeli affairs ever expected Men-
achem Begin to succeed in his bid to become prime minister. Labor
seemed to have a firm grip on power. But voters in Israel, as elsewhere,
are capable of surprising the pundits. Faced with scandals within the
Labor party, mounting internal problems, and strains in relations with
the United States, many Israelis turned to Begin’s Likud bloc in the
hope it could provide strong leadership in troubled times.

Begin was a puzzle to the Americans who met him. His Polish ori-
gin showed through in his courtly manner, his formal dress, and his
historical frame of reference. His terrible personal trauma as a Jew
in central Europe at the time of Hitler’s rise to power seemed never
far from his mind. Nearly all his immediate family had been killed in
the Holocaust. The depth of his feelings about the tragedy that had
befallen his people seemed to make him incapable of having much
empathy for others with grievances, especially for Palestinians who
expressed their anger and frustration in attacks on Jews.

To many Americans, Begin came across as self-righteous and self-
confident, a fighter for his beliefs. But he also had a sense of humor he
could use to good effect, and he had an impressive memory from which
he drew endless, if not always apt, historical analysis.

It should have been obvious to Carter and his colleagues that Begin
was absolutely serious about his commitment to retaining control over
Judea and Samaria, as he always insisted on calling the West Bank. In
early encounters with Carter and his team, Begin brought maps with
which to illustrate his standard lecture on Judea and Samaria. His-
tory and religion were at the heart of his claim to these areas, not just
security. A rough kind of logic was also at work: if Israel had no valid
claim to Judea and Samaria, which had been the center of the ancient
Jewish kingdoms, what right did Israel have to Tel Aviv and the coastal
strip, with which the historical ties were tenuous at best?

Begin had derived his beliefs from the revisionist wing of the Zionist
movement, Betar, led by Vladimir Ze’ev Jabotinsky. He had devoted
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himself to the revisionist cause and had looked to Jabotinsky as a men-
tor and something of a father figure. It is not so clear that Jabotinsky
was particularly fond of Begin; nonetheless the disciple was shattered
by his leader’s death in 1940.2

Begin was imprisoned in the Soviet Union shortly after Jabotinsky’s
death, and then in early 1942 was allowed to go to Palestine as part of
a Polish army unit. Eventually he joined the anti-British underground
and led the Irgun fight for Israel’s independence.

But it was Ben-Gurion, not Begin, who won the credit for forging
the modern Jewish state, and in many quarters, including the Ameri-
can Jewish community, Begin was treated as a dangerous extremist in
the years after Israel’s statehood.

Ben-Gurion and Labor had agreed to a Jewish state in only part of
Eretz Israel, which left Begin with an unfulfilled cause—the liberation
of the remainder of the Jewish homeland. This had been Jabotinsky’s
dream, and his disciple was equally wedded to it. It gave a raison d’étre
to his political career.

None of these points was immediately apparent to Carter and his
associates. They found it hard even to find a good account of Begin’s
life.> Although they quickly perused some of Begin’s own writings,
they tended to think Begin had mellowed in the course of the past
thirty years. His tough campaign-style rhetoric about Judea and
Samaria was seen as little more than a move to stake out a tough
bargaining position.

It would take Carter more than a year to understand that Begin was
as adamant in refusing to relinquish Judea and Samaria as Sadat was
in refusing to give up any of Sinai. In time, both these positions came
to be seen as near absolute, beyond the reach of negotiations. But that
was not at all clear in mid-1977.

Begin’s election coincided with a sense of mounting irritation within
the administration over the attacks on the president’s policies in the
Middle East launched by friends of Israel.* Carter’s national security
adviser, Zbigniew Brzezinski, sensed that Begin’s extremism might
help Carter to mobilize American Jewish opinion to his side. But he
also felt that the president should not be identified as the only spokes-
man on Middle East policy, and he urged that Vice President Walter
Mondale be given more of a role.” On balance, Brzezinski seemed to
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think that Begin’s election would ultimately be helpful to the admin-
istration’s strategy, if only because it would be easier to pressure a
government led by Begin than one in which Begin was leader of the
opposition. In Brzezinski’s analysis, the president should be able to
count on the support of the Israeli opposition, as well as the bulk of the
American Jewish community, if he ever faced a showdown with Begin.

Whether Carter’s shock or Brzezinski’s optimism would prove to
be warranted remained to be seen. For the moment the United States
could do little but wait until Begin had formed a cabinet and paid his
first call on Carter. Meanwhile, one more Arab leader, Crown Prince
Fahd of Saudi Arabia, was scheduled to visit Washington, and the
administration had to give him a fair hearing before turning to reas-
sess its policies.

FAHD’S VISIT

Although Saudi Arabia was not a direct participant in the conflict with
Israel, Carter and his advisers attached great importance to the Saudi
Kingdom as they developed their Middle East strategy. The Saudis, of
course, were seen as pivotal in keeping the price of oil from rising. They
were also viewed as a moderating force in inter-Arab politics. And their
wealth was believed to be a potential resource to be used on behalf of
regional economic development. Not surprisingly, Carter’s words of
welcome for Crown Prince Fahd on May 24 were particularly warm.
Carter opened the private discussion by saying that some of Begin’s
remarks had caused him concern. He implied, however, that his own
views had not changed. Fahd responded by noting that on the Arab
side there was a deep desire for peace. He had recently met with Anwar
Sadat and Hafiz al-Asad in Riyadh after Begin’s election, and they had
all agreed that they must control their nerves. Fahd added that prog-
ress toward peace in 1977 was essential if the moderate Arab coalition
was to hold together. Israel was now accepted as a state by the Arabs,
he said, but the Palestinians also needed a state. Such a state should
be independent first; then it would probably develop links to Jordan.
If the Palestinians got their state, said Fahd, they would breathe
more easily, they would gain their self-respect, and, in the main, they
would be satisfied. That in itself would help remove the complexes



70 | WILLIAM B. QUANDT

they had acquired in the past. They would be less vulnerable to out-
side influences. They would regain their pride, and they would be at
peace and be able to look for some kind of relationship with Jordan.
Carter replied by stressing that the PLO should accept U.N. Resolution
242. Doing so, he explained, would have a positive effect on American
public opinion. Using a theme that he was frequently to repeat to Arab
leaders, Carter said he had to have public opinion with him, as well as
support from Congress and the American Jewish community.

The following morning, May 25, Carter and Fahd met alone and
talked primarily about economics and oil. Fahd said he could not com-
mit Saudi Arabia to a “Marshall Plan” for the Middle East in the
present circumstances. (Some Americans had hoped that Saudi money
could be used to launch a massive economic development plan for the
Middle East as an adjunct to U.S. diplomatic efforts to resolve the
Arab-Israeli conflict.) On oil prices, he urged Carter to work on Iran
and Venezuela to prevent prices from rising during 1978. On political
issues, Fahd agreed to try to convince the PLO to accept 242 so that a
U.S.-PLO dialogue could begin.®

During the Fahd visit, the administration floated an ambitious idea
on energy security. The concept was that Saudi Arabia should supply
one billion barrels of oil for the U.S. Strategic Petroleum Reserve, but
the oil would not be paid for until it was consumed. The one-billion-
barrel level would be maintained indefinitely by periodic replenish-
ments, and Saudi Arabia would receive credits for purchases in the
United States as the oil was actually used. Another ten billion bar-
rels of oil would be dedicated for American use in Saudi Arabia, to
be drawn on by the United States in the event of future embargoes.
Not surprisingly, Fahd’s reaction was negative, and Carter concluded
that the whole idea was doubtful. Apparently the idea originated with
James R. Schlesinger, who was soon to become Carter’s secretary of
energy, and who could at least not be blamed for thinking in modest
terms. The unanswered question is what would have been in it for the
Saudis had they accepted such a fantastic proposition.

Although Fahd’s visit produced few concrete results, Carter still
hoped the Arabs would be able to stick to a comparatively moder-
ate posture. In any event, the visit had been pleasant on a personal
level and left a feeling of goodwill. This feeling could not be savored
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for long, however, because the time for readjusting the initial strategy
had come. June became the month for preparing a new position. The
redoubtable Menachem Begin would arrive in Washington in mid-July,
and Carter’s skills as statesman and negotiator, perhaps even as theo-
logian and psychologist, would all be put to the test.

PREPARING FOR BEGIN

To deal with the new Begin government, Carter first had to understand
in depth where Begin stood on the issues. This involved a careful study
of Begin’s positions and some reading about his historical role. Carter
also felt the need to strengthen his domestic base. Early in June he met
with Mondale; Hamilton Jordan, the assistant to the president; Stuart
Eizenstat, the assistant for domestic policy; and Brzezinski to discuss a
campaign led by the American Israel Public Affairs Committee against
Carter’s policies.”

Initial Assessment

Carter’s staff first summarized Begin’s views in early June in a memo-
randum to the president outlining a fifteen-point program of the Likud
bloc. Carter quickly reacted to the memo. Several points stood out:
number three, highlighted by the president, called for an increase in
“setting up of defensive and permanent settlements, rural and urban,
on the soil of the homeland”; five and six stated that the government
would participate in the Geneva conference, but that negotiations
should be direct, without preconditions, and without any formula
being imposed from outside.

Shortly after this exposure to Begin’s views, Carter received a mem-
orandum on a conversation between Brzezinski and Shmuel Katz, one
of Begin’s close associates who had come to Washington to explain
the soon-to-be prime minister’s ideas. Katz spoke of the right of the
Jewish people to “Western Palestine as a whole,” by which he meant
all the territory west of the Jordan River. On the touchy question of
settlements, he said that refraining from settlement would prejudge the
outcome of negotiations, which Israel wanted to avoid. (Carter under-
lined this last point and added an exclamation point in the margin.)
Another point noted by Carter was Katz’s assertion that if an Arab
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entity of any kind was formed west of the Jordan River, it would be a
threat to Israel. Katz went on to say he did not much care about Arab
recognition of Israel. He understood the Arabs perfectly. Whatever
they might say, they believed that Israel must be eliminated. Carter
noted sternly on the memo: “I see no moderation here. J.”

Vance Takes Charge

While Carter absorbed the harshness of Begin’s vision, the Middle
East team, increasingly under Secretary of State Vance’s leadership,
began to develop concrete ideas for moving the “peace process” for-
ward. Meeting on June 10, the Policy Review Committee felt Begin
should be invited to Washington as soon as possible. The United States
should begin to emphasize the importance of reconvening the Geneva
conference, with as much prior agreement as possible, even though
Israel was likely to stand fast by the slogan of “Geneva without pre-
conditions.” The question of arms supplies to Israel came up, and the
view was expressed that some requests should be granted immediately,
some should be granted during the visit, and some should be related to
subsequent progress in negotiations.

On the procedural side, the committee recommended that Vance
should make a trip to the Middle East in August, and then arrange for
informal meetings in the United States with foreign ministers before
convening Geneva. For the moment the PLO question would be left
aside, and the Soviets would not be brought into the talks.®

During this meeting Vance, developing ideas that had been on his
mind, spoke of the possibility of a trusteeship for the West Bank and
Gaza as well as a referendum. The ideas were deemed worthy of fur-
ther study. Already the administration was beginning to seek ways of
injecting the concept of a transitional phase into the negotiation over
the West Bank and to get around the question of PLO participation by
holding out the possibility of a referendum.

Mondale’s Speech

Vice President Mondale was more concerned with a speech he was
scheduled to make in San Francisco the following week. He felt that
the Jewish community was becoming restive, and he wanted to be in
a position to mention that new decisions on arms for Israel had been
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made. He was also worried about the adverse effect that arms sales to
Egypt and Saudi Arabia might have.

The vice president’s speech to the World Affairs Council of North-
ern California on June 17, 1977, turned out to be a good summary
of official administration thinking on the Middle East on the eve of
Begin’s arrival in Washington. Repeating Carter’s three elements of a
comprehensive peace, Mondale mentioned “some arrangement for a
Palestinian homeland or entity—preferably in association with Jor-
dan.” The details, Mondale said, should be worked out by the parties
in negotiations. Geneva could provide the forum for face-to-face nego-
tiations. Although he did not announce any new arms deals, he did
make the following important statement, which thereafter was part of
official policy: “We do not intend to use our military aid as pressure
on Israel. If we have differences over military aid—and we may have
some—it will be on military grounds or economic grounds but not
political grounds. If we have differences over diplomatic strategy—and
that could happen—we will work this out on a political level. We will
not alter our commitment to Israel’s military security.””

Over the ensuing months, which were often filled with strong U.S.-
Israeli disagreements, the administration never suspended military aid.
Although Mondale had not specifically excluded the use of economic
aid, that also was never used as a form of heavy-handed pressure on
Israel. Carter did not hesitate to argue with the Israelis in public, at
least during his first year in office, but he was unwilling to touch eco-
nomic or military assistance.

The Visit Approaches

One week after Mondale’s speech, the Policy Review Committee met
again to consider arms sales to Israel, Egypt, and Saudi Arabia. The
recommendation was made to sell Israel a modest package of 200
TOW antitank missiles, 700 armored personnel carriers, and 15 com-
bat engineering vehicles. (Carter immediately approved this recom-
mendation.) Several items previously considered were turned down on
technical grounds, and a second package of F-16 aircraft and AH-1
helicopters was to be held until the Begin visit. A number of nonlethal
items were also recommended for Egypt, and the Saudi request for
F-15 aircraft was put on hold for the moment.
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The discussion then turned to the Begin visit, now set for July
19, just three weeks off. Vance favored quiet diplomacy, though he
acknowledged the need for a public relations strategy and a press cam-
paign. Brzezinski focused on the two issues that were to become cen-
tral in the U.S.-Israeli debate over the coming months: first, the need
to get from Begin an interpretation of U.N. Resolution 242 that would
not be seen by the Arabs as precluding a priori the return of the West
Bank; and second, some understanding on the question of settlements
in occupied territories. In other words, the United States should try to
get Begin to reaffirm Israel’s commitment to the exchange of “territory
for peace” on all fronts of the conflict, and to agree to suspend settle-
ment activity because it would prejudge the outcome of negotiations.
In posing the issues in this way, Brzezinski was taking direct aim at
Begin’s most cherished beliefs. A clash was bound to result, a pros-
pect that Brzezinski accepted more readily than most of the president’s
other advisers.

Brzezinski was also concerned that Begin might look reason-
able by saying he would go to Geneva without preconditions, while
continuing to build settlements and to reject Israel’s long-standing
interpretation of 242, which had accepted the principle of territo-
rial compromise with each of Israel’s neighbors. Then, if Geneva
failed, the blame would be placed on the Arabs, who were insisting
on “preconditions.” Begin’s apparent reasonableness was in fact a
mask for a hard position on substance. For the first, but not last,
time, Brzezinski raised the possibility of getting the Arabs, especially
Sadat, to help the United States put pressure on Begin by adopting a
very forthcoming position on normalization of relations with Israel.
American officials felt that a moderate Arab position was a prerequi-
site, especially in domestic political terms, for any effective move to
put pressure on Begin.

As the meeting came to a close, Secretary Vance said that regardless
of the outcome of the Begin visit, he planned to return to the Middle
East to put forward American ideas to establish a framework for nego-
tiations before Geneva. He noted, however, that if the United States
pushed Begin too hard, he would become more intransigent and would
even strengthen his standing in Israel. In that case, quipped Secretary
of Defense Harold Brown, “We have him just where he wants us.”



CAMP DAVID: PEACEMAKING AND POLITICS | 75

Staking Out Positions

The public campaign against Begin’s interpretation of U.N. Resolution
242 picked up in late June, when the State Department spokesman
released a full text of American views on the elements of a compre-
hensive peace settlement.!® Not only did this release mark the open-
ing shot in what came to be a prolonged struggle with Begin over
the interpretation of 242, but it also reflected a conscious decision,
urged especially by Brzezinski, to put the State Department, rather
than Carter, in the forefront of the debate. The key elements of this
statement were as follows:

The United States policy since 1967 has consistently sought to
apply the principles agreed upon in that resolution [242] through
the process of negotiations called for in Security Council Resolu-
tion 338 of October 1973, which all the parties have also accepted.

The peace foreseen in these resolutions requires both sides
to the dispute to make difficult compromises. We are not ask-
ing for any one-sided concessions from anyone. The Arab states
will have to agree to implement a kind of peace which produces
confidence in its durability.

In our view, that means security arrangements on all fronts
satisfactory to all parties to guarantee established borders. It also
involves steps toward the normalization of relations with Israel.

The peace, to be durable, must also deal with the Palestinian
issue. In this connection, the President has spoken of the need
for a homeland for the Palestinians whose exact nature should
be negotiated between the parties.

Clearly, whatever arrangements were made would have to take
into account the security requirements of all parties involved.

Within the terms of Resolution 242, in return for this kind of
peace, Israel clearly should withdraw from occupied territories.
We consider that this resolution means withdrawal from all three
fronts in the Middle East dispute—that is, Sinai, Golan, West
Bank and Gaza—the exact borders and security arrangements
being agreed in the negotiations.

Further, these negotiations must start without any precon-
ditions from any side. This means, no territories, including
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the West Bank, are automatically excluded from the items to
be negotiated. To automatically exclude any territories strikes
us as contradictory to the principle of negotiations without
preconditions.

Nor does it conform to the spirit of Resolution 242, which
forms the framework for these negotiations.

Every administration since 1967 has consistently supported
Resolution 242 and it has the widest international support
as well."!

During the first two weeks of July, the State Department took the
lead in developing a set of principles designed to govern a comprehen-
sive settlement of the Arab-Israeli conflict and a set of procedural ideas
to solve the problem of Palestinian representation at Geneva. On July
5 Secretary Vance chaired a meeting of the Policy Review Committee,
and for the first time he took a strong and assertive role in guiding
the discussions.!” He came prepared with seven draft principles and
four procedural alternatives. Ideas that had previously been discussed
were now put on paper and refined. Vance thought these principles
and procedural alternatives should be reviewed with Begin during his
Washington visit, and then discussed with the key Arab leaders during
the secretary’s August trip to the Middle East. With luck, some degree
of prior agreement on general principles could then be forged in talks
at the foreign minister level in September. If the question of Palestin-
ian representation could also be resolved, Geneva could be convened
sometime in the fall. The U.S. role, as Vance saw it, was moving from
the “prenegotiation” stage of testing the intentions of each party to the
search for a formula for actual talks.

The most controversial of the principles had to do with Israeli
withdrawal from occupied territories and the creation of a Palestinian
entity. In the original formulation, point four read as follows: “It is
understood that the withdrawal called for in Resolution 242 will be
to mutually agreed and recognized borders which will approximate
the 1967 lines, with minor modifications.” Point five included the fol-
lowing sentence: “Means shall be sought to permit self-determination
by the Palestinians in deciding on their future status, as through a
transitional international trusteeship during which their desires can
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be formulated and expressed.” During the July 5 discussion the com-
mittee members generally felt that Carter should stick to his position
on the 1967 lines, despite heavy opposition from Israel and its sup-
porters. Carter’s own view, expressed in a note on the minutes of the
meeting, was that point five should be revised to express a preference
for “Palestinian-Jordanian affiliation.”

Turning to procedural matters, Vance outlined four ways in which
the Palestinians might be included in the negotiations. One—and
the method clearly preferred by Vance—Palestinian representatives,
including some PLO members, could be part of a unified Arab delega-
tion. Two, if the PLO were to accept 242, it could go to Geneva as
a separate delegation. Three, Palestinians could be included in one
of the other national Arab delegations. Four, prior agreement could
be sought that Palestinians would join the conference later, when the
Palestinian issue came up on the agenda.

Vance’s preference for a single Arab delegation was largely dictated
by his desire to get Syria to the conference. He readily acknowledged
that working groups could be established with separate national dele-
gations and that ultimately Israel would sign separate agreements with
each state. But a single Arab delegation, at least to get the conference
started, had the advantage of getting both Syria and some Palestinians
into the game. Sadat would not be pleased, but he had told Carter he
would accept such an arrangement if necessary. Israel’s objection could
also be anticipated, especially to the idea that the PLO in some form
could be included in negotiations.

During this same meeting there was some discussion of selling F-16s
to Israel and allowing the Israelis to use military assistance credits to
build the Chariot tank in Israel. This was the primary topic of discus-
sion one week later, on July 12, at another Policy Review Committee
meeting. Vance argued that there was no urgent military necessity
for agreeing to Israel’s requests, but that there were political reasons
for considering a favorable response. In something of a reversal of
his previous position, he now maintained that security considerations
should be decoupled from the peace talks. Brzezinski disagreed, say-
ing that decisions on arms should be used as positive incentives for a
settlement. If Begin was moderate and if he made concessions, Brzez-
inski thought, he should be rewarded, perhaps even with the offer of a
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full-fledged military alliance. Secretary Brown weighed in on Vance’s
side, emphasizing the importance of the attitude in Congress.

Discussion then turned to the Begin visit and the way to make use
of the draft principles. Vance felt it was no longer enough to say that
the United States stood by U.N. Resolutions 242 and 338. It was time
to “bite the bullet” and begin to put forward ideas on substance. Vance
would therefore review the principles with Begin, leaving the more
general strategic overview to the president. Concern was expressed
that Begin might think the United States was trying to impose a plan
of its own. Vance replied that the United States could not be just a
mediator. Brzezinski tended to agree, and Brown added the thought
that the principles should be put forward as a judgment of what was
attainable, not as a blueprint.

One of the participants in the meeting raised the question whether
the 1967 lines should be mentioned in writing. The consensus seemed
to be that some revisions in the principles could be made, and that
Vance could orally amplify on them in his talks with Middle East lead-
ers. Assistant Secretary Alfred L. Atherton, Jr., warned there would
be an explosion in Israel if the United States talked to the Arabs about
those principles.

Clearly, political considerations were on everyone’s mind. Aware of
the difficulty of devising principles acceptable to both Arabs and Israe-
lis, the administration was beginning to adjust its sights. The consen-
sus was that pre-Geneva talks at the foreign minister level should take
place in September, but that there was little hope of making headway
on substance. Some fuzziness would remain by the time Geneva was
held. By contrast, an agreement on procedural matters might be pos-
sible. Without much debate, the drift away from substance and toward
procedure was beginning. Unfortunately, procedures were also contro-
versial, since they involved the sensitive question of how to involve the
Palestinians in the negotiations.'?

By the end of the meeting it was decided that Vance would discuss
a revised set of five principles with Begin, but would make no mention
of either the 1967 lines or a Palestinian-Jordanian link. He would,
however, be prepared to tell Arab leaders that the United States still
favored those positions.
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That same day, July 12, President Carter held a news conference
in which he stated that his previously expressed views on the 1967
borders and a Palestinian homeland had not changed, but that he did
not favor an independent Palestinian entity, preferring that it be linked
to Jordan. He then announced that he had been in recent contact with
Sadat about some alleged Egyptian violations of the Sinai Il agreement,
which were going to be cleared up. He also announced that Egypt had
agreed to return the bodies of nineteen Israeli soldiers killed in the
1973 war. In concluding, he said the United States was not putting
forward ideas with the attitude that the parties had to accept them as a
precondition for going to Geneva. It was up to the Israelis and Arabs to
work out their own agreement.'* With these remarks Carter hoped to
create a good atmosphere for his talks the following week with Begin.

Domestic Politics

On the eve of the Begin visit, it was clear that domestic political con-
siderations were beginning to affect U.S. policy deliberations. Carter
was spending time, in his own words, repairing his damaged political
base among Israel’s American friends.!®> He was gradually watering
down the strong public statements of March, especially with respect
to the “Palestinian homeland.” Since substantive issues were proving
so intractable, he also tended to concentrate on procedural concerns.
Geneva, which had been a somewhat remote notion at first, was begin-
ning to become more concrete, and with that came a need to grapple
with the question of Palestinian representation in negotiations.

One could sense some frustration on Carter’s part that the Middle
East was taking so much of his time, with so little to show for it. None-
theless, the United States was still holding firm to its role as catalyst
in the negotiating process and was beginning to move from publicly
espoused generalities to fairly specific formulations that were to be
discussed in private. Public diplomacy had been costly for Carter, and
though he continued to speak out on Middle East issues, he did so with
greater caution and reluctance than before. In these circumstances
Vance, the professional negotiator who abhorred public diplomacy,
was well positioned to carry the talks forward.
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CARTER MEETS BEGIN

All the preparations for Begin’s visit should have put the president on
guard. He knew that the Israeli prime minister had a reputation as a
hard-liner, a partisan of the view that the Jewish state must encom-
pass all the land from the Mediterranean Sea to the Jordan River and
that within this area the right of Jews to settle the land could not be
denied. Begin’s attitude toward the United States and its role was also
markedly different from that of his predecessors. Whereas other Israeli
prime ministers had firmly believed policy should be coordinated with
Washington, Begin strongly resisted the idea of an active American
diplomatic role, for fear that an “externally devised formula” might
be imposed on Israel.'® The U.S. role, in Begin’s view, was to help
bring the parties to the negotiating table. Then Israel would work
out the terms of peace treaties with each of its adversaries, with the
United States serving as little more than an observer. If Begin held to
these views, it seemed to the Americans that a confrontation would
be inevitable.

Despite his reputation for extremism, Begin was also known to
be an exceedingly courteous, if formal, person. If dealt with in polite
terms, he would reciprocate. He was also a stickler for words and had a
penchant for legalistic argumentation. Nonetheless, behind this some-
what menacing exterior lurked a man of obvious intelligence and a
kind of integrity. Begin honestly told his listeners what he believed and
what he meant to do. It was not his fault if they did not always listen.

Carter and his associates took longer to realize that Begin was
also a superb politician, carefully calculating his moves, with a
masterly sense of timing and a remarkable capacity for brinkman-
ship. They took even longer to recognize that Begin’s views on Judea
and Samaria were rock hard, not subject to the normal bargaining
expected of most politicians.

For reasons that are still not clear, Carter apparently concluded that
the best way to deal with Begin was to avoid sharp controversy and be
very polite on the personal level. Perhaps the adverse reaction to his
meeting with Yitzhak Rabin in March had left its mark. Perhaps the
political costs of constant bickering with the Israelis were beginning
to make themselves felt. Or perhaps the president felt he could have
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more influence with Begin if he first succeeded in winning his trust
and confidence. In any event, Carter’s first meetings with Begin were
remarkably cordial and conciliatory and left Carter with the impres-
sion that Begin might be more flexible on substantive issues than had
been supposed.

First Encounter

The president opened his talks with Prime Minister Begin on July 19
by reiterating his commitment to a comprehensive peace settlement.
But he quickly added that the United States had no plan and no pre-
conditions. No outsider could impose peace. While repeating his views
on peace, territory, and a Palestinian homeland, Carter said these were
all issues that would have to be resolved ultimately through direct
negotiations. “We have no desire to be intermediaries.”

Begin’s first words were of praise for the U.S. ambassador to Israel,
Samuel W. Lewis. Next he noted worrisome developments in southern
Lebanon, but promised that Israel would never take the United States
by surprise there. Then he raised a request from Ethiopia for help
against the Muslim rebels in Eritrea. Finally, he said: “Now to our
problems,” and he launched into a lengthy review of the history of the
Arab-Israeli conflict. When he spoke of the danger to Israel if it should
ever return to the 1967 lines, tears almost came to his eyes. Men would
not be able to defend women and children, he said.

In answer to a question from Carter, Begin affirmed that Israel was
ready to negotiate on the basis of U.N. Resolutions 242 and 338. He
then outlined his proposal for convening the Geneva conference with
an opening session, followed by the establishment of “mixed commis-
sions” that would negotiate peace treaties. When the peace treaties
were ready for signature, the Geneva conference would be reconvened.
If this plan did not work out, Israel was ready for negotiations through
“mixed commissions” without Geneva, or for “proximity talks,” rely-
ing on the good offices of the United States.

Carter then said that Begin’s attitude toward setting up new settle-
ments in Israeli-occupied territory could jeopardize any prospect for
negotiations. He implied that Rabin had agreed the PLO could par-
ticipate in negotiations as members of the Jordanian delegation. Begin
denied this, saying that Palestinians could participate along with the
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Jordanians, and that Israel would not inspect their credentials, but
they could not be PLO. At this point Begin asked his friend Shmuel
Katz to talk about the history of the Palestinian Arabs, the thrust of
which was that the Palestinians already had their homeland on the east
bank of the Jordan. The meeting ended with a request from Carter that
the Israelis stop overflying Saudi territory. Begin promised to look into
the matter.!”

Later that same day, July 19, Secretary of State Vance met with
Begin and the Israeli delegation to review the five principles the Ameri-
can side had developed. First, however, Vance and Begin discussed the
procedural ideas brought by the prime minister. Vance asked about a
single Arab delegation at Geneva. Begin said it was illogical. Vance
then suggested that one Arab delegation might be formed just for the
purpose of convening Geneva, after which the negotiations would take
place in bilateral groups. Begin replied that when the issue arose, Israel
would try to find a way. He would consider Vance’s suggestion. With
this minor victory behind him, Vance turned to the five principles.

The first point was simply a call for a comprehensive peace settle-
ment. Begin’s only comment was that the goal should be defined as
“peace treaties” between Israel and her neighbors. Point two reaf-
firmed U.N. Resolutions 242 and 338 as the bases of negotiations,
to which Begin posed no objection. The third point called for normal
relations and an end of belligerency as part of the peace settlement.
Begin said, rather stiffly, that this was redundant once peace treaties
were mentioned. The American side agreed to a revision calling for an
end to the state of war and the establishment of relationships of peace.
So far, Vance and Begin had managed to find common ground.

Points four and five were the difficult ones for the Israelis. Point
four called for Israeli withdrawal to “mutually agreed and recognized
borders on all fronts, phased over years in synchronized steps, and
with security arrangements and guarantees.” Begin reacted negatively
to the idea of external guarantees, noting in a phrase he became par-
ticularly fond of: “In the whole world, there is no guarantee that can
guarantee a guarantee.” Begin did not react to the point calling for
withdrawal “on all fronts,” saying simply he would inform the presi-
dent in their private talk about his views on borders.!®
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Vance then read out the fifth point: “A settlement must include
provisions for a Palestinian entity and for means of assuring Palestin-
ian adherence to the terms of the peace agreement. The Palestinian
entity will not be militarized, and there will be provisions for an open
economic and social relationship with Israel. Means should be sought
to permit self-determination by the Palestinians in deciding on their
future status.”

Begin, in another of his often used phrases, said he would have to
agree to differ. He would present the idea to the cabinet, but he would
oppose it. Accepting it would lead to a Palestinian state, a “mortal
danger” for Israel. Such a state would become a Soviet base, with
planes arriving from Odessa and Soviet generals in the West Bank.
Jerusalem would be under crossfire from three directions. Vance tried
to temper this adverse reaction by putting forward his idea of a trustee-
ship for the Palestinian state. Israel could even be one of the trustees,
along with Jordan. At the end of the trusteeship, there should be a
plebiscite and self-determination. The United States would favor a link
between the Palestinian entity and Jordan. Begin was unimpressed,
and indeed Vance had not made a compelling case for his ideas. He
seemed to be grasping at straws rather than exploring useful principles
to guide the negotiations.

Returning to procedural matters, however, the two men found com-
mon ground. Vance would meet with the foreign ministers of Israel,
Egypt, Jordan, and Syria in New York before the convening of the
Geneva conference. Begin termed this a sound idea.

Carter and Begin Alone

Begin had doubtless heard that part of the normal visit with Presi-
dent Carter included a private meeting after the formal dinner. Rabin’s
meeting in March had been chilly, and Begin must have hoped for a
more positive encounter as he went upstairs alone with Carter on the
evening of July 19. During the meeting Begin told the president that he
was making tentative plans to meet directly with Sadat.!” And he also
presented to Carter a lengthy document detailing all the strategic ben-
efits that the United States gained from its ties to Israel. Always a proud
man, Begin was making the point that aid to Israel was not charity, but
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a sound investment for which good value was given in return. (Much of
the document consisted of items of captured Soviet military equipment
that Israel had turned over to the United States.) The discussion also
turned to the prospects for peace; here Carter sought to be conciliatory.
He urged Begin to stop settlements at least until the Geneva confer-
ence began. The president noted the following on a memorandum that
Brzezinski had prepared for him before the meeting:

On point 4, [Begin] thinks UN 242/338 adherence is adequate
prior to Geneva—asks that we not use phrase “minor adjust-
ments” without prior notice to him—I agreed.—He will try to
accommodate us on settlements. Wants to carry out Mapai Plan
at least. Will give us prior notice. I suggested that they wait until
after Geneva talks and restrict new settlers to existing settle-
ments. This is difficult for him.—Will stay on Golan. I told him
Syria won’t agree—W Bank, Gaza—]Jerusalem. “No foreign sov-

ereignty.” Sinai—“Substantial withdrawals.”2°

The Second Day

The president had argued with Begin that security was not based on
control of territory alone, but he noted to his advisers that Begin could
not yet see this. After this meeting with Begin, the president had no
reason to doubt the Israeli leader’s determination to keep control over
the West Bank, Gaza, and Jerusalem. Nonetheless, Carter concluded
that Begin had accepted the first four of the five U.S. principles, includ-
ing point four, which referred to withdrawal on all fronts. Perhaps the
president interpreted what Begin had told him in their private meet-
ing as an opening position, something like the campaign promises
that American candidates are often obliged to make and then seek
to water down once in office. In any event, the meeting between the
two delegations the next day in the cabinet room was cordial. Carter
outlined areas of agreement and disagreement, and seemed to imply
that Begin would accept a single Arab delegation at Geneva for the
plenary session.

Turning to substance, the president noted that there were major dif-
ferences between Israel and the Arabs. The United States would offer
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its good offices to bridge the gap. In a revealing comment that reflected
his approach to these negotiations, he said, “As you get to know each
other, maybe we’ll get some reconciliation.” This optimistic view
stayed with Carter through the next year and finally helped convince
him that Sadat and Begin should be brought together at Camp David.

Carter went on to develop his idea that the United States could only
be effective in the negotiations if it had the trust of all parties. As the
meeting came to an end, Begin made a brief appeal for military assis-
tance, but in a welcome change from the past this was not an issue that
took much time. Begin seemed to want to keep the diplomatic talks
separate from questions of aid for fear the two might be linked. Dif-
ferences over matters of substance clearly remained, but both leaders

were prepared for a “political truce.”?!

Assessing the Visit

Begin left Washington in good spirits. In his public comments about
Carter he was extremely positive, mentioning him on one occasion in
the same context as his mentor and idol, Ze’ev Jabotinsky.?* But the
era of good feeling was to be short-lived. The day after Begin returned
home, the Israeli cabinet conferred legal status on three settlements
established under the previous government. The State Department
was quick to express its disappointment, but under persistent ques-
tioning Carter acknowledged that Begin had not violated the letter of
any promises made. Carter had talked about the importance of not
building new settlements, and the possibility of sending new settlers to
already established settlements, but he had said nothing about legaliz-
ing settlements already in existence. Not for the last time, Begin was to
slip through a crack left by imprecise language on the American side.
In public Carter chose not to react, but in private he was extremely
annoyed, especially since he had just approved a significant arms sale
to Israel in which, for the first time, Israel was allowed to use Ameri-
can credits to build its own tanks.?* While showing some understand-
ing of Begin’s actions, he nonetheless reiterated that the United States
believed such settlements were illegal and that in no circumstances
should they be considered permanent.?*

Begin’s visit left the American side with no doubt that the gap
between Israel and the most moderate of the Arabs remained large.
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Nonetheless, there were some positive elements in the equation. Begin
did seem ready for negotiations with the Arabs at Geneva, and he did
not object strongly to the face-saving concept of a unified Arab delega-
tion for purposes of convening the conference. While negative on the
PLO, he had repeated the statement that Palestinians could be present
in the negotiations and that Israel would not inspect their credentials.
With respect to Egyptian territory he had promised substantial with-
drawals. On Lebanon he had promised prior consultation with Wash-
ington before taking any actions. And he had seemed ready to lower
the rhetorical level before Geneva.

On the negative side, Begin’s views on the West Bank and Gaza
were much more adamant than his predecessors’. Instead of placing
primary emphasis on Israeli security needs when discussing territory,
Begin infused his presentations with a heavy dose of history and ideol-
ogy, a sharp contrast to the comparatively pragmatic presentations of
the Labor party leaders when discussing the same issues. On the ques-
tion of settlements in occupied territories, Begin soon made clear that
he would pay little heed to Carter’s pleas for restraint.

Finally, one could detect in Begin’s remarks a fundamental reinter-
pretation of U.N. Resolution 242, which had previously been under-
stood as implying some degree of Israeli withdrawal on each front of
the conflict in return for Arab commitments to peace, recognition, and
security. Later his views became even more clear, but Begin’s reluc-
tance to accept the phrase “on all fronts” should have been ample evi-
dence that he had no intention of withdrawing Israeli forces under any
circumstances from the West Bank. He had told Carter in private that
he would accept “no foreign sovereignty” over Judea and Samaria. But
he had also said that he did accept 242, and Foreign Minister Moshe
Dayan had artfully suggested that the Arabs could always raise the
issue of withdrawal even if Israel had a different approach to solving
the problem of the West Bank.

Begin’s stubbornness on this point became increasingly apparent
to the Americans, but in July 1977 his remarks were glossed over,
dismissed as rhetoric and the residue of campaign sloganeering. The
Americans were not used to dealing with men of deep ideological con-
victions. They took some time to realize that Begin meant exactly what
he said on the Palestinian question.
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VANCE TO THE MIDDLE EAST, AUGUST 1977

As Secretary of State Vance was preparing to leave for the Middle
East in late July, any ambiguity about Begin’s attitude toward with-
drawal from the West Bank should have been removed. Israeli Ambas-
sador Simcha Dinitz came to see Vance with a message from Begin
on July 27. The prime minister wanted to make clear that in saying
that U.N. Resolution 242 applied to each front, he had not meant that
withdrawal was required on each front. Vance was furious, viewing
Begin as backsliding from an agreement that had been reached.?® Begin
also objected to any reference to the PLO in the formulations being
considered by the American side on Palestinian representation. Vance
explained to the ambassador that he thought it might be possible to
find a formula that would allow PLO members who were not “well
known” to be at Geneva.

On July 30 Begin wrote directly to Carter, pleading that Vance not
be allowed to talk to Arab leaders about the 1967 lines with minor
modifications. What would there be left to negotiate about, he asked?
Turning to the fourth and fifth of the American draft principles, Begin
archly noted that it was his duty to say that, whatever the odds, the
Israeli delegation would unflinchingly stand by the principles he had
outlined in the course of his “unforgettable nocturnal conversation”
with the president in the White House.

The president replied that Vance would discuss all five points with
the Arabs, and, if asked, would repeat in private the well-known Amer-
ican views on principles governing a settlement. Begin, after all, had
not earned much credit with Carter by his handling of the settlements
issue after his visit to Washington. The president was not inclined to
reward Begin by yielding to his request, and by so doing giving the
Arabs the impression that under Israeli pressure the United States was
beginning to back away from its publicly espoused positions. Carter
had agreed not to talk in public, but he was not ready to muzzle Vance
in private on the eve of an important diplomatic effort.

On the same day that Dinitz came to see Vance to discuss his trip,
July 26, a message reached the White House from the PLO. The mes-
sage indicated that the PLO was prepared to live in peace with Israel
and there would be “no possibility of two meanings.” Yasir Arafat
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would make this clear in a public statement, as well as in a private
commitment to Carter. In return, however, the PLO wanted the United
States to make a commitment to an independent Palestinian “state
unit entity,” which could be linked to Jordan. Carter’s reaction was to
note on the message: “If PLO publicly and privately meets minimum
requirement of Kissinger-Israeli commitment, we will begin discus-
sions with them. Get message to them. J.”

Vance’s Instructions

On the eve of Vance’s departure, Carter still felt that Begin’s views
were predicated on PLO intransigence and that PLO acceptance of 242
would open the way for a U.S.-PLO dialogue that would “break the
ice.”?® Thus began a new phase, lasting almost two months, of trying
to devise some formula that the PLO would accept so that direct talks
could begin.

At this time American thinking on the Palestinian issue was still
somewhat tentative, but on several points consensus was taking shape.
All the foreign policy advisers seemed to agree that some form of Pal-
estinian participation in the negotiations would be essential. After all,
each of the Arab parties was emphasizing this, even if with varying
degrees of enthusiasm. The American side also widely believed that the
viewpoint expressed by former Israeli Foreign Minister Yigal Allon,
to the effect that Israel would be interested in any move by the PLO
toward acceptance of 242 and Israel’s right to exist, should be taken
seriously. The depth of Begin’s hostility to the PLO had not yet been
fully absorbed in Washington. Finally, the American side thought PLO
acceptance of 242 would have a considerable effect on the Arab world,
eliminating any remaining basis for Arab objections to dealing with
Israel. If the PLO was prepared to talk with Israel, why should any of
the other Arab parties be more adamant? Sadat could then get on with
negotiations with Israel, without feeling constrained by the opinion of
the Syrians in particular.

What the American side misunderstood was not only the intensity
of Begin’s feelings, but also the struggle among Egypt, Syria, and Saudi
Arabia over who would broker the U.S.-PLO relationship. There were
also serious divisions within the PLO, and the private messages of
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moderation from PLO Chairman Yasir Arafat did not ensure that he
could deliver his own Fatah organization, to say nothing of the PLO
as a whole. Nonetheless, Vance left for the Middle East with the goal
of trying to find a formula for U.S.-PLO talks.

Just before Vance’s departure, the president wrote out by hand
the guidelines for the trip. The full text of these instructions was the
following:

You have a difficult trip and we wish you well. I hope that the
parties will: (a) accept our five principles. If not, we need enough
public support so that, with the USSR, we can marshall world
opinion against the recalcitrant nations; (b) agree to pre-Geneva
discussion, perhaps in September in N.Y.; (c) adopt general del-
egate configuration and similar arrangements for Geneva; and
(d) arrange for the PLO to attend, together with Arab nations,
on the basis of U.N. Resolutions 242 and 338 (with “refugee”
exception only), with the understanding that the Palestinian
question will be on the agenda.

We should keep the Soviets informed, be completely frank
with all parties, and be prepared to move strongly (and probably
publicly) after you return.

If the PLO will meet our requirement of recognizing Israel’s
right to exist, you may wish to arrange for early discussions with
them—either in private or publicly acknowledged. Best wishes,
Jimmy?”

This note to Vance indicates that a subtle shift was beginning to
take place in the president’s thinking. Only a few months earlier Carter
had been insistent that Geneva would make sense only if there was
careful preparation. Now he was thinking of Geneva in more concrete
terms, as a forum in which negotiations would take place. The reason
was simple: Begin would not budge on substance in the pre-Geneva
period, thus undercutting the idea of a “well-prepared” conference. So
Carter was gambling that Begin would prove more flexible once talks
were actually under way. Carter’s new position on Geneva was not
identical to Sadat’s concept and became the source of growing doubts
about American strategy in the Egyptian president’s mind.
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For Geneva to take place with full Arab participation, it was impor-
tant to find a solution to the question of Palestinian representation—
note the emphasis on the role of the PLO in Carter’s instructions to
Vance—and it would eventually be important to coordinate with the
cochairman of the Geneva conference, the Soviet Union. Moving in
those directions set Carter at odds with Israel, and was thus fraught
with political consequences on the domestic front. Nonetheless, Carter
seemed to be prepared to head down this path, convinced that Middle
East peace was a worthy goal and that time was running out on mak-
ing further headway through quiet diplomacy.

Vance in Egypt

Vance’s first stop was in Alexandria. He found Sadat impatient, rather
uninterested in hearing about Begin’s ideas, and full of thoughts of
his own that he wanted to try out. Nevertheless, Vance methodically
reviewed the U.S. draft principles and the procedural arrangements for
Palestinian participation in the negotiations. Sadat gravely asked Vance
what the American position was on final borders and was relieved to
hear that it had not changed. The borders would have to be agreed
upon in talks among the parties, but the United States thought they
should approximate the 1967 lines with only minor modifications.
Sadat said: “Marvelous. Very good.” He was less charitable toward
Begin’s views on territory, accusing the prime minister of favoring
expansionism and not genuinely wanting peace. Vance presented
Begin’s procedural suggestions, but Foreign Minister Ismail Fahmy
dismissed them as unacceptable.

Turning to the question of Palestinian representation, Sadat said the
PLO should not be included in the Jordanian delegation. Instead, he
proposed that the Palestinians be represented by the military assistant
to the secretary general of the Arab League, who just happened to be
Egyptian. Sadat said he thought he could convince the Palestinians,
but, answering Vance’s question about Syria’s attitude, he said Asad
would be furious. Fahmy added that this would mean a delegation
from the Arab League representing the Palestinians, within which
there would be Palestinians but no prominent PLO members.

Sadat then stated that he could not accept a single Arab delegation
at Geneva. If there is one delegation, “we shall explode.” Each party
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would have a veto over the others. Sadat did not want anyone else
dictating Egypt’s position. Returning to the question of minor border
rectifications, Sadat said these could apply only to the West Bank. On
Golan and in Sinai, where there had been internationally recognized
borders, there could be no minor rectifications at all. Jabbing again at
the Syrians, Sadat asserted that once he signed with Israel, Asad would
follow suit. As for the Soviets, Sadat said, they should have nothing to
do with the actual negotiations. They should be allowed only to save
face, but the United States should get the credit.

Sadat went on to say that Egypt and Israel were incapable of reach-
ing anything together. Too much distrust existed on both sides. Sadat
then suggested that “working groups” under Secretary Vance be
formed to prepare everything before Geneva, an idea he had vaguely
floated in public a few weeks earlier. This preparation should be done
discreetly, not openly. The model should be the first disengagement
agreement that Kissinger negotiated. Turning again to the Soviets,
Sadat said they wanted to strangle him. Syria, and maybe Jordan, were
also against Egypt. There was no problem with the Palestinians, but
King Hussein still wanted the West Bank. In the end, the result would
be something like the king’s idea of a United Arab Kingdom, linking
Jordan and the West Bank, but that should not be mentioned now.

Sadat then said he would agree that PLO leaders need not take part
in the negotiations. But the United States must be very active. If asked
to choose between a Geneva conference with a unified Arab delega-
tion or three separate national delegations holding bilateral talks with
Israel, Sadat would prefer the second alternative. He added that this
was not yet his decision, but that he needed to be convinced Geneva
could be made to work.

Sadat’s views on normal relations with Israel also seemed to be
somewhat harsher than they had been during his talks with Carter in
April. Only after complete Israeli withdrawal would he agree to talk
about normal relations. Otherwise Israel would be using the occupa-
tion of Egyptian land to pressure Sadat. He would not end the state
of belligerency until the last Israeli soldier had left Egypt. Somewhat
surprisingly, Fahmy proved to be more forthcoming, saying the Israelis
could be given assurances that normalization would take place after
full withdrawal.
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Vance tried to move the discussion into more productive channels
by mentioning his idea of a trusteeship for the West Bank and Gaza.
Israel and Jordan might be joint trustees, he said. Sadat refused to con-
sider the idea; Israel must be excluded. The Arab states might serve as
trustees, but, Sadat noted, the West Bank was not part of Jordan any
more than Gaza was part of Egypt. Reverting to his constant concern,
he urged Vance to get on with the job of developing general principles
of agreement. Then the details could be worked out by the parties.

None of this seemed encouraging, but Sadat had another surprise in
store for Vance—a statement from the PLO leaders of what they would
be willing to say with regard to Resolution 242. Since it did not include
a clear acceptance of 242, Vance was not particularly impressed.

Over lunch Vance, Fahmy, and U.S. Ambassador Hermann F. Eilts
discussed further the question of how the PLO could state its accep-
tance of the U.N. resolution. They finally agreed on the language:

The PLO accepts United Nations Security Council Resolution
242, with the reservation that it considers that the resolution
does not make adequate reference to the question of the Pales-
tinians since it fails to make any reference to a homeland for the
Palestinian people. It is recognized that the language of Resolu-
tion 242 relates to the right of all states in the Middle East to
live in peace.?®

To Eilts’s surprise, Vance was willing to drop the words “including
Israel” from the end of the last sentence.?

Before Vance’s departure, Sadat made one more unexpected move.
Taking Vance aside, he pulled from his pocket the text of a draft peace
treaty he said Egypt would be prepared to sign. He urged Vance not to
tell anyone other than the president about this document. His idea was
that Vance should get comparable drafts from the Israelis, Jordanians,
and Syrians, and should then come up with a U.S. compromise version.
As an added incentive, Sadat had written into the margin in his own
handwriting the fallback positions he would agree to. Most of these
were not very important, but Sadat was putting his cards almost face
up on the table, ingratiating himself with the American side by giving
them in advance some room for bargaining.
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The idea for a draft peace treaty may have been stimulated by
Vance. Earlier he had told the parties to the conflict that he was anx-
ious to move from agreed principles to draft texts of treaties over the
next several months. But he was totally surprised by Sadat’s decision
to hand him such a document during their meeting in Alexandria.3°
Because of this Egyptian initiative, Vance pressed all the other leaders
he met on his trip to give him similar draft peace treaties.

At a news conference after these talks, Sadat implied that he and
Vance had agreed to form working groups before Geneva. Vance
was still not sure what Sadat had in mind, and when asked at sub-
sequent stops what had been agreed to, he responded by mentioning
the meetings he hoped to have with foreign ministers in New York in
September. It was clear, however, that the Syrians in particular were
suspicious of Sadat’s moves and that Asad and Sadat were making no
efforts to coordinate their positions before Geneva.

Sadat’s own comments in private with Vance should have dispelled
the idea that it would be easy to forge a common Arab position on
anything, but for the moment Vance persisted in trying to pin down
the notion of convening Geneva with a single Arab delegation, as the
easiest way to get the Palestinians into the talks. Once the negotia-
tions were under way, each national delegation could operate on its
own. What Vance was not yet prepared to endorse was the Kissinger
approach of proceeding on only one front at a time. But that was pre-
cisely what Sadat was telling the Americans he favored.

On to Damascus, Amman, and Taif

Vance’s talks in Syria and Jordan did not open any new avenues. Asad
was flatly opposed to Sadat’s idea of working groups before Geneva.
But in Saudi Arabia things began to pick up. PLO leader Arafat had just
been in the kingdom and had left with the Saudis a new formulation
on 242. Carter tried to help move the process from Plains, Georgia, by
saying publicly on August 8 that if the Palestinians would recognize
242, the United States would start discussions with them and the way
would be open for Palestinians to participate in the Geneva confer-
ence. He also confirmed that the PLO was free to add a reservation to
their acceptance of 242 to the effect that it was inadequate because it
dealt with the Palestinians only as refugees.3!
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Secretary Vance also tried to clarify the U.S. position at a news
conference as he left Taif for Tel Aviv. Asked about his former state-
ment in February that the PLO should accept 242 and also amend
its charter calling for Israel’s destruction, he said that acceptance of
242 would be adequate. These modifications in the U.S. position,
however, were not enough to secure PLO acceptance of 242, and the
Saudis, who thought they had such assurances from Arafat, were per-
turbed.?? Vance therefore left empty-handed, having received nothing
from the PLO for his efforts, but having assured himself a very hostile
reception in Israel.

A Blast from Begin

Begin’s meeting with Vance on August 9 in Jerusalem did much to dis-
pel the lingering good feelings from July. In public and in private Begin
was extremely critical of the United States for offering to deal with the
PLO on any terms whatsoever. He implied that Vance’s offer to talk
with the PLO if it accepted 242 was comparable to Neville Chamber-
lain’s appeasement of Hitler. After reading to Vance from the PLO
charter, Begin commented that it was a sad day for free men when the
United States agreed to talk to an organization that held such views.
He stated that Israel would not go to Geneva if the PLO was there. If
Palestinian Arabs were in the Jordanian delegation, Israel “would not
search their pockets,” but if they were from the PLO, Israel would say
no. “We will not, we cannot, give our acceptance. We can’t and we
shan’t,” said Begin, intoning the phrase for maximum dramatic effect.
Hardening his former position, he ruled out entirely Israel’s acceptance
of a single Arab delegation at Geneva.

On substantive issues Begin was somewhat encouraged by the idea
of preparing draft peace treaties, quoting Hersch Lauterpacht, an
authority on international law, to the effect that peace treaties auto-
matically entailed full diplomatic relations. The next day Begin raised
for the first time his idea of offering “our Arab neighbors in Judea,
Samaria, and Gaza full cultural autonomy” and choice of Israeli citi-
zenship with full voting rights.** Begin reiterated his request that the
Carter administration not repeat in public or private its views on the
1967 lines. What would there be left to negotiate? Only “one-half of
minor modifications” could be discussed with the Arabs.
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Return to Egypt

After leaving Israel, Vance made a brief stop to see Sadat again near
Alexandria. He reviewed the results of the trip and discussed the meet-
ings of the foreign ministers in New York in September. All the parties
had been asked to provide draft peace treaties. Vance repeated his
belief that it would be easiest to get Palestinians to Geneva as part of
a single Arab delegation.

Sadat wanted to get Vance’s judgment on whether Begin was seri-
ously interested in peace or was just maneuvering. Vance, despite his
recent frustrations with Begin, said he thought Begin was sincere in
wanting peace. Fahmy intervened to urge the United States to put for-
ward a proposal of its own. Sadat added that there was no rush with
respect to Geneva. It could be later in the year, or “whenever we are
really ready.” He dismissed Asad’s reticence, saying that once Egypt
had signed, then Asad would come along. One Egyptian official sug-
gested that “we should give him trouble in Lebanon.” He added that
Israel might also be planning to strike at the PLO in Lebanon to ensure
that the moderate tendency in the PLO would be put on the defensive.

Before the talks concluded, Sadat returned to the topic of why the
Israelis were taking such a hard line. Was it tactical or strategic? Vance
again offered the judgment that much of the Israeli leader’s toughness
was tactical, though his opposition to the PLO seemed fundamental.
Despite the American attempt to be optimistic, Sadat was reportedly
disappointed by Vance’s report of Begin’s views.

The Balance Sheet

The results of Vance’s trip to the Middle East in August were mixed.
On the positive side, some headway had been made in getting all the
parties to begin to develop their substantive ideas. All had agreed to
convey their views to Washington in one form or another, and Egypt
and Israel had specifically committed themselves to draft peace trea-
ties. Vance even had the Egyptian copy in hand, with Sadat’s fallback
position already spelled out in the margins. The idea was taking root
that the United States would begin to develop “negotiating drafts”
based on the views of the parties themselves and on some of the con-
cepts that Carter and Vance had been discussing for several months.
These could then be raised with the foreign ministers in September.
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Also on the hopeful side were the attitudes toward peace expressed
by Sadat and Israeli Foreign Minister Moshe Dayan. Vance came away
from his talks particularly impressed by Dayan, which helped to off-
set his chilly feelings toward Begin. Sadat was harder to read, but he
seemed to be trying to figure out the position of his Israeli adversar-
ies, which was more than the other Arab leaders did. Their preferred
stance was to wait for the United States to deliver Israeli concessions.
By contrast, Sadat was involved in the game, capable of taking initia-
tives, such as the draft peace treaty, and eager to win the confidence of
the Americans by making some concessions in advance, thus establish-
ing an aura of collusion between Washington and Cairo.

On the negative side, Vance’s trip had not advanced the procedural
arrangements for negotiations or the PLO acceptance of U.N. Reso-
lution 242. If anything, both Egypt and Israel were more adamantly
opposed to the idea of a single Arab delegation at Geneva than they
had been in earlier talks. And Syria and Jordan were just as unwill-
ing to go on any other basis. The effort to get the PLO on record in
support of 242 had apparently almost worked, but in the end Arafat
had not been able to deliver. The result had been to heighten Israeli
suspicions of U.S. moves, while at the same time causing considerable
confusion within the PLO as different Arab emissaries conveyed con-
flicting versions of the American position to Arafat. In this context,
Begin’s refusal to consider a strengthening of the U.N. Truce Supervi-
sion Organization in southern Lebanon, as proposed by Vance, was
cause for alarm, since it raised the suspicion in American minds that
Begin might be planning to strike against the PLO in Lebanon.

Vance’s idea of a trusteeship for the West Bank and Gaza, to be
followed by a plebiscite and self-determination for the Palestinians,
had not been well received by either the Arabs or the Israelis.>* The
Arabs had disliked the patronizing overtones of a trusteeship, which
implied that the Palestinians were not yet ready for statehood. (Syr-
ian Foreign Minister Abd al-Halim Khaddam had quipped that the
Palestinians were capable of running all twenty Arab states.) The idea
that Israel and Jordan might be the trustees had evoked strongly nega-
tive responses, especially from the PLO when it heard that the United
States was planning to put the PLO’s two greatest adversaries in charge
of the West Bank and Gaza for an indefinite period. For Begin, of
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course, the idea of ceding control over Judea and Samaria was anath-
ema. His own view was that the Arabs of Eretz Israel, as he called
them, should be offered “cultural autonomy,” essentially placing them
in the same category as the Arabs who had remained within Israel’s
borders from 1949 to 1967, though Israeli citizenship would not be
automatically accorded them.

CONCLUSION

In summary, the period since Begin’s election had seen some progress
but also a noticeable shift in the terms of reference. Already the West
Bank and Gaza were being discussed in a different context from that
of the other occupied territories. The Carter administration recog-
nized the importance of the change, but was unsure how to interpret
it or what to do about it. The previous emphasis on a well-prepared
Geneva conference was giving way, in the face of Israeli firmness and
Begin’s slogan of “negotiations without preconditions,” to a belief that
little more could be achieved until actual negotiations had begun. And
Carter was showing by his public comments that he was tiring of the
role of public advocate of controversial ideas. The diplomatic moves
were increasingly being carried out by the State Department, in par-
ticular by Secretary Vance. Quiet diplomacy had replaced public pro-
nouncements. Several tracks were being pursued simultaneously by the
Carter administration, with the result that on occasion the separate
tracks got entangled with one another.

Still, even if the picture in mid-August was mixed, and there was
little cause for great optimism, movement was occurring and all the
parties were focusing on Washington. American leadership of the
peace process was accepted, though with reservations. But time was
also working against the original concept of a comprehensive negoti-
ated settlement, especially as divisions emerged among the Arabs and
the Israeli attitude hardened. Time was now of the essence if further
progress was to be made.

The Vance trip had pretty much convinced the Carter administra-
tion that little more progress could be achieved in the absence of actual
negotiations in which all the parties took part. Otherwise the Arabs
would wait indefinitely for an American plan, while Israel would rally
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its supporters to resist an American-imposed peace. For the United
States to continue to play a substantive role, it was judged, Geneva
must first be convened. Only then could Washington begin to push
its views on the content of a settlement without being accused of pre-
judging the outcome of talks by prematurely introducing an American
blueprint. If the United States was to be a mediator, first the parties
themselves would have to become more engaged in the process.

This judgment meant that the next phase of discussions would
have to concentrate on how to get negotiations started, with Geneva
increasingly seen as the vehicle for doing this. At least all the parties
continued to pay lip service to the idea of a Geneva conference. Pro-
cedures would henceforth get more attention than substance, which
meant finding a basis for involving the Palestinians in the process and
for bringing in the Soviets because of their role as cochairman. On
both counts the administration underestimated the domestic politi-
cal costs of pursuing such a strategy. But it would not be long before
Carter felt the consequences.



CHAPTER FIVE

THE UNRAVELING OF THE GRAND DESIGN

Une concrete result of Secretary of State Vance’s trip to the Middle
East in August 1977 was to accelerate the prenegotiation maneu-
vering by all parties to the conflict. Everyone knew the moment of
truth was approaching. All the preliminary rounds of contacts had
been made. Generalities had been discussed. Procedural issues were
being slowly resolved. Pressure was building to make decisions on
matters of substance and to begin the process of negotiating. To say
the least, discomfort reigned in all the major Middle East capitals.

The Israelis were clearly unhappy with the drift of American
thinking on the substance of a peace settlement. While welcoming
the emphasis on normal relations of peace, Prime Minister Begin and
Foreign Minister Dayan were uneasy about the American commitment
to the 1967 lines as the eventual “secure and recognized borders” of
Israel. Moreover, Washington kept pressing the Palestinian issue and
seemed to be eager to bring the PLO into the picture. Geneva was
beginning to look more and more like a trap rather than a forum
for the long-sought opportunity to negotiate directly with the Arabs.
Begin had told Carter during his first meeting that he was seeking ways
of establishing contact with various Arab leaders; after Vance’s trip he
began to pursue the idea with fresh enthusiasm.

President Sadat was also uncomfortable with the American strategy.
His preference all along had been for an American plan that would be
worked out through secret discussions. He had no appetite for real
give-and-take negotiations with Israel. He wistfully recalled Henry
Kissinger’s shuttle diplomacy as a model worthy of emulation. But this

99
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time the goal should be a comprehensive peace settlement, not another
interim agreement.

At this stage Sadat was not prepared to make a separate peace with
Israel. He continued to insist that a broader framework be established
first. Only then could he move forward to a bilateral agreement. Sadat
was eager to take credit for opening the way to a solution of the Pal-
estinian problem and was in touch with the PLO to figure out some
means of bringing Palestinians into the picture. Americans who talked
to Sadat were not certain exactly what the Egyptian leader would insist
on for the Palestinians. Some thought he would settle for principles
alone, leaving it up to the Palestinians to decide whether they were
prepared to begin talks with the Israelis. Others felt Sadat would need
tangible movement in the direction of a Palestinian settlement before
he would make full peace with Israel. All recognized that the stronger
the principles, the more willing Sadat would be to say that he had done
his duty to the Palestinians and would proceed on his own.

In contrast to his attitude toward the Palestinians, Sadat had little
regard for King Hussein of Jordan and much contempt for President
Hafiz al-Asad of Syria. He was obviously alarmed by the American
emphasis on Geneva as a real venue for negotiating, fearing Asad
would gain a veto power over his moves. Sadat had always argued that
Geneva must be well prepared, meaning that the United States should
work out most of the details before any negotiations began. Geneva
would essentially be for signing, not for bargaining.

Sadat’s strategy was to press the Americans to put forward a plan of
their own. That was the purpose behind the draft treaty he had given
to Vance in Alexandria. Sadat generally liked the substance of the
American position as he understood it, but he had little patience for
the idea that at some point the parties would really have to sit down
together and negotiate.

The other parties to the conflict, primarily Syria, Jordan, and the
PLO, were almost like spectators. They took predictable stands, but
little action. They followed the American moves carefully, noted the
contradictions in American policy, and imagined that complex plots
were being hatched against their interests. They knew Sadat was quite
capable of moving off on his own, and they distrusted Begin. These
sentiments produced a passivity, a tentativeness on their part. They
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wanted to be part of the game, but they were not in a position to take
initiatives. They could react, reject, observe. They were not yet ready
to take steps aimed at shaping the process. That was left to the United
States, Egypt, and Israel.

THE SEARCH FOR AN OPENING

The two months following Secretary of State Vance’s Middle East trip
were a time of political testing. The stakes were high for everyone.
Judgments were being made about fundamental positions. The cred-
ibility of the new American president was on the line. In this atmo-
sphere every nuance in the American position was scrutinized for
meaning. The Carter administration could no longer explain away
some of its positions or statements as lack of experience. That may
have worked in the first few months, but by fall the administration
was being held to a higher standard: it was being taken seriously. Not
surprisingly, this meant that the potential for considerable misunder-
standing existed. In retrospect, one can see that during this period
Washington had serious problems of communication with each of the
parties to the negotiating process.

Washington officialdom was not entirely aware of how edgy the
parties were becoming as the moment of truth seemed to be approach-
ing. Instead, the tendency was to continue pushing on several fronts in
the hope that something would open up. The American initiatives at
this stage had a scattershot quality about them rather than constituting
elements of a tightly controlled strategy that was internally consistent.
The reason for this was quite simple: Carter and Vance were not sure
how things would work out. They recognized that the Arabs were
divided; they knew that Israel was suspicious; they felt the erosion of
domestic support; they sensed that time was running out. So it seemed
reasonable to pursue almost any promising opening to get negotiations
started. That would at least establish a floor of sorts, and once the
process had begun the United States could again take stock and figure
out how to press forward with substantive proposals.

The somewhat eclectic nature of the American effort was reflected
in the different initiatives being pursued in August and September.
First were the draft peace treaties Vance had requested. One part of the
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Vance team began to develop compromise versions that could be pre-
sented to the parties at the appropriate moment. Second was another
attempt to open a dialogue with the PLO. While the last serious effort
was being made on this front, the Arab states were beginning to tell
Washington that the United States should come out in favor of self-
determination for the Palestinians rather than try so hard to get the
PLO to accept U.N. Resolution 242. Palestinian rights, they said,
should take priority over who represented the Palestinians.

Third—and this was where public attention was focused—was
the overt goal of reconvening the Geneva conference. To this end,
the United States began to talk to the cochairman of the conference,
the Soviet Union, about a statement of principles that could be issued
jointly. These discussions went on during much of September, with
little reference to the first two initiatives. The administration also held
specific discussions with each of the parties about procedural arrange-
ments for Geneva, focusing primarily on how the Arab parties would
be represented and how the Palestinians would be included.

During all these maneuvers the U.S.-Israeli relationship was under-
going strain. The Carter-Begin honeymoon had not lasted long. Begin’s
attitude on settlements, and the American belief that the Israeli prime
minister had hardened his position, created ill feelings. Washington
became suspicious that the Israelis might strike at the PLO in southern
Lebanon to ensure that nothing would come of the U.S.-PLO dialogue.
To retain some credibility with the Arabs on the eve of negotiations,
the United States could not be indifferent to new Israeli settlements or
to threats of military action in Lebanon. But Carter by now preferred
to pursue these issues in private, not in public.

In the hope of offsetting some of the unpleasantness in U.S.-Israeli
relations, the Carter administration decided to introduce the idea of a
formal U.S. security commitment to Israel as part of a general settlement.
Dayan found the concept appealing; Begin shrewdly refused to show
much interest, implying that Israel would be doing the United States a
favor in any such security relationship, not the other way around.

As a backdrop to this activity, the president and Secretary Vance
were vaguely aware that Israel was seeking direct contacts with Jor-
dan and Egypt. Such action was not unprecedented and did not set off
alarm bells in Washington. The administration seemed to feel that if
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the concerned parties could work something out on their own, more
power to them. After all, Carter was not eager to play the role of
mediator indefinitely. He kept saying that his patience was wearing
thin, that the negotiating process was tedious, and that other issues
demanded his attention. His level of frustration visibly increased dur-
ing September and October, conveying an important message to the
Middle East players. Sadat and Begin correctly concluded that Carter
would not object to secret Egyptian-Israeli contacts, even if the con-
sequence of these might be to compromise the chance of holding the
Geneva conference.!

LEBANON, SETTLEMENTS, AND THE PLO

The administration spent much of August and September quarreling
with Israel over Lebanon and settlements and pursuing the PLO. On
August 14 Carter sent Begin a blunt note expressing his concern about
possible military action in south Lebanon against the PLO. Carter
warned that such action would have the “gravest consequences” for
Israel. While sharing Begin’s concern for the Christian population in
south Lebanon, Carter said he did not believe that their long-term
position would be helped by Israeli military action. On August 16
Begin sent his reply, promising that he would take no action in south-
ern Lebanon against Carter’s wishes and without prior consultation.
He also repeated his position that the PLO could not be at Geneva and
promised that he would send a draft peace treaty to Washington, as
requested, after his return from Romania in the last week of August.
Carter responded to Begin on August 18 in an oral message to be
delivered by Ambassador Lewis. The president welcomed the news on
Lebanon, but added that he still viewed Israeli settlements in occu-
pied territory as illegal. (The Israeli cabinet had approved three new
settlements the previous day.) Lewis’s instructions continued: “These
illegal, unilateral acts in territory presently under Israeli occupation
create obstacles to constructive negotiations. . .. You should inform
Prime Minister Begin that the repetition of these acts will make it dif-
ficult for the president not to reaffirm publicly the U.S. position regard-
ing 1967 borders with minor modifications.” To make sure the point
was not lost, the Department of State spokesman criticized both the



104 | WILLIAM B. QUANDT

settlements and the Israeli decision a few days earlier to extend social
services to the Palestinians of the West Bank, a move that seemed to
imply a permanency to the Israeli presence there.?

In the midst of the dispute with Israel over Lebanon and settlements,
the administration received a message in the last week of August from
the PLO. Sent on the eve of the PLO’s Central Committee meeting in
Damascus, it implied that PLO leader Yasir Arafat had softened his
conditions for accepting 242. He would agree to 242 if the United
States would make certain private commitments concerning the role
of the PLO in future negotiations. Carter was cautious, noting on the
message that the United States could not certify that the PLO repre-
sented the Palestinian people as Arafat had requested.

A few days later, the PLO Central Committee concluded its meeting
in Damascus by issuing a communiqué that was widely interpreted as
a rebuff to the United States. Nonetheless, Carter was prepared for one
more round of talks. Landrum Bolling, a private American who knew
Arafat and was trusted by Carter, came to see National Security Adviser
Brzezinski on September 6. He was given a message for Arafat, the gist
of which was that the United States would offer to talk to the PLO—but
could not go beyond that—if the PLO accepted 242 with a statement of
its reservation about the inadequacy of the resolution’s treatment of the
Palestinian question. Brzezinski warned that time was running out. If
Arafat held out too long, events might pass him by. The administration
suggested specific language for the PLO to use in accepting 242 with a
reservation, and made a promise to issue a public declaration in favor
of Palestinian representation at Geneva in the near future.’

The talks between Bolling and Arafat took place on September 9
and 11. Arafat insisted that the PLO had not rejected 242 in its recent
Damascus communiqué. He explained at length the convoluted poli-
tics within the PLO. He then reviewed recent developments, stating
that on August 3 he had received a hopeful message, apparently from
the Egyptians who had just met with Vance, that implied the United
States would recognize the PLO, talk to it, and invite it to Geneva in
return for PLO acceptance of 242. Then on August 9 the PLO had
received another message, this time from the Saudis, that took all these
promises back. The United States would only agree to talk to the PLO,
nothing more, in exchange for acceptance of 242. On top of that,
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someone had conveyed to Arafat a distorted version of the five points
that Vance had taken with him to the Middle East in August. The idea
of a trusteeship for the West Bank and Gaza, possibly including Israel
and Jordan as trustees, had also been brought to Arafat’s attention.
Such a plan would be a disaster for the Palestinians, Arafat said, and
the news of it strengthened the hard-liners at the Central Committee
meeting in Damascus.

Arafat explained at length the pressure he was under from the
various Arab states. At one point he said he was subject to “Arab
blackmail” on the issue of 242. He reviewed the positions of the Arab
leaders, remarking that there was a danger they might sell out the Pal-
estinian cause, but he also produced a copy of a note from Sadat that
he had just received pledging not to betray the Palestinians. After fur-
ther lengthy discussions, Arafat promised to come up with a new state-
ment on 242. Several days passed with no further word. Meanwhile,
on September 13, the Department of State spelled out the American
position on Geneva:

Along with the issues of the nature of peace, recognition, secu-
rity, and borders, the status of the Palestinians must be settled in
a comprehensive Arab-Israeli peace agreement. This issue cannot
be ignored if the others are to be solved.

Moreover, to be lasting, a peace agreement must be positively
supported by all of the parties to the conflict, including the Pal-
estinians. This means that the Palestinians must be involved in
the peacemaking process. Their representatives will have to be at
Geneva for the Palestinian question to be solved.*

On September 18 Syrian Foreign Minister Abd al-Halim Khaddam
handed the American ambassador in Damascus a proposed statement
that the PLO would be prepared to make. It read: “The reservation
of the PLO regarding Resolution 242 is that it does not establish a
complete basis for the Palestinian issue and the national rights of the
Palestinians. It also fails to refer in any manner to a national homeland
for the Palestinian people.”

The next day the Americans replied that a positive acceptance of
242 was still needed, which could be combined with this statement of
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reservation. Several days later Bolling, who had seen Arafat the previ-
ous week, went to Brzezinski to say that Arafat could not accept 242,
even with the reservation, unless the United States would guarantee
that a Palestinian state would result from the negotiations and that the
PLO would lead the state.

These new conditions were so far from what Carter was prepared
to accept that the search for a formula for starting a U.S.-PLO dia-
logue came to an abrupt halt. From then on, the Carter administration
would shift its attention to the question of Palestinian representation
at Geneva without trying to get prior PLO acceptance of 242. Carter
no doubt felt he had taken considerable political heat in pursuit of the
PLO, only to have the effort lead nowhere. What he and his colleagues
had not understood, in part because they had not been listening care-
fully, was that some of the other Arabs, especially the Syrians, did not
want the United States to deal directly with the PLO. After all, one of
their sources of leverage was their claim to be able to speak on behalf
of the Palestinians, and they were loathe to give that up.’

While the PLO was engaged in an intense internal debate over
whether the American conditions for opening a dialogue were worth
considering, tensions began to rise again in south Lebanon. Israeli-
backed Christian militiamen opened attacks on Palestinian-held areas.
Within days, Washington received reports of Israeli intervention in the
fighting. Begin had not lived up to his promise to Carter of the previ-
ous month to take no action in Lebanon without prior consultation.
The president was concerned that if he appeared to be acquiescing in
Israel’s attacks on the PLO, he would undermine his credibility with
Arab leaders.

According to the Arms Export Control Act of 1976, American arms
sold to Israel could be used only for “legitimate self-defense.” When
Carter learned that some armored personnel carriers of the Israeli
defense forces were inside Lebanon to support the Christian militia-
men, he informed the Israelis that they were violating the terms under
which the equipment had been provided. He was told that the reports
were inaccurate and that all American-supplied equipment had been
removed. By resorting to new and exotic technology, the Americans
were immediately able to determine that this was not true. Concrete
evidence was shown to the president that several armored personnel
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carriers were located in a Lebanese village. Carter was furious, both
because of what the Israelis had done and because of their attempt to
mislead him.

On September 24, 1977, Carter sent an urgent message to Begin.
The key sentence in this long missive read: “I must point out that cur-
rent Israeli military actions in Lebanon are a violation of our agree-
ment covering the provision of American military equipment and that,
as a consequence, if these actions are not immediately halted, Congress
will have to be informed of this fact, and that further deliveries will
have to be terminated.”

Begin argued that Israel’s actions had been defensive and had there-
fore not violated any agreement. But at the end of his discussion with
the American deputy chief of mission who had delivered Carter’s let-
ter, he opened a cabinet, took out a bottle of whiskey, and poured two
glasses. Raising his glass as if to acknowledge that the United States
had won this round, he said Israel would withdraw its forces from
Lebanon within twenty-four hours.® A few days later Begin sent a let-
ter to Carter saying he was eternally grateful for American efforts to
arrange a cease-fire in south Lebanon.

For the moment, the danger that an explosion in Lebanon might
derail the broader diplomatic effort had ended, without any overt sign
of struggle between the United States and Israel. Quiet and firm diplo-
macy had produced results without adverse domestic political fallout.
What the Americans may have failed to understand, however, was that
Begin was prepared to show flexibility on issues that were not central
to his ideology, such as Lebanon. But this did not mean that Carter
could hope for comparable success in pressing for concessions on the
West Bank.

PREPARING FOR GENEVA

In the second week of August, while Vance was returning from the
Middle East, Arthur J. Goldberg, the former Supreme Court justice
and ambassador to the United Nations, came to see Carter. He brought
with him a memorandum supporting the idea of getting talks started
at Geneva, even without much prior agreement. Once talks began,
he argued, they could evolve into “proximity talks,” such as those
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successfully conducted by Ralph Bunche in 1949 at Rhodes which led
to the armistice agreements. (In Rhodes the delegations had ostensibly
negotiated through a third party, but in fact there were direct informal
talks as well.) Carter was impressed by Goldberg’s argument, and that
may have reinforced the trend toward treating Geneva as a desirable
end in itself.”

Vance also felt it was time to concentrate on convening the confer-
ence, since his talks had convinced him that little more could be accom-
plished until Israel and the Arab parties themselves began to engage in
some form of negotiations. They were still by and large watching and
waiting to see what the United States might do next. Sadat was some-
thing of an exception in that he was actively putting forward Egyptian
ideas, but these were still general and were largely designed to get the
United States to come forward with its own proposals.

With an Egyptian draft treaty in hand, and an Israeli draft on its
way, Vance decided to start work on a U.S. compromise proposal. The
work would have to be handled with utmost care and secrecy, since
the Carter administration had said repeatedly that it would not try to
impose a blueprint of its own. The draft would take the form of “sug-
gestions” designed to help move the negotiations toward concreteness.
Crucial issues, such as the exact location of final borders, might be
left undetermined in these first drafts. During the last part of August
a small team began work on these documents, producing models for
an Egyptian-Israeli treaty, as well as ones between Israel and its two
other neighbors, Jordan and Syria. A draft for an interim regime on
the West Bank and Gaza was also produced.

On August 28 Carter met with his senior advisers—Vice President
Mondale, Vance, Secretary of Defense Brown, Brzezinski, and press
spokesman Jody Powell—to discuss Middle East strategy. The presi-
dent and Vance were both angry at Begin for his recent decision to set
up more settlements, and Brzezinski felt they were both in a mood for
a showdown with Israel.®

Shortly after this meeting, on August 30, Vance sent a strategy
memorandum to the president on the upcoming round of talks that
would take place in September with the Middle East foreign ministers.
Vance stressed the need for agreement on Palestinian representation,
as well as more concreteness from the Israelis about their territorial
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aims on the Egyptian and Syrian fronts. He also recommended that
the president discuss with Foreign Minister Dayan the idea of a tran-
sitional regime for the West Bank. Dayan had reportedly told Vance
that a transitional regime would not necessarily be in conflict with
what he was seeking. Vance also noted that the Soviets were eager
for Geneva and wanted to talk about a date for the conference and a
joint invitation.

Attached to Vance’s memo were drafts of proposed Egyptian-Israeli
and Syrian-Israeli agreements. Article two stated: “The permanent
border between Egypt (Syria) and Israel, conforming except as other-
wise agreed between them to the 1949 Armistice Demarcation Lines,
is shown on the annexed map (Annex 1).” No map was provided.

Brzezinski also weighed in with his thoughts on Middle East strat-
egy in a memorandum to the president on September 2. (Since Carter
was an insatiable reader of memos, much of the policy debate among
his advisers was put on paper for him to consider.) While Vance was
most concerned with getting the process of drafting agreements
started, Brzezinski was looking for ways to change the political con-
text among the Middle East states. His focus in this memo was on
the Syrians, the PLO, and the Soviets. He recommended that Carter
write to President Asad to try to induce greater flexibility in his posi-
tion. He also recommended a public statement, to be issued by Vance’s
spokesman, calling for Palestinian participation in the negotiations.
This move was aimed at adding credibility to the efforts of the Ameri-
can emissary to Arafat that were about to begin. Agreement with the
Soviets on setting a date for Geneva was also part of the strategy that
Brzezinski recommended. Finally, he urged Carter to develop a plan
for dealing with Israeli settlements on the West Bank.’

The next day, September 3, Brzezinski forwarded to the president
a copy of the Israeli draft treaty that Begin had promised to send after
his return from Romania.'? The treaty text itself consisted of some
forty articles, many of them dealing with minor details. The draft, not
surprisingly, was long on demands for Arab concessions and short on
what Israel would give in return. Territory, the most sensitive topic,
was not addressed in the draft at all.

Instead, Dayan wrote a letter to Vance dated September 2 in which
he reiterated Israel’s position on withdrawal, as presented by Begin to
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Carter during their first private meeting. Dayan specifically said Israel
would seek to retain territorial control in Sinai from Sharm al-Sheikh
in the south to just west of Gaza. He also outlined the need for security
zones, but repeated that Israel was prepared for substantial withdrawals.

On the Syrian front, Dayan stated that Israel would be prepared
to negotiate a new boundary to replace the cease-fire line, but that
the boundary should take into account the security of Israel’s water
sources and its northern areas. Turning to the Jordanian front, Dayan
said that in the West Bank Israel would support equal rights for Arabs
and Jews, but that there should be no foreign rule or sovereignty. The
Jordan River should be the basis for the security of Israel’s eastern
border, in Dayan’s somewhat convoluted phrase. Other proposals,
however, could be put forward and would be received by Israel with
an open mind. All subjects, he said, were open for negotiations.

The American reaction to the Israeli draft treaty and Dayan’s letter
was less than euphoric. The documents still presented the maximal
Israeli position and showed no hint of any give on the territorial issue.
Nor did they say anything about settlements, another issue the Ameri-
cans found especially vexing. Much of the detail in the treaty seemed
irrelevant, or perhaps even designed to drive Sadat, who hated to deal
with details, to distraction. Still, the United States now had in hand
two drafts and could begin to elaborate on its own version as a reason-
able compromise.

Carter next turned his attention to Asad and tried to enlist his help
with the PLO. On September 6 Carter sent a letter to the Syrian leader
stressing that the time was coming to move from generalities toward
greater concreteness. “This will help initiate a negotiating process and
will create a context in which American influence can be used con-
structively. We cannot, of course, guarantee precisely how Palestinian
concerns will be met in the negotiations, but I can assure that my gov-
ernment does believe that Palestinians should be represented at Geneva
and should participate in shaping their future in conformity with the
principles of U.N. Resolution 242 and of self-determination.” Carter
went on to urge Asad to get the PLO to accept 242 with a reservation.
That would allow for a full hearing of PLO views at Geneva.

Asad, who was always slow to respond, sent a letter on September
12, ostensibly replying to Carter’s letter of August 14 in which the
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president had requested that each party send him a statement of its
views on a settlement. After an opening critique of Israel’s policy, Asad
spelled out the Syrian position on Geneva, borders, Palestinian self-
determination, refugees, and “ending the state of war,” which would
mean peace. Demilitarized zones on both sides of the border could be
accepted, and the agreement should be based on 242 and 338. The
letter was not encouraging, nor did Asad depart from his well-known
views, but at least he was still in the game. A few days later, on Septem-
ber 18, his foreign minister also conveyed a statement from the PLO
on its reservation to 242. This fell far short of what the Americans
wanted, but again it reinforced the impression that the Syrians were
not closing any doors.

SECRET CHANNELS

As Geneva appeared to be approaching, the diplomacy became
extraordinarily complicated. On one level, all parties were making
public statements, most of which added to the confusion and tension.
On a more businesslike level, positions were being committed to paper
in typical prenegotiation fashion. From the perspective of the diplo-
mats, the fact that these documents were often extreme and unrealistic
was less important than that they existed at all. Procedural issues were
being wrestled with even more intently than substance. And at the
deepest level of all, secret contacts were taking place, including those
between Israel and two of its neighbors.

Jordanian-Israeli contacts had a long history, and the United States
had usually been kept informed of them. They often proved to be use-
ful in working out tacit understandings, but they had never produced
a breakthrough. The mere fact they had to be kept secret indicated the
pressures operating on the Jordanian side. Still, the United States had
consistently supported the idea of direct contacts between Israel and its
Arab neighbors. The only time the United States had intervened to thwart
direct talks had been early on in the Egyptian-Israeli disengagement
negotiations in November 1973. At that time the rationale had been that
the United States was trying to build its own credibility as a mediator.!

During their initial talks at the White House, Begin had told Carter
that he was planning to meet with some top Arab leaders, in particular
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Sadat.!? Sadat had told Vance in August that he wanted to meet the
Israeli prime minister, and this information had been passed along to
Begin.!® Talks between Egypt and Israel were not viewed as antitheti-
cal to Geneva. The Americans had always assumed that Geneva would
in large part be a facade behind which quiet contacts of that kind
could be promoted to do the real job of bargaining.

In the last half of August the Begin government began its first direct
talks with an Arab leader—King Hussein of Jordan. On August 22
Foreign Minister Dayan met with Hussein in London. Dayan con-
cluded from these discussions that Hussein was not prepared to break
with the Rabat summit consensus, which had designated the PLO as
the sole legitimate representative of the Palestinians. Jordan would
take no initiatives, and the king flatly rejected the division of the West
Bank as a basis for agreement with Israel. He continued to insist on
full Israeli withdrawal from all occupied Arab territory, including
East Jerusalem.'

Shortly after Dayan’s return from London with his pessimistic
assessment of Jordan’s position, Prime Minister Begin flew to Roma-
nia for talks with President Nicolae Ceausescu, the leader of the only
communist state that maintained full diplomatic relations with Israel.
According to Israeli sources, Begin took the initiative to go to Roma-
nia. His main message was that he wanted to meet with Sadat.

Begin returned from Romania on August 30. Five days later Dayan
left for a secret trip to Morocco to discuss with King Hassan the pos-
sibility of arranging meetings with the Egyptians. Such an encounter
was not unprecedented. Late in 1976 Israeli Prime Minister Rabin
had reportedly gone to Morocco on a similar mission. Now, however,
the trip assumed a special importance: it showed Israel’s desire to deal
directly with Sadat and to avoid total reliance on the American media-
tion effort. In his talks with King Hassan, Dayan suggested secret
meetings between Egypt and Israel aimed at informal understandings.
The Americans would be brought in as guarantors of the understand-
ings once the parties had met and worked out the essential elements.
Hassan offered to try to set up a meeting between Begin and Sadat.
Dayan left for home with the hope that something might come of these
efforts. So far, secrecy had been maintained, and the Americans had
not been informed.®
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With unprecedented speed, the Moroccans conveyed the Egyptian
answer to Dayan several days later. Sadat would send an emissary,
Hassan Tuhamy, to meet with Dayan in Morocco on September 16.
At this point both Israel and Egypt were hedging their bets. They had
not decided against Geneva, but they did not want to rely primarily
on such an unwieldy forum. And they were eager to see how far they
could go toward agreement without American involvement. For the
Israelis, the American emphasis on a comprehensive settlement, and
especially the flirtation with the PLO, had raised danger signals.

For the Egyptians, the American insistence that Syria and the Pales-
tinians be in the game from the outset and that Geneva be the forum
for at least some of the bargaining reduced Sadat’s room for maneuver.
Perhaps the secret channel could be used to open up new options. In
any case, Egypt and Israel had already negotiated two disengagement
agreements in 1973 and 1975, so that it was not surprising that they
would establish some direct channel before, or even at the same time
as, Geneva. Sadat must have assumed, however, that the Syrians might
learn of these meetings and would become even more suspicious than
they already were of Sadat’s intentions. Clearly, Sadat cared little for
Asad’s concerns. Nor did he choose to inform his foreign minister,
Ismail Fahmy, who would doubtless have raised questions.

Sadat’s choice of Tuhamy for this sensitive mission seemed pecu-
liar because he had no previous experience of negotiating with the
Israelis and was known to be close to religious conservatives and the
Saudis. But he did have fairly good credentials as an early member of
the revolutionary movement that had toppled the Egyptian monarchy
in 1952. Perhaps most important, he had a history of involvement in
clandestine activities.

Dayan’s trip to Morocco was, of course, secret, but it was widely
noted at the time that he had dropped out of sight while in Europe and
had returned to Israel instead of proceeding to the United States as
planned. The actual meeting between Tuhamy and Dayan took place
on September 16. Tuhamy said the Americans should not be informed,
though once the parties reached agreement the Americans should be
allowed to take the credit. Tuhamy confirmed that Ceausescu had sug-
gested to Sadat that he should meet Begin. Sadat was ready, provided
Israel gave a prior commitment to full withdrawal from all Arab land.
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He said Egypt was ready for a package deal to be negotiated in secret,
not in Geneva.

Dayan was eager to know how far Sadat would go without the
other Arab leaders. Would Sadat be ready to sign an agreement even
if Asad did not? Did Israel have to agree to withdraw from all the
territories, or just Egyptian territory, to meet Sadat’s condition for
talking to Begin? These were questions to which Dayan would return
over and over in later months, always looking for an opening for a
separate agreement with Egypt. From the talks with Tuhamy, Dayan
could be reasonably sure that an agreement with Egypt was possible if
Israel agreed to a full withdrawal from Sinai. But he was not sure how
much more Israel would have to put into the equation, and it would
take most of the next year to get an answer. Still, he knew that Sadat
was interested in a deal, that he was prepared for secret talks, and that
Geneva was a secondary matter. That was quite a bit to learn from
one encounter.!”

CARTER’S SECOND ROUND OF PERSONAL DIPLOMACY

After meeting with Begin in July, Carter had not talked directly with
any of the Arab or Israeli leaders for two months. By mid-September,
however, he was preparing for a new round of intensive discussions
with the foreign ministers of Israel, Egypt, Syria, and Jordan. His
frame of mind as he entered this second round of personal diplomacy
was one of considerable impatience and irritation with the slow pace of
the bargaining. The Israelis had earned his wrath by their settlements
policy; Carter was especially angry with a statement by Minister of
Agriculture Ariel Sharon in early September claiming that he had a
plan to settle two million Jews in a security belt from Golan, through
the West Bank, and into Sinai.

Carter was also sensitive to criticism that he was paying too much
attention to the PLO. In comments to news editors on September 16,
he sounded defensive when answering a question about why he had
embraced the PLO. He said he had never called on the PLO to be part
of the negotiations; he had asked only that the Palestinians be repre-
sented. He also denied that he favored a Palestinian state, expressing
his preference for an entity associated with Jordan. Finally, he reminded
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the questioners that the United States was not just an idle bystander or
an uninterested intermediary. The United States, he said, had a direct,
substantial interest in a permanent peace in the Middle East.!®

Dayan in Washington

Carter expected his meeting with Dayan on September 19 to be dif-
ficult.” It was preceded, however, by a cordial meeting between Vance
and Dayan. Despite Tuhamy’s request that his meeting with Dayan
be kept a secret from the Americans, the Israeli foreign minister told
Vance about his trip to Morocco.?’ He did not go into great detail but
referred several times to his recent attempts to determine the position
of the Arab parties. Vance was glad to be informed, but no alarm bells
went off. After all, he had conveyed to Begin a month earlier Sadat’s
interest in meeting with the Israeli prime minister.

Most of Vance’s session with Dayan concentrated instead on the
Israeli draft treaty. Dayan said he had concluded that neither Egypt
nor Jordan was prepared for diplomatic relations. By comparison, this
issue was of highest priority for Israel. He also asked Vance what the
United States would be prepared to guarantee in a settlement. He even
hinted that U.N. forces might be useful in Sinai.

Softening the Israeli position on territory considerably, Dayan said
a U.N. force might be able to help ensure free navigation through the
Strait of Tiran. The best alternative, he said, would be for Israel to
retain sovereignty at Sharm al-Sheikh, but the goal was free naviga-
tion, and maybe Israel could retain control without sovereignty—this
from the man who months earlier had said openly that he would rather
have Sharm than peace with Egypt! He did add, however, that even
though there was nothing sacred about al-Arish on the north coast of
Sinai near Gaza, Israel would want arrangements to allow Israeli set-
tlers to remain there even if Egypt were to have sovereignty.?!

Dayan then went to the White House, where he met first with only
Carter and Mondale. According to Dayan, it was an extremely unpleas-
ant encounter, with the American side, especially Mondale, making
accusations against Israel.?? The most contentious topics were Israeli
actions in Lebanon and settlements in the occupied territories. When
the larger meeting began at 3:30 p.Mm., Carter reiterated his grievances
against Israel, claiming that the Arabs had been more flexible than
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Begin. He termed the Israeli position on Palestinian representation as
too intransigent. Begin had initially told him that Palestinians could
be at Geneva if they were not well-known PLO members and that their
credentials would not be examined. Begin subsequently hardened his
position, saying no PLO members at all could be there.

Carter specifically asked Dayan to accept a unified Arab delegation,
including Palestinians who would not be well-known PLO members,
for the opening session of Geneva. Thereafter, negotiations could take
place bilaterally, except on the Palestinian question. Dayan said this
plan would probably be acceptable. He added that a committee to dis-
cuss the Palestinians could be formed, but not to discuss territory, only
the refugee question. In response to a question from Carter, he rejected
the idea of a referendum for the Palestinians after a short transitional
period. He then reiterated that Palestinians at Geneva would have to
be part of a Jordanian delegation. Dayan made clear that his idea was
to have an opening session at Geneva and then negotiations with the
heads of state. The latter talks would not take place at Geneva. If
agreement was reached in these secret talks, the parties could return
to Geneva to sign. Somewhat surprisingly, Secretary Vance expressed
his general agreement with this point of view.

Carter began to soften a bit, assuring Dayan that the United States
would not support the Syrian view, which would have the Arabs nego-
tiating as a collective whole. Dayan responded by saying the United
States should not rule out the idea of some West Bank mayors joining
with King Hussein in a Jordanian delegation. If everything else was
all right, said Dayan, the talks would not break down over a Palestin-
ian saying he was with the PLO. Israel would agree to negotiate with
anyone from the West Bank, provided he had not carried out military
operations against Israel.

After a review by Secretary Vance of the fundamentals of the U.S.
position, including some further discussion of U.S. guarantees, Dayan
spelled out a new Israeli policy on settlements. For one year there
would be no new civilian settlements. At six sites that were former
military camps, Israeli settlers could establish homes, but only if they
put on uniforms and served in the military. Families would only come
later. No land would be expropriated. These military settlements
would not be turned into civilian outposts for at least one year. In
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any case the location of the settlements would not determine future
borders. If there was an agreement with the Arabs, Israel would either
remove the settlements or work out their status.?3

Dayan said he would recommend this plan to his government if
Carter felt it would help the negotiations. The same was true for the
idea of a unified Arab delegation for the plenary session at Geneva.
Dayan urged, however, that the United States should force this idea
on Israel. Begin would object, so it should be clear it was an American
idea. Finally, Dayan also urged the Americans not to deal seriously
with Fahmy. Instead, talks should be with Sadat. Dayan was once
again referring indirectly to his recent meeting in Morocco.

Despite the occasional unpleasantness that accompanied these talks,
the American side had inched forward toward finding some common
ground with Israel. Although Carter was still not entirely satisfied with
the Israeli position on settlements, he felt that progress had been made
by limiting the numbers and types of settlements for the next year. On
Palestinian representation, Dayan was willing to accept Palestinians,
including some who might identify themselves with the PLO, and was
even prepared to accept a multinational grouping to discuss refugee
claims, though he continued to insist that the West Bank would be
negotiated only with Jordan. Finally, Dayan had also agreed to the
idea of a unified Arab delegation at the Geneva plenary session, which
was little more than a device for finessing the question of Palestinian
representation, and he had shown more than passing interest in the
question of U.S. guarantees as part of a settlement.

Carter, who had been genuinely irritated with the Israelis, came
away from the meeting feeling that Dayan had shown considerable
flexibility.?* What the president did not know was that some of what
Dayan had said was well beyond what Begin would accept. And in the
end, it was the prime minister, not the foreign minister, who would
sway the cabinet on most crucial issues.

Dayan’s own feelings toward Carter were less generous after this
meeting. The foreign minister was angry, and was not reluctant to
make his views known to the American press. Hamilton Jordan tried
to persuade the Israelis to put a more positive gloss on their accounts
of the session. Domestic politics were obviously still an important con-
sideration, and Carter’s advisers were anxious to shield the president
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from the continuing criticism that he was too tough on the Israelis and
too soft on the PLO.»

Fahmy in Washington

If Carter had been intent on demonstrating his toughness to Dayan,
he was more inclined to tell his next visitor, Egyptian Foreign Min-
ister Fahmy, of the limits of American influence. Fahmy has attached
great significance to his meetings with Carter on September 21, imply-
ing that Sadat’s decision to go to Jerusalem stemmed from the loss
of confidence the Egyptian president had in Carter after reading the
reports of these meetings. During a private session with Fahmy, Carter
apparently said he could not put pressure on Israel. To do so would
be “political suicide.” He also informed Fahmy that he would have to
bring the Soviets into the picture.?

Fahmy brought with him an eight-page letter from Sadat to Carter.
Sadat was very tough on the Israelis, arguing that time was running
out. The two key issues were now withdrawal and the Palestinian
state. The moderate Arabs were under great pressure. It had become
imperative to convene the Geneva Conference in 1977, and the parties
should stop haggling over procedures.

When the larger meeting between Carter and Fahmy began, dif-
ferences of basic approach quickly surfaced. The president explicitly
said he did not think that much more progress could be made before
Geneva. To get negotiations started, the United States favored a unified
Arab delegation, including Palestinians other than Arafat. The actual
negotiations would take place in bilateral groups, except the refugee
question, in which the PLO could be included. The Soviet Union would
be cochairman, and the United States would work things out with it.

Fahmy replied by saying that Egypt was not in a hurry for Geneva.
(Sadat’s letter had said just the opposite.) The only remaining problem
was Palestinian representation, and talks should not begin until that
was resolved in a clear way. Fahmy raised the possibility of a new U.N.
resolution and was told by Carter that the United States would veto
it. Egypt’s position, according to Fahmy, was that the PLO had to be
given the chance to go to Geneva. If it chose not to do so, Egypt would
go anyway and would even sign a peace treaty with Israel. But the PLO
had to have the choice.
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Showing considerable exasperation, Carter said he had gone about
as far as he intended to go. He reviewed the U.S. position on sub-
stance, and then observed that Egypt wanted to go to Geneva only
to sign, whereas the United States felt Geneva was important to get a
negotiating process started. Carter appealed to Fahmy to accept the
idea of a unified Arab delegation. “Let me worry about Asad and
Hussein,” the president said, adding that the Soviets should neither
be excluded nor given a major role. As differences were narrowed, the
United States would put forward ideas of its own. But Carter could not
simply impose his own views. He needed the support of the American
Jewish community, of Congress, and of the public. Fahmy reportedly
felt that Carter was advertising his weakness by making that state-
ment, and was also hinting at some type of sinister dealings with Syria
and Jordan behind Egypt’s back.?”

Khaddam in Washington

Carter’s offhand remark about dealing with the Syrians was put to
the test on September 28, 1977, when the president met with Syrian
Foreign Minister Khaddam. Following his regular practice, Carter met
alone with Khaddam, with only an interpreter present, for one-half
hour. Looking back on this private session, Khaddam indicated that
Carter had gone quite far in promising that the PLO would be included
at Geneva. When the issue arose in the broader meeting, Khaddam
claimed that Carter backed down somewhat, raising doubts about
his true position.?® The record of the larger meeting shows, however,
that Carter forthrightly outlined the American position, expressing
his preference for a unified Arab delegation at Geneva, including PLO
members, the only caveat being that they should not be “well known
or famous.”

Carter also told Khaddam that the United States and the Soviet
Union were in the process of working on a joint invitation to Geneva.
Khaddam referred to the reservation to 242 that the PLO had for-
warded to the United States through Syria, adding that perhaps a new
U.N. resolution should be considered that would deal directly with the
Palestinian question, which 242 did not do.

The president also tried to address Syria’s fear that Egypt would
use Geneva as a cover for negotiating a separate peace with Israel.
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He correctly pointed out that it was up to the Arabs to decide on how
much they wanted to coordinate their positions at Geneva. No one
could prevent them from adopting the position that no Arab party
would sign an agreement until all issues had been resolved.

Then Carter said he envisaged a series of bilateral agreements at
Geneva, and that if Syria was dissatisfied with the results, it could with-
hold its agreement. This missed the point and may have even aroused
Syrian fears. Khaddam wanted a veto over a separate Egyptian-Israeli
agreement, not the right to stand aside and watch one be concluded, as
Carter was suggesting. True, he was asking for something that Sadat
was determined to refuse, and the Americans were unwilling to pres-
sure Sadat into accepting a Syrian veto. Carter was being frank in
acknowledging that this was an issue for the Arab side to solve. The
United States would not go beyond supporting the idea of a single
Arab delegation for the plenary session of Geneva as a way of getting
Palestinians into the negotiations.

In the end, this meeting apparently reinforced Syria’s suspicions,
and something about the private talk with Carter stuck in Khaddam’s
mind years later as showing weakness on Carter’s part. Whether this
conclusion was justified is impossible to determine, but it is worth
noting that both Fahmy and Khaddam drew similar conclusions from
their private meetings with Carter. Dayan also had been disturbed by
his private talk with Carter.

Each party seemed to be grasping at small signs to judge U.S. inten-
tions. Something that Carter might have said in March 1977 without
causing a ripple would now be endowed with great significance as
everyone awaited Washington’s next move and tried to figure out how
to deflect it, maneuver around it, or turn it to good advantage.

Carter and Vance may have been aware of how sensitive everyone
had become to the nuances of U.S. policy, and on the whole they pro-
jected a consistent line. But more care was probably needed to avoid
the impression of American vacillation in the eyes of the Arabs, or of
unfair pressure as seen by the Israelis. The Americans had to tread a
fine line, and it was not surprising that there were some stumbles along
the way. But the missteps of September were minor compared to what
lay ahead.
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PROCEDURES AND POLITICS

In the course of the September 1977 consultations, Carter and Vance
had come to an explicit conclusion: further progress on substantive
issues could be made only when a negotiating process that directly
involved the parties to the conflict had begun. Further rounds of U.S.
shuttle diplomacy or mediation would produce little and would con-
tinue to erode the president’s political base of support at home. To
pressure Israel on such issues as settlements and Palestinian rights, the
Carter administration felt the need to have the Arab parties actively
involved in direct negotiations with Israel. Otherwise the process was
coming to resemble a U.S.-Israeli dialogue, with the Arabs as onlook-
ers. The prenegotiations phase had to be brought to a close soon.

Procedures for Geneva

To get to Geneva, as a step toward genuine negotiations, Carter tried
to find common ground not only between Israel and the Arabs but also
among the Arabs themselves. The administration knew by now that
Egypt and Israel were capable of dealing directly with each other and
that each preferred bilateral negotiations to a broader multinational
forum. It wanted the Geneva setting because no one in Washington
thought Sadat was prepared to go all the way in concluding a final
agreement with Israel unless some progress was being made on the
Palestinian question. Sadat himself was the authority on this point, as
was his foreign minister.

Geneva, then, was to be the umbrella under which Sadat and Begin
could move forward at whatever pace they could sustain, pulling in
their wake, if possible, Jordan, the Palestinians, and perhaps even the
Syrians. The problem was that the umbrella could not be raised until
the most skeptical of the parties, the Syrians and the Palestinians, were
satisfied. Insofar as they thought Geneva would be little more than a
figleaf for another separate Egyptian-Israeli agreement—a Sinai IT1—
they had little reason to go along. Yet if their demands for a virtual
veto over Egyptian moves were accepted, no progress could be made
in negotiations.
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To resolve this dilemma, the United States tried to resort to some
constructive obfuscation, giving each party the impression that its
concerns were being met. The Egyptians and Israelis were assured
that the actual negotiations would be conducted bilaterally. The Syr-
ians, Jordanians, and Palestinians were told that there would be a
single Arab delegation and that they would have to work out their
own negotiating strategy to prevent bilateral deals at the expense of a
comprehensive agreement.?’ The Arabs were told that the PLO could
be present within the Arab delegation, provided the actual delegates
not be well-known officials. At the same time the Israelis were told that
they would have the right to object to any new participants, as agreed
on at the first session of the Geneva conference in 1973.

Given the difficulty of working all this out smoothly without agree-
ment among the Arabs themselves, the Carter administration was
tempted to go over the heads of the regional parties, who seemed hope-
lessly mired in procedural arguments, and work out a joint invitation
to Geneva with the cochairman, the Soviet Union.

Involving the Soviets

Vance had always felt the Soviets would have to be brought into the
discussions at some point, if only to limit their potential for trou-
blemaking. And he hoped that a joint U.S.-Soviet invitation would
help to resolve the procedural issues and would put pressure on Syria
and the PLO in particular. He had urged Soviet Ambassador Anatoly
Dobrynin on August 29 to ask Foreign Minister Andrei Gromyko to
send him ideas for a joint communiqué on the Middle East.3°

On September 9 Dobrynin handed Vance a draft called “Joint
Soviet-U.S. Statement on the Middle East.” In several respects it was
a more moderate document than might have been expected. It did
not call for direct PLO participation in the talks, nor did it mention a
Palestinian state. No call was made on Israel to return to the borders
of 1967 or to abandon East Jerusalem. Much of the language of the
document came from U.N. Resolution 242, with the significant addi-
tion of the words “Palestinian national rights.” Vance reacted with
interest and assigned Assistant Secretary Alfred L. Atherton, Jr., to
pursue talks with a Soviet diplomat named Mikhail Sytenko.



CAMP DAVID: PEACEMAKING AND POLITICS | 123

The day after receiving the Soviet draft, on Saturday, September 10,
Secretary Vance chaired a strategy meeting at the State Department.
No mention was made of the draft. Instead the emphasis was on Israeli
settlements and Palestinian representation at Geneva. One group felt
that the time had come for a showdown with Israel on these two
issues, as well as on borders and a Palestinian entity. The possibility
of a U.N. resolution on the illegality of Israeli settlements was raised.
Another group, somewhat surprisingly represented by the Middle East
specialists, felt that the president could not afford to be drawn into a
prolonged confrontation with the Israelis before Geneva. Instead, the
emphasis should be on starting negotiations and then turning attention
to the substantive issues. (The second view may have been reinforced
by a comment by Carter to a journalist to the effect that if no progress
was made in the next few weeks, he would suspend his efforts. This
was hardly the attitude with which to start a showdown with Begin,
for it would encourage the Israeli leader to resist, hoping Carter would
back down.)

On September 23 Gromyko met with Carter and indicated that the
Soviets wanted to be brought into the negotiating process. That same
day Begin sent the president a message saying that two Soviet repre-
sentatives had called on him with this information: the Soviet Union
would restore diplomatic relations with Israel on the day Geneva was
convened. Begin made no comment on this point other than that the
Soviets obviously wanted Geneva to take place and wanted to share in
the diplomatic process.

By September 27 Atherton was able to report to Vance that he was
close to having worked out an acceptable draft with Sytenko. The
Soviets were holding out for the phrase “legitimate national rights” of
the Palestinians and were unwilling to endorse the concept of “normal
peaceful relations.” Over the next several days the Soviets changed
their stance, agreeing to drop the word “national,” settling for “legiti-
mate rights” and accepting “normal peaceful relations.” For the
United States, the only new formulation was that referring to “legiti-
mate rights of the Palestinian people.” Previously the Americans had
spoken only of “legitimate interests” of the Palestinians. No one was
quite sure what these subtle differences meant, but they had acquired
great symbolic significance.
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Another Round with the Foreign Ministers

Besides their talks with the Soviets, Vance and Carter continued to
discuss procedural matters with the Middle East parties. Vance met
with Dayan on September 26. The Israeli foreign minister was some-
what uneasy about the idea of “not well-known” PLO members being
at Geneva. It mattered, he said, how well known they were, and in
any case they would have to be identified as members of the Jordanian
delegation. Dayan seemed to be backing up a bit, and the Americans
assumed that Begin was pulling on the reins.

Atherton and the U.S. ambassador to Egypt, Hermann F. Eilts, also
met with Fahmy on two occasions to review the American draft of an
Egyptian-Israeli peace treaty. Fahmy convinced the Americans to refer
specifically to the internationally recognized border that had existed
before 1967 as the final boundary between Egypt and Israel.’!

Although much of the focus in late September was on Israel, Egypt,
and the Soviet Union, Vance and Carter also met with Jordan’s able for-
eign minister, Abd al-Hamid Sharaf. His advice was for the Americans
to concentrate more on Palestinian rights than on who should represent
the Palestinians. He flatly ruled out the possibility of including the PLO
in Jordan’s delegation to Geneva, which reinforced the American view
that only a unified Arab delegation that included Palestinians in their
own right could overcome the problem of Palestinian representation.

On September 28 Carter held a cordial meeting with Sharaf in
which the Jordanian clearly spelled out his ideas on substance and
procedures. The Palestinian question should be dealt with at Geneva
by all the parties. Jordan favored a transitional arrangement under
international authority, leading to a referendum in which the Palestin-
ians could choose independence or association with Jordan. Autonomy
under Israeli occupation, as proposed by Begin, was rejected outright.

Carter expressed sympathy with Sharaf’s views, but said that
Geneva would help to mobilize international opinion against the
intransigent parties. Although he was sometimes tempted to say “to
hell with it,” he thought all parties should now go to Geneva and hope
for the best. Letting his irritation show more than usual, Carter said
the Arabs had to find some solution among themselves for the question
of Palestinian representation, subject only to the constraint that Israel
would not sit down with well-known PLO figures. The president then
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stated that some issues would have to be negotiated bilaterally, such as
borders, and that if the Arabs insisted on the whole delegation dealing
with such matters, “that would cause me to be completely frustrated
and I wouldn’t want to spend more time on it.” Only the Palestinian
question was an appropriate one for multilateral negotiations.

As the meeting came to an end, Carter showed Sharaf a draft of
the U.S.-Soviet communiqué that was nearing completion. Fahmy and
Dayan were also shown drafts at about the same time.*?

Just as the U.S.-Soviet declaration was reaching completion, the
United States also circulated a draft statement on procedures for
Geneva.?® This document called for a unified Arab delegation, including
Palestinians who might be “not well-known members of the PLO,” for
purposes of convening the Geneva conference. After the plenary session,
talks would take place bilaterally, except discussions about the West
Bank and Gaza, which would be dealt with by a committee consisting
of Israel, Jordan, Egypt, and the representatives of the Palestinians.

In the midst of all this diplomatic activity, the United States gave
little thought to how it might make use of the nearly completed U.S.-
Soviet communiqué. On technical grounds the draft was acceptable
to Carter and Vance, both of whom felt the United States should be
prepared to go on record in support of Palestinian rights if the Soviets
would agree to normal peaceful relations as the goal of the negotia-
tions. The Americans did not think of the communiqué as a complete
statement of the U.S. position, but rather as a document codifying
those points on which the United States and the Soviet Union agreed
on the eve of the Geneva conference. Insofar as the document had a
strategic purpose, it was designed to squeeze the Syrians and PLO,
both of whom were quibbling over procedures.

The October 1, 1977, U.S.-Soviet Communiqué

With these points in mind, Carter authorized the release of the docu-
ment on October 1, 1977. The key paragraph read as follows:

The United States and the Soviet Union believe that, within
the framework of a comprehensive settlement of the Middle
East problem, all specific questions of the settlement should
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be resolved, including such key issues as withdrawal of Israeli
Armed Forces from territories occupied in the 1967 conflict; the
resolution of the Palestinian question, including insuring the
legitimate rights of the Palestinian people; termination of the
state of war and establishment of normal peaceful relations on
the basis of mutual recognition of the principles of sovereignty,
territorial integrity, and political independence. [See appendix B
for the full text.]

Neither Carter nor Vance had done much to cover the president’s
political flanks in advance of this statement. Congress had not been
fully consulted. The press had not been given background briefings.
The American Jewish leadership had not been contacted. Dayan, how-
ever, had been given a draft on September 29, and therefore the Israelis
knew what was coming and had time to put their friends on notice.
As a result, an otherwise peaceful Saturday erupted into controversy,
accusations, and recriminations. It seemed to be less the words in the
document that offended the friends of Israel than the fact the Soviets
had been brought so prominently into the picture. Neoconservatives,
which included Republicans and Democrats, were both pro-Israeli and
anti-Soviet, and they took the lead in attacking the communiqué. Car-
ter’s moves were just what they opposed. Liberal Democrats were also
against the statement, primarily because of its appearance of pressing

Israel too hard on the Palestinian issue.**

Sadat’s Reaction

If there was any consolation for the president after October 1, it came
from the fact that the Syrians, and not only the Israelis, were squirm-
ing, and that President Sadat was reported to have termed the statement
a “brilliant maneuver.”?’ Presumably Sadat was reacting positively to
what he saw as an attempt to pressure the Syrians, who at that point
were his main nemesis. He had at times shown some concern about
a Soviet role, though always saying the Soviets should be allowed to
save face. But his real fear was that the Syrians would be in a position
to impede his talks with the Israelis.
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By the time of the October 1 statement, Sadat had already set up
a secret channel to the Israelis and was certain that talks could take
place directly if necessary. But he still wanted the PLO to endorse the
negotiating process, since that would relieve him of any charge that he
was abandoning the Palestinian issue. So he was pleased to see in the
U.S.-Soviet statement a strong statement on Palestinian rights and a
call for Palestinian participation in the Geneva conference.?

It has often been said that Sadat’s decision to go to Jerusalem was a
direct response to the U.S.-Soviet communiqué. Such comments usu-
ally come from Israeli sources, and probably Sadat at some time gave
that explanation to the Israelis. But he makes no such statement in his
autobiography, and other Egyptians who were involved in the talks at
the time have denied it.%”

Sadat’s concerns at the time of the U.S.-Soviet communiqué were
perhaps best captured in two highly sensitive oral communications
that he conveyed to President Carter. On October 1, before seeing the
final text of the communiqué but after receiving Fahmy’s preliminary
report, Sadat said he was generally pleased with what Fahmy had told
him of his talks in Washington. He did say, however, that he sensed
that Carter was modifying his view on how Geneva should function.
Instead of going to Geneva just to sign, Carter now was talking of a
certain phase of the negotiations actually taking place there. Sadat
again urged a phase of preparatory talks before going to Geneva to
complete the details.

Sadat’s message then acknowledged the American procedural pro-
posals for Geneva, indicating that Sadat was ready to agree with them.
But if the question of Palestinian representation could not be solved as
the United States was proposing, Egypt would agree to include Pales-
tinians in the Egyptian delegation. Syria and Jordan would protest, but
Sadat would handle the situation provided Carter took into account
the need to establish a Palestinian state, which should be linked to
Jordan. As an alternative, Sadat repeated his suggestion that the assis-
tant to the secretary general of the Arab League could represent the
Palestinians at Geneva. Finally, Sadat said that negotiations in New
York modeled on the Rhodes talks of 1949 would be suitable for the
pre-Geneva phase.



128 | WILLIAM B. QUANDT

Two days later Sadat sent another private oral message to Carter,
this time in full knowledge of the U.S.-Soviet communiqué. He stated
simply that Yasir Arafat had just agreed that the head of the Palestin-
ian delegation in the unified Arab delegation to the Geneva conference
would be an American professor of Palestinian origin.*

These messages strongly suggest that Sadat was not alarmed by the
U.S.-Soviet communiqué per se. He was, however, still uneasy about
any Geneva conference at which actual negotiations would take place
before agreement had been reached on a generally accepted frame-
work. He had always insisted that a prior phase of talks should take
place so that Geneva would be used largely for signing. Insofar as
Geneva had value, it was to bring the Palestinians into the peace pro-
cess, forcing them to assume some responsibility for their own fate
and releasing Egypt from the charge of making a separate peace with
Israel. The question of Palestinian representation was uppermost in
Sadat’s mind as he communicated with Carter in the first days of Octo-
ber. And he had reason to believe he had found a formula for Palestin-
ian representation at Geneva that would be acceptable to the PLO, to
the United States, and to Israel.

Whatever doubts Sadat may have had about the American strategy
in early October were greatly increased by Carter’s apparent backing
down in the face of Israeli pressure after the dispute over the U.S.-
Soviet communiqué. The immediate cause for this perception was the
apparent outcome of a lengthy talk between Carter and Dayan in New
York on October 4.

POLITICS TO THE FORE

On October 4, 1977, President Carter spent most of the day deal-
ing with the aftermath of the U.S.-Soviet communiqué. As previously
scheduled, he addressed the U.N. General Assembly, using the occa-
sion to reassure Israel that there had been no change in basic policy.
He also met with Egyptian Foreign Minister Fahmy, and then spent
most of the evening with Israeli Foreign Minister Dayan. In retro-
spect, October 4 stands out as an important day in the evolution of
the American strategy aimed at comprehensive peace negotiations. On
that day domestic political considerations came explicitly to the fore
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and clearly affected the public expression of U.S. policy, with conse-
quences unforeseen by the American side.

Carter’s speech to the United Nations said little that was new, but
it did serve to reassure the Israelis and their friends that the funda-
mentals of U.S. policy had not changed. When he spoke of the Middle
East, Carter emphasized the need for “binding peace treaties” reached
through negotiations based on U.N. Resolutions 242 and 338. He
maintained that the American commitment to Israel’s security was
unquestionable, and he put his concern for Palestinian “legitimate
rights” in the context of his broader commitment to human rights.
Then he added, much to the pleasure of the Israelis, that how these
rights were to be defined was up to the parties to decide in negotia-
tions, not for the United States to dictate. The United States would not
try to impose its views on the parties.?’

At noon Carter met for an hour with Fahmy for talks that were
described publicly in positive terms. Carter noted in his diary that
Fahmy brought a letter from Sadat “urging that nothing be done to
prevent Israel and Egypt from negotiating directly, with our serv-
ing as an intermediary either before or after the Geneva Conference
is convened.”™?

Carter’s most important meeting of the day took place with Dayan
at 7 p.M. For more than three hours the two men argued and debated
and negotiated. Even then, it took two more hours of talks between
Vance and Dayan in the early morning hours to reach agreement on a
number of points.

The American objective in these talks was to overcome the apparent
obstacle raised by the U.S.-Soviet communiqué and to secure Israeli
agreement to proposals on procedures for the Geneva conference. At
this point the formal Israeli position was that Palestinians could be
at Geneva only as members of the Jordanian delegation. The issue of
the West Bank would be discussed with Jordan alone, and the issue
of Gaza would be discussed with Egypt. Israel would accept a unified
Arab delegation only for the opening sessions of Geneva. Unless the
Israelis made some changes in these positions, Geneva would never be
held with Arab participation. Jordan would not agree that the Palestin-
ians be represented inside their delegation; the Syrians would not agree
to any of the Israeli conditions.
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When the talks with Dayan began, procedural issues were not at
the top of the agenda. Instead, Carter said he wanted to restore har-
mony to the U.S.-Israeli relationship. Dayan agreed that this was the
moment to seek a breakthrough in negotiations, especially with Egypt,
but that it could not be done on the basis of the U.S.-Soviet communi-
qué, which was totally unacceptable to Israel. If Israel was not obliged
to approve it, the joint statement need not block the way to Geneva.

Dayan then turned to the politics of the problem. He described the
mood in Israel as terrible. He asked Carter if the president could say
publicly that all past agreements between the United States and Israel
would be kept. He hinted that Israel might publish these agreements
to help reassure Israeli public opinion. He also asked Carter to say that
242 did not require Israel to withdraw to the 1967 borders or accept
a Palestinian state. Elaborating on this point, Dayan asked Carter for
assurances that the United States would not pressure Israel to accept a
Palestinian state, even in federation with Jordan.

Carter hesitated, saying he had no intention of using pressure but
did not want to make such a statement. Dayan responded that he
would have to say that he had asked for such reassurances and that
the president had refused.!

Carter turned the discussion to the question of Palestinian represen-
tation, maintaining that the Israeli position was too rigid. Here Dayan
began to show some flexibility, no doubt going beyond what Begin had
authorized. In effect, he said that Israel would accept Palestinians at
Geneva who were not members of the Jordanian delegation, and that
they could include PLO sympathizers and even PLO members from
the West Bank and Gaza, provided Israel was now dealing with them.
He also modified the Israeli position by saying that the future of the
West Bank and Gaza could be discussed in a multilateral setting that
included Israel, Jordan, Egypt, and the Palestinians.

Carter left for a previously scheduled dinner after about an hour.
Vance continued the discussion, and Dayan showed imagination in
dealing with the question of Palestinian representation. A secret under-
standing was reached that Israel would be informed in advance who
the Palestinians at Geneva would be and could use “reasonable screen-
ing” to ensure that known PLO members were not included. With
this sensitive point nearly agreed upon, Dayan had ceded on the issue
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of having Palestinians at Geneva as part of a unified delegation with
essentially the same status as the other Arab participants. In particu-
lar, he had agreed for the first time that the future of the West Bank
and Gaza could be discussed with Palestinian representatives, not just
with Egypt and Jordan.*

Having shown some flexibility on Palestinian representation, Dayan
returned to the question of U.S. pressure. Vance assured him that the
president would say the United States would not use military or eco-
nomic aid as a form of pressure on Israel.

At this point Carter rejoined the talks. Vance summarized his
understanding with Dayan on Palestinian representation. Carter
replied that Israel could not have a veto over who the Palestinians
would be, but that the United States would inform Israel in advance,
and if the names were not acceptable, Israel could always refuse to
participate. Dayan specifically said that Palestinians from the West
Bank, such as the mayors, some of whom were members of the PLO,
could participate without causing any problem for Israel.

Dayan added that Israel did not want to miss a chance of peace with
Egypt because of possible objections from Syria. He also warned that
the United States should be open to the idea of less than a full peace
agreement. It would be hard for Sadat to sign a treaty with Israel, he
said, while Syria was out of the picture. A three-quarters peace might
be attainable. Carter should not hold out for all or nothing. The Sovi-
ets should not be part of the process, and the United States should try
to help get secret negotiations going at the head-of-state level.

The discussion turned to the Syrian position, and Dayan expressed
his long-standing pessimism about progress on that front. For Sadat,
recovery of Sinai would be a major achievement, whereas Asad would
need to point to a Palestinian state to justify his participation in peace
talks with Israel. Carter replied that he would do what he could to
help get either an overall agreement or individual agreements. Dayan
replied that the future was with Egypt. The other parties were not
ready. Besides, if one wheel of a car was removed, it could not be
driven. If Egypt was out of the conflict, there would be no war. Carter
asked about the Golan Heights, and Dayan hinted it might be pos-
sible for Israel to make a distinction between sovereignty and security
needs, implying that Israel could forgo the first if it achieved the second.
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Carter raised the possibility of guarantees, and Dayan responded that
Israel would be interested in being treated like a NATO ally and would
even offer the United States bases in Israel.

At that point Carter must have felt encouraged by the direction of
the talks. He abruptly shifted from the substance of the Arab-Israeli
conflict to the other major problem that had been on his mind for some
time. “Let’s talk politics,” he said to Dayan. Carter felt he was in a dif-
ficult spot because of the attacks on his policies by American Jews and
Congress. He said that because he did not want to counterattack, he
was vulnerable. It was important for the world to see that the United
States and Israel were working together.

Dayan seemed to sense an opening. He replied that it was pos-
sible to reach an agreement. Israel could go along with the procedures
that Carter and Vance had outlined. In return, Carter should say that
all previous agreements with Israel remained in force and that there
would be no imposed settlement and no pressure in the form of cuts
in economic or military aid. Israel should be free to object to a Pales-
tinian state, and the United States should say that Israel did not have
to withdraw to the 1967 lines or accept the U.S.-Soviet joint com-
muniqué. Dayan could then tell the American Jews that there was an
agreement and they would be happy. But if he was obliged to say that
Israel would have to deal with the PLO or a Palestinian state, then
there would be screaming in the United States and in Israel. Carter saw
the thrust of Dayan’s remarks and said a confrontation would not be
good for Israel either.®

Dayan again said that unless an agreement was reached, he would
have to be very critical of the U.S.-Soviet communiqué. Carter asked
how this should be handled in public. Should there be a joint state-
ment or separate statements? Secretary Vance argued that Israel
should issue its own statement, but the United States should not be
directly associated with it. Dayan was unhappy with this suggestion,
observing that it would be bad if the United States did not say some-
thing that night. Carter hesitated, and then sided with Dayan. Vance
was told to work out a joint statement with Dayan. Having made
this essentially political judgment, Carter left. Two hours later a joint
statement was issued:
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The U.S. and Israel agree that Security Council Resolutions
242 and 338 remain the agreed basis for the resumption of the
Geneva Peace Conference and that all the understandings and
agreements between them on this subject remain in force.

Proposals for removing remaining obstacles to reconvening
the Geneva Conference were developed. Foreign Minister Dayan
will consult his Government on the results of these discussions.
Secretary Vance will discuss these proposals with the other par-
ties to the Geneva Conference.

Acceptance of the Joint U.S.-U.S.S.R. Statement of October
1, 1977, by the parties is not a prerequisite for the reconvening
and conduct of the Geneva Conference.**

Besides this joint statement, the United States and Israel had reached
agreement, subject to formal approval by both governments, on the
text of a working paper to settle the procedural issues in the way of
convening the Geneva conference.* This document was not published
at the time, since Vance wanted to consult with the Arab parties on it,
but it quickly became known as the U.S.-Israeli Working Paper, even
though the Israeli cabinet did not formally approve it until October 11.
Dayan and Vance also reached agreement on a “minute” that summa-
rized their discussion on how Israel would exercise the right to screen
names of Palestinian representatives to the conference and could with-
hold its participation in the conference if persons to whom it objected
were present in the Palestinian delegation.

In one sense, the Carter-Vance-Dayan marathon meeting could be
seen as moving the process of negotiations forward. Several sticky pro-
cedural issues were resolved, by and large on terms that should have
been acceptable to the Arab parties. The revised working paper con-
tained a provision for Palestinian participation both in a unified Arab
delegation and in the working group on the future of the West Bank
and Gaza. But the October 4 session could not be judged by such cri-
teria, not in light of the highly charged political atmosphere in which
the talks took place.

The simple fact was that the United States and Israel entered the
talks that night on the verge of a major confrontation and emerged
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seven hours later with an agreement in hand. This was the message
both to the Israelis, and their American friends, and to the Arabs. Both
sensed that something important had happened and that Carter had
backed down in the face of domestic and Israeli pressures. Carter’s
retreat, if that in fact is an appropriate term in the circumstances, was
not so much on substantive issues as on the highly charged matter of
the meaning of the U.S.-Soviet communiqué. Although Carter never
wavered in thinking that he had held firm, the widespread perception,
caused by the joint statement with Israel, was that the United States
had abandoned the position it had just worked out with the Soviets.

Brzezinski at the time worried about the impression left with the
Israelis that the president was susceptible to pressure.*® According to
informed Egyptian sources, Sadat drew the same conclusion from the
meeting and soon began his search for alternatives to heavy reliance on
the United States to produce the breakthrough he was seeking.

CONCLUSION

In the two months after Vance’s return from the Middle East in August
1977, the Carter administration was trying to pursue its broad objec-
tive of promoting Arab-Israeli negotiations through a series of increas-
ingly complex diplomatic moves. The American side seemed to feel
the need to knock on almost every door in the hope that one would
be opened. Draft peace treaties were being drawn up. Positive signals
were being given to Egyptians and Israelis about their secret meetings.
Detailed discussions of procedural matters were being held with all
parties. Contacts were taking place with the PLO through intermedi-
aries. And moves were under way to develop a basis for a joint U.S.-
Soviet invitation to Geneva as a way of cutting through much of the
seeming irrelevancy of the procedural debate. Not surprisingly some
of these steps got tangled up with others, thus giving off signals to the
Middle East parties of confusion and a loss of stamina on the part of
the United States.

During this critical period Carter made two major misjudgments.
First, he paid little attention to ensuring that domestic support for his
Middle East initiative could be sustained. Carter had sensed during the
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summer that the American Jewish community was growing fearful of
his approach, whatever its feelings about the Begin government might
have been. He had taken steps to shore up his base of support and had
gone to great lengths to be cordial to Begin in their first meeting. But at
the same time he was willing to authorize sensitive efforts to woo the
PLO and to involve the Soviets in the negotiations, both of which were
anathema to Israel and its supporters. To make these moves without
having covered his political flanks was risky indeed. Carter seemed
surprisingly unaware of the problem until it hit him full force on Octo-
ber 1. By then he felt he needed overt Israeli help to deal with his own
domestic problem, a situation that gave Dayan great leverage in the
negotiations. For the first time Carter gave clear priority to domestic
political concerns by ordering Vance to issue a joint statement with
Dayan as a way of quelling domestic political opposition.

Second, Carter misjudged Sadat’s relations with the other Arab par-
ties. From their very first meeting Sadat had indicated his skepticism
about Geneva as a forum for actual negotiations. His main concern
seemed to be that the Israelis would drag out the talks endlessly unless
there was some prior understanding on a framework. He was also
outspoken in his warnings that the Syrians, in particular, would seek
to limit his freedom of maneuver. In August he tried to steer the United
States away from Geneva as an end in itself by giving Vance a draft of
a peace treaty. In September he opened a secret channel to the Israelis
without telling Carter about it. Then in early October Sadat sent two
important messages to Carter. He was still in favor of Geneva as a way
of getting the Palestinians into the negotiations, but he insisted on a
preparatory phase of talks under U.S. auspices.

Sadat’s frustrations were only partly appreciated by the American
side. To have accepted his position would have meant delaying Geneva,
perhaps indefinitely, leaving Carter with little to show for his inten-
sive involvement with the Middle East crisis. So Geneva became more
of an end in itself, to get negotiations into a new phase in which the
parties themselves would carry more of the burden. Once this shift
in emphasis was made in August, it meant that several procedural
problems would have to be resolved and the most intractable parties
to the Geneva conference would have to be accommodated, at least to
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some extent. Otherwise the talks would never get off the ground. The
Americans therefore tried to get the PLO to accept 242 and empha-
sized Palestinian participation in the Geneva conference.

In the end, a formula was in fact found on Palestinian participation
that could have been acceptable to everyone, but in the process Carter
took a beating on the home front. At nearly every press conference he
had to defend himself against the charge that he was breaking U.S.
commitments to Israel not to deal with the PLO. In reality, he was
adhering to the letter of those agreements and probably interpreted
them more rigidly than others would have done. But he got blamed
for chasing after the PLO anyway, and had little to show for it. The
domestic costs were not offset by any visible gain. He would probably
have done as well in Arab eyes to have advocated Palestinian rights,
as he did in the joint U.S.-Soviet communiqué, without at that stage
showing such an intense interest in getting the PLO to accept 242.

The PLO’s acceptance of 242 might have meant something to an
Israeli Labor party government, as former Foreign Minister Yigal
Allon had earlier indicated, but to Begin it had no significance at all.
After all, Begin’s goal was to keep the West Bank, not to find a mod-
erate Arab partner, whether Jordanian or Palestinian, with which to
share it. In some ways a PLO wedded to a radical policy was preferable
to a moderate PLO. At least Arafat would then not be dealing directly
with Carter.

In hindsight, the U.S.-Soviet communiqué was also a mistake, espe-
cially in the way it was handled. The substance of the document was
not exceptional and might have even served a useful purpose with the
Syrians and PLO; Carter and Vance have defended it on those grounds.
But it was a political document, and the administration should have
recognized that it would not be judged by its content alone. The fact
of the joint statement was more important than its words, and yet that
point was not well understood within the administration. There was
a curiously apolitical attitude toward the document. It was not even
taken seriously until it became an issue of domestic political debate. It
was just one more of the doors on which the United States was knock-
ing, and little concern was expressed about its likely consequences.

Several lessons can be drawn from this phase of the negotiations.
First, as strategies evolve in the face of new realities, there is a danger
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of losing control of the diplomatic process. Eclecticism creeps in as
new ideas are suggested before old ones have exhausted themselves.
For example, the U.S.-Soviet communiqué complicated the quiet dis-
cussions that had been under way for some time, aimed at devising
acceptable procedures for convening Geneva. But administrations
rarely sense until it is too late that one strand of policy is getting in
the way of another. It requires the tightest discipline from the top on
down not to let things get out of hand as the negotiations move toward
the moment of truth, when parties have to make concrete decisions.

Second, the parties to negotiations will be anxious to test the United
States on its diplomatic skill, toughness, and resolve as the time of deci-
sion approaches. The right position on substance or procedures is not
enough to win the confidence of the parties. From the evidence now
available, each of the Middle East players drew conclusions about the
American position in September and early October primarily based on
perceptions of Carter’s strength and determination. His private admis-
sions to Arab leaders that he had to take American Jewish opinion into
account were seen not as admirable signs of candor, but as expressions
of weakness. Statements that would have passed unnoticed earlier in
the year were parsed for subtle meanings. Everyone was testing the
positions of the other parties, especially of Washington, before mak-
ing final commitments to Geneva or to anything else. This fact was
not adequately appreciated by Carter. Had it been, the president and
his advisers would have been more careful about what they said and
how they said it.

Third, because any initiative in the Middle East is bound to be
controversial, it makes little sense to launch initiatives that cannot be
sustained. But having taken the flak for adopting controversial pos-
tions, a president gains nothing by backing down. This simply con-
veys an impression of vulnerability and vacillation, which in itself is
destructive to presidential authority. It is bad enough to make mistakes
that have costly political consequences, but it does little good to try to
recoup public esteem by appearing to cave in under pressure.

Finally, and perhaps most important, a president should be careful
about asking a foreign leader to help him solve a domestic political
problem. That gives the other party enormous leverage and legitimizes
its intervention in American political affairs. Inviting Dayan to “talk
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politics” on October 4 signaled a weakness in Carter’s position. Dayan
exploited the opportunity brilliantly and succeeded simultaneously
in winning Carter’s gratitude and in sowing suspicions between the
United States and the Arabs at a crucial moment. Although Dayan
could not guess what the result of his efforts would be, he must have
known on the morning of October 5 that he had played a weak hand
with consummate political skill. Having done so, he was easing the
United States away from center stage and giving Sadat strong reasons
to deal directly with the Israelis.



CHAPTER SIX

CHANGING COURSE

The first week of October 1977 proved to be a crucial turning point in
Carter’s approach to Arab-Israeli peace. What began as an attempt
to override procedural obstacles and to put some pressure on the Syr-
ians to drop their objections to Geneva ended with a “working paper”
that was widely seen by the Arabs as a retreat from previously held
American positions under pressure of domestic pro-Israeli opinion.

The U.S.-Soviet communiqué of October 1, while encouraging to
some of the Arab parties, had alarmed the Israelis and their supporters
and had led directly to the Carter-Dayan reconciliation on October
4. At that meeting Foreign Minister Dayan made an important tac-
tical concession on Palestinian representation at Geneva, to restore
the impression of U.S.-Israeli harmony and thereby nullify the adverse
reaction in Israel to the U.S.-Soviet communiqué. It proved to be a bril-
liant move. Carter credited Dayan with flexibility and began to vent
his frustrations on the Arab parties, especially the Syrians.

To make sense as a multinational forum, Geneva had to include
both Syrian and Palestinian representatives. Somewhat surprisingly,
the Palestinian part of the procedural puzzle seemed closer to resolu-
tion than ever in early October. The Israelis, or at least Dayan, had
agreed that there could be a single Arab delegation at Geneva, which
would include Palestinians, some of whom might be PLO supporters
from the West Bank and Gaza. Sadat, claiming to speak for Yasir
Arafat, said the Palestinians could be represented by an American pro-
fessor of Palestinian origin, an idea that Dayan had found intriguing.

139
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If the Palestinian role at Geneva was taking form, the same could
not be said of the Syrian role. President Asad had insisted all along on
a joint Arab front to do the actual negotiating with Israel, so that Syria
would have an effective veto over any separate Egyptian moves. Syria
also wanted to be involved in any discussions on the Palestinian prob-
lem. In late September the American side had tried to assuage some of
the Syrian doubts by noting that nothing could keep the Arab parties
from coordinating their positions at Geneva if they chose to do so and
that the various working groups could periodically report back to the
plenary session. In the working paper that emerged from the Carter-
Dayan meeting of October 4, however, no mention was made of a role
for the plenary other than to convene the conference. Reference to the
PLO was dropped. And most galling to the Syrians, they were the only
party left out of the discussion of the future of the West Bank and Gaza.

Sadat also had his doubts about the drift of events, but it was not
so much the U.S.-Soviet communiqué or the working paper that con-
cerned him. Rather, it was the rush to Geneva as an end in itself,
coupled with the realization that Carter was under intense domestic
pressure. Until this time Sadat had counted heavily on U.S. efforts to
produce some prior understanding on basic principles, some frame of
reference, so that negotiations would be held primarily to work out
details, not to resolve fundamental issues. From October 5 on, Sadat
had to rethink his strategy. Also, his relations with Syria were becom-
ing increasingly strained.

By mid-October, then, the Israelis were in a relatively comfortable
position. The pressure from Washington was off, and Dayan’s achieve-
ment in New York had won the endorsement of the Israeli cabinet.
The Israelis relaxed, but took no further initiatives. Meanwhile the
Syrians gave voice to their doubts and skepticism, choosing to lecture
Sadat on his duties as an Arab patriot, while doing little to convince
Washington to take their concerns seriously. Sadat, by contrast, was
restless, looking for ways out of the impasse. And Carter, who was
increasingly frustrated, could think of nothing new to offer and was
adamantly opposed to renegotiating the working paper to try to make
it more acceptable to the Arabs.

In this setting something was bound to happen. And it did. In late
October Sadat apparently decided he would go to Jerusalem to talk
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