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PREFACE

On September 13, 1993, in a ceremony on the White House lawn, the
State of Israel and the Palestine Liberation Organization signed an agreement,
establishing mutual recognition and the principles for ending the century-long
conflict in the Holy Land. This agreement was followed by the advent of the
Isracl-Jordanian peace treaty, the eclipse of the Arab boycott of [srael, and the
opening of a diplomatic dialogue between Israel and several Arab countries.
Such events would have been unthinkable in previous periods, and not only
because of the Cold War. Peace, rather, was precluded as long as the struggle
against Israel remained pivotal to Arab politics.

The peace process signified the culmination of an arduous process of
state formation in the Arab world. The political history of the post-Ottoman
Middle East had been marked by a quest for new regional order, an order
characterized by sovereign and mutually-recognized states. This quest, how-
ever, was challenged by indigenous movements—and occasionally by ruling
elites—which, by conveying symbolically charged messages of radical politi-
cal and social reforms, succeeded in mobilizing Arab public opinion, blurring
the boundaries between state and nation.

The Palestine conflict was integral to this message. Palestine embodied
the values fundamental to Arab-Islamic identity: solidarity, anti-imperialism,
and collective dignity. It became a crucial issue in domestic as well as in inter-
Arab politics, the sine qua non for establishing a leader’s political legitimacy,
and for impugning that of his rivals. The Palestine conflict was caught in the
contradiction between the ruling elites’ interest in exclusive state authority and
the popular vision of supra-national unity.

Mutual recognition between Israel and the PLO effectively removed the
Palestine conflict—the touchstone of modern Arab-Islamic identity-—from the
jaws of this contradiction. Henceforth, neither Arab elites nor opposition
movements could employ the Palestine issue as an instrument of political
power at the same magnitude as in past decades.

This book presents a historical analysis of the interplay between inter-
Arab politics and the Arab-Israeli conflict. The conflict was central to the
formation of an Arab regional system in the period between the World Wars,
just as, later, it would play a paramount role in reshaping that system in favor of
individual Arab states. Beginning in the 1960s, the Arab-Israeli conflict served
as a catalyst for redefining the rules of inter-Arab politics on the basis of
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mutual recognition and sovereignty and, conversely, for the weakening of
collective Arab commitments. The study will address a number of compelling
issues, among them:

e The dynamics governing the relationship between inter-Arab and Arab-
[sraeli politics.

e The impact of international diplomacy on this relationship.

e The mechanisms regulating inter-Arab relations and sanctioning change in
Arab policies toward Israel.

Underlying these issues are two basic premises:

e Arab policy toward the conflict was a dependent variable determined by
domestic and regional conditions, exacerbated by non-regional powers.
e Arab attitudes toward Israel assumed a systemic pattern which deserves to
be studied as a unit of analysis, involving qualitative and quantitative
factors. The systemic approach is necessary to gauge the changing balance
between supra-national commitments and the interests of individual states.

A central theme of this study is the efforts of leading Arab states to
refashion inter-Arab relations through summit conferences. Convened ostensi-
bly to shore up Arab solidarity on Palestine, the conferences in fact legitimated
deviations from traditional policies. They evoked the ideal of Arab-Islamic
consensus as a means of legitimating the avoidance of war with Israel, and of
redefining commitments to the Palestinians. The proceedings, moreover, pro-
vided a forum for constructive discussion on the nature of inter-Arab relations.
By their very nature, the summit conferences were instrumental in the related
processes of state formation and the weakening of rallying Arab-Islamic ideals.

This study seeks to fill a gap in the existing literature on the history of
regional Arab politics. Compared to the large body of literature on contempo-
rary Middle East affairs, only a few have focused on the relationship between
inter-Arab politics and the Arab-Israeli conflict. Fewer still have dealt em-
pirically with this dialectic over a significant historical period. Some of the
studies have addressed only the formal activities of institutions such as the
Arab League, while overlooking the complexities of inter-Arab group
dynamics.

The book contains six parts. Part I addresses the regional Arab system,
its political dynamics and its effect on Arab policy making. This introductory
section also examines the cvolution of the regional Arab system in conjunction
with the Palestine question, from the formative inter-war years to the dawn of
summitry.

Parts 11 through VI present an analysis of the major historical events that
laid the bases for new assumptions and initiated new processes, culminating in
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the Gulf crisis and its consequences—the Madrid Conference and the subse-
quent peace process, inaugurating a new era in Middle East politics.

I wish to express my gratitude to all the people and institutions that
helped me in the long process of bringing this project to completion. The Harry
S Truman Institute for the Advancement of Peace provided me with financial
and administrative support. Norma Schneider, Ralph Mandale, Chaya Becker-
man, and Steve Mazie took care, at different stages, of editing parts of the
manuscript. The library staff—Cecile Panzer, Avi Greenhause, and Amnon
Ben-Arieh—were of great assistance to me. | am also thankful to my research
assistants, Gia Lavern, Avi Simon, and Amir Weissbrode. | am very grateful to
L. Carl Brown, Barry Rubin, Bruce Maddy-Weitzman, Michael Oren, Byron
Gold, and Sasson Sofer for reading parts of the manuscript and offering useful
comments, as well as to Michael Barnett, Joel Migdal, and Benjamin Miller for
their observations. | am especially indebted to Shaul Mishal, whose friendship,
encouragement, and advice helped me in finalizing this book.
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NATION, STATE, AND REGIONAL
CONFLICT

“We are Arabs but the idea of Arab nationalism is meaningless . . . other than in
its religious context, because Islam and Arabism are like a hand to glove.”

—King Husain, June 14, 1966 (Quoted in Ahmad al-Shuqairi, ‘Ala Tarig al-
Hazima Md'a al-Muluk wal-Ri'asa’, Beirut, 1972, p. 174).

“I don’t believe in merger [of Arab states] but in consultation and mutual under-
standing. . . . I don’t believe in unity of merger, not now, not tomorrow. . . . [We]
ought to build the pillars and the walls before we build the roofs. This [mission]
may last decades because various kinds of nationalism have emerged even before
the Caliphate that are not casy to abolish. Tunisia is Tunisia, and Algeria is
Algeria . ..

President Habib Bourguiba. a/-Ushu" al-"4rabi, September 23, 1974.

“[The Arabs’] divisions, no matter how serious. need to be scen in the context of
onc nation in search of its identity.”

—Mohamed H. Heikal, /{lusions of Triumph (London: Harper Collins, 1993), p. 8.






INTRODUCTION: EXPLAINING REGIONAL ARAB
PoLiTICS

The Conceptual Approach

This book is about regional Arab politics and the conflict with Israel. It
examines the interplay between Arab multilateral, collective politics and the
individual Arab state through the prism of the Arab-Israeli conflict as the
ultimate sphere of interaction between state interests and all-Arab commit-
ments. My main concern is with the impact of this interplay on shaping interna-
tional rules and institutions prescribed to realize common goals and enhance
regional order, i.e., regularized pattern of state behavior.

More specifically, the study is interested in answering the following
questions: What was the role of the Arab states system and its collective
institutions in regulating inter-state relations and managing the conflict with
Israel? How did the Arab-Israeli conflict affect the tension between raison
d’état and raison de la nation, that is, between individual state interests and
collective Arab obligations? And finally, what were the strategies and means
used by the individual Arab actors, states and non-states, to enhance their
autonomous capabilities and authority in conjunction with, and at the expense
of, other actors and the Arab regional system as a whole?

These questions are validated by the inconsistency between the expected
roles and practical behaviors of each of these political institutions.! Imbued by
the ideal of Arab unity, Arab collective institutions have been expected to
enhance Arab regional solidarity and conformity, particularly on issues of
common Arab concern, of which the Palestine conflict? is most prominent.
Practically, however, these institutions were predominantly concerned with
procedures protecting the regional multi-sovereign Arab states. On the other
hand, collectivism along strictly Arab considerations collides with a central
attribute of the state as a distinct political actor in international relations,
namely, its claim for exclusive authority over its national decision making. Yet
being a member of the regional Arab system also entails opportunities for the
state to enlist external moral, political, and economic resources, ultimately
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contributing to state formation. Indeed, inter-Arab politics often seem fraught
with ambivalent, sometimes contradictory, political behavior. The inter-
changeably restrictive-distributive role of the regional Arab system, and the
individual states” inherent quest for further capabilities and autonomous deci-
sion making constitute a guiding theme in this study.

Unlike the European state, the Arab state was, by and large, a juridical
rather than empirical phenomenon, whose emergence expressed foreign will
rather than a process of state formation from within. Many Arab states thus
reached independence while lacking effective institutions, socio-political
cohesion, and popular legitimacy. Furthermore, the Arab modern state inher-
ited an extremely complicated social and economic structure marked by
nomadic pastoralism. long distance trade, and semi-autonomous primordial
groups-—tribes, ethnic or religious minorities-——concentrated in mountainous
or arid areas where the premodern central administration was irregular.? These
social structures have remained a major obstacle in the process of state forma-
tion in the Middle East as a whole, especially with regard to building
centralized state capabilities. Moreover, like most of the new states, the politi-
cal borders of many Arab states were in varying degrees incongruent with their
social structure and political or economic orientations. In addition, however,
state formation in the Arab world confronted an incomparable problem among
Third World states. namely the blurred boundaries between state and collec-
tive, supra-state* identity inspired by common Arab-Islamic culture, history,
and vision. Hence, post-colonial ruling elites in the Arab world had to confront,
in addition to Third World conventional agonies of state building and social
change, constant ideological challenges to their institutional legitimacy from
both domestic and regional actors.

State formation in the Arab world was indeed inherently linked to inter-
Arab, regional power politics, the origins of which were rooted in the colonial
and ecarly independence period. The phenomenon of Arab regional politics
represented interrelated processes of state formation, quest for regional hegem-
ony, rapid socio-political changes, and the emergence of Pan-Arab nationalism
as a dominant regional discourse. Hence, internal as well as regional competi-
tion for power have been increasingly conducted in the name of all-embracing
ideals—primarily Pan-Arab nationalism—in disregard of borders and state
sovereignty. Pan-Arabism thus became both a curse and an asset for ruling
elites, serving their quest for legitimacy and claims for regional power or
solidarity and yet entangling them in a costly game of eroding each other’s
legitimacy and intensifying domestic and regional instability. Indeed, every
actor could speak in the name of the Arab nation though none could claim to be
the nation itself.5 that is, to enforce his hegemony on the Arab region as a
whole. Arab regional politics were further intensified by the elasticity and self-
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interested interpretation that marked Pan-Arabism as well as the role of institu-
tions established to fulfill its goals.

Although the confusion of nation and state has been the watermark of
Arab regional politics, it fluctuated along time and space in close interaction
with decolonization, socio-political changes and domestic stability. Under the
revolutionary regimes, assertive Arab nationalism, and anti-Western outcry,
was elevated to a state religion, reflecting its central role in building their new
authority and legitimacy. The result was inter-Arab turbuience and regional
disorder through the 1950s and 1960s, typicaily marking the novelty of these
states and their social incoherence. This was particularly evident in the Fertile
Crescent, reflecting the weakness of state capabilities, socio-political tur-
bulence, and direct involvement in the Palestine conflict. Indeed, nowhere else
in the Arab world was the outcry for supra-state conformity as compelling as in
the Fertile Crescent countries which, combined with Egypt’s bold interference
and eftorts to coerce its all-Arab hegemony, constituted the core of the regional
Arab system.

Despite strong centripetal forces advocating Arab collectivism, however,
modern inter-Arab relations have been marked by a quest for stable regional
order based on equality and mutual recognition among its member states. As
the leading agent of social modernization and secularization, the Arab state
was bound to contain, if not defeat, supra-state concepts of identity and estab-
lish its own space and status. Notwithstanding the absence of a hegemonic
power, vast discrepancies among Arab states’ capabilities and social structures,
Arab regional politics have undergone a slow transition from one dominated by
culture, identity, and symbols, to state-based formal institutions and negotiated
order. This transformation was a result of interrelated intra- and extra-state
processes: The Arab state’s grown capability to enforce its authority over the
society and defy external intrusion, and the Arab regional system’s stipulation
of mechanisms—such as balance of power, diplomacy, and
interdependence—and formal institutions legitimizing individual states’
power and enhancing inter-Arab coexistence. Struck by growing limits of
power and resources as well as by domestic and mutual regionai threats, Arab
regimes manifested growing willingness to work together within a regional
states system based on commonly accepted norms and institutions prescribed
to protect actors’ sovereignties, prevent hegemony, and reduce inter-Arab
conflicts.¢

Hence, the gulf between Arab nationalist visior and political reality has
become increasingly a character trait of state-society relations in the Arab
world, underlaid by traditional political cleavages and frustrated hopes for
social and economic progress so typical among developing societies.” Still, the
viability of the Arab state vis-a-vis Pan-Arab nationalism has remained de-
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bated, with survey analyses pointing to a gap between elite groups identifying
with the state, and the masses, among whom Pan-Arab identity appeared to be
strong.® This underlines the need for a historical study examining the develop-
ing relationships between the Arab state and the supra-state centripetal sym-
bols and ideas.

The comparative literature on Middle East politics? has been marked by
a dichotomy between regionalist, focusing on the Arab states system, and state-
centric, identifying the Arab state as an independent actor. Both approaches
refer to the dialectic between Arab collectivism and state particularism as a
conflict, disrupting domestic and regional stability.'? By and large, this conflict
has been tackled in the context of state formation, explaining the constraints
confronting the legitimation of this process in terms of both state-society
relations and external claims for Pan-Arab conformity. The discussion of Arab
state formation focused on state-based strategies employed by ruling elites to
insulate their societies and dety external ideological challenges to state sov-
creignty. However, little attention was given to the role of the Arab regional
system as an institutional actor shaping inter-state relations and, in fact, play-
ing a role in state formation.!!

Concluding the European experience of state building, the main at-
tributes of the state have been identified as control over a well-defined terri-
tory, centralized government, differentiation from other organizations, and
claim for monopoly of the physical means of coercion within its territory. Yet
in addition to these Weberian, state-centric attributes, theorists of state building
and international relations also emphasize the international dimensions of state
building, namely, the emergence and evolution of an international system of
states, acknowledging, and to some extent guaranteeing, each other’s existence
as distinct and sovereign within recognized territorial boundaries. !>

International recognition may depend on the state’s capability to enforce
its authority within a given territory and defend it against external challenges.
Yet capability is neither a prerequisite for international recognition nor neces-
sarily state-centered. Since most developing states do not possess the ability to
defend themselves, the significance of international legitimacy for their sov-
ereignty and territorial integrity is essential. This has been manifested in Af-
rica, where states have “adopted institutional armor” to protect their indepen-
dence and sovereignty. undertaking self-restrictions on state action
externally. '3

The dimension of international legitimacy is especially complex in the
case of Arab states where legitimacy of authority draws on both local constitu-
ency and regional collective acquiescence. If sovereignty means “an ultimate
and exclusive political authority within a given territory” to “decide for itself
how it will cope with its internal and external problems,”!+ the Arab state
suffers from an inherent weakness. Indeed, nowhere else was sovereign policy-



Explaining Regional Arab Politics 7

making of states challenged by external actors as strongly as in the case of Arab
states, facing delegitimation, military threats, and diplomatic sanctions that
demonstrated the weakness of the state (dawla) and claim for its deference to
the all-Arab nation (umma). Hence, Arab states’ foreign policy on issues of
common Arab concern had been inherently restricted by interactive forces both
regional and within society.

Furthermore, one’s assertion of Pan-Arab nationalism could, by virtue of
its threat to other actors’ sovereignty, serve as a source of state capability. Still,
state power was a significant factor in determining sovereignty in inter-Arab
dynamics. Military capability, especially when combined with determination
to employ it against adversaries, including Arabs, enabled governments to
monopolize violence and enforce control over society. In addition, it could
serve as a coercive means to extract economic resources and obtain political
influence on the regional level in the name of collective Arab interest. In time,
however, given the price of turbulent inter-Arab relations, Arab ruling elites
were obliged to seek ways of mutual accommodation.

Just as the European modern nation-state was a product of prolonged
violent intra- and inter-state struggles, so was it a product of routinized rela-
tionships between states in peacetime, allied by common institutions. Such
cooperation was essential for generating stability and mutuality in inter-Arab
relations, representing common interests such as stable regional order—hence,
control of societal and non-state actors—and advancement of common
goals.!s Precisely because Arab ruling elites shared both a quest for bolstering
their sovereignty and defying threats of non-state actors and supra-state sym-
bolism, it was necessary to create a normative regional order.

Charles Tilly’s “War made the state, and the state made war,” is espe-
cially appropriate in the case of those Arab states immediately concerned with
the Palestine conflict. The state of war with Israel legitimized claims for
sharing or redistribution of “collective Arab resources,” namely oil—crucial,
given the poor taxation in most of the Arab states—as well as claims for
regional leadership. Prolonged involvement in external military threats such as
the state of war with Israel or the Gulf war justified a considerable growth of
the armed forces as well as the expenditures for their maintenance and arma-
ment. Conditions of war also justified sustaining the military in power, en-
abling the state to deepen its penetration into society and to repress dissidents
and rebels.'¢ Yet the Palestine conflict, by virtue of its symbolic significance,
was also bound to enhance inter-Arab competition, disrupting regional order
and mutual recognition. It was in this context that the Arab states sought to
regularize their multilateral relations through regional institutions whose all-
Arab status lent legitimacy to incremental departure from Arab common obli-
gations toward the Palestine conflict through recurrent redefinition of Arab
collective strategy in the conflict with Israel. Indeed, if state sovereignty is
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ultimately measured by its capacity to make war and peace, the shifting rela-
tionships between Arab states and Israel from war to contractual peace during
the period under discussion manifests a triumph of the state over supra-state
commitments.

This book presents a systemic scrutiny of more than three decades of
Middle East international history, demonstrating the changing patterns of state
behavior, primarily on the regional level. My approach is both comparative—
discussing real inter-state relations—and region-centered, in terms of the Arab
world’s specific commonality of history and culture. The study considers the
regional Arab system as an independent causal factor explaining state behavior
in international relations. Apart from inter-state relations, this study focuses on
collective institutions as the common ground where Arab states’ interests and
shared obligations converge to produce collective policies and disagreements
on corc issues. [t is the arena where supra-state allegiances and commitments,
retlecting the region’s common Arab-Muslim history, culture, and vision, play
an important role in generating both opportunities and constraints for state
building. This leads to the assumption that the relation between the regional
system and the individual state is complementary, not merely antagonistic,
with routinizing impact on state formation and regional order. Focusing on the
Arab-Israeli conflict enables me to examine the degree to which Arab states
grew stronger in terms of their ability to withstand external supra-state sym-
bolic pressures, to keep their societies at bay from such influences and conduct
autonomous foreign policy, particularly on Arab core issues.



THE REGIONAL ARAB SYSTEM

The Systemic Attributes

A study into the international relations of the Arab states requires con-
sidering not only their behavior as independent actors but also their continuous,
group dynamics and multilateral interactions shaped by both their common
Arab-Islamic identity and their distinct interests. Thus, approaching inter-Arab
politics as a system is essential for explaining the international behavior of
Arab states both as a group and as separate actors, requiring a review of
qualitative as well as quantitative themes.

Beginning in the late 1950s, the study of regional systems indicated a
widening conviction that the bipolar system approach was inadequate for
explaining the whole scope of small states’ international behavior in terms of
subordination to global power and resources. Hence the growing attention to
regional and domestic—rather than global—causes shaping the postcolonial
politics of Third World states.! This trend has been reaffirmed by the renewed
interest in the complex relationship between state and society in the process of
state formation and the primacy of domestic politics in shaping the foreign
policies of developing states. Thus, whereas developed Western states’ na-
tional security usually relates to the protection of their independence or politi-
cal values from external threats, national security in new states is bound up
with domestic threats to the regime’s stability, emanating from problems of
legitimacy, political integration, and identity.2 In the Arab case, the artificiality
of the colonial entity that distinguished most Arab states, contrasted with the
sense of cultural and political unity particularly prevalent among the Fertile
Crescent elites. As such, inter-Arab politics have been affected predominantly
by domestic and regional causes, limiting manipulation by outside powers of
their respective “clients.”?

Comparative regional studies have identified basic variables defining a
regional system: common cultural, social, and historical bonds, interdepen-
dence, geographic proximity, a high level of interaction among the units con-
stituting the system, and a sense of regional identity which tends to increase in
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response to non-regional actors’ intrusive actions.* Whereas the Middle East
delineation as well as the applicability of the regional system concept to this
region have remained debatable—preference is given to Arab or Islamic
defimitions®—the systemic approach is highly applicable to the group of Arab
states.

The main attribute defining the Arab system is culture. Not only do the
Arab states excel in an incomparable intensity of interactions and, except for
the Horn of Africa, are geographically contiguous, they are distinguished by
relatively comprehensive linguistic and religious homogeneity and a shared
sense of common history, identity, and vision. Furthermore, all Arab states
incorporated into an exclusively Arab regional organization, the League of
Arab States, indicating that Arab identity (‘uruha) is a prerequisite for a state to
be included in the organization. In macro-social terms, the Arab world con-
stitutes a “trans-national political community™—imagined and abstract as that
may be-——or a “pan-national regional system™ (nizam iglimi gaywmi), marked
by a strong inclination toward collectivism and conformity, especially when
confronting an alien or extra-regional power.¢

The Arab collective identity is evident in Arab political thought, which
tackles the nation as the unit of discourse. As such, it has been identified as
“panacean” and non-instrumental, saturated with idcology and cultural sym-
bols. Be it Pan-Arab nationalism, Arab socialism, anti-imperialism, or radical
Islamism, a common “canon” of discontented and defiant Arab political lan-
guage has become prevalent among the urban, educated middle class, under-
laid by the socio-political and cultural tensions of a rapidly changing society.
This political culture of symbols and ideas, once portrayed as knowing “no
half-tones,” has made inter-Arab politics often seem as a ““zero-sum game.””’

The salience of culture as the mainstay of the regional Arab system is
unique cspecially when compared to the Latin American countries, which also
share a sense of common culture and regional identity. Even though the idea of
regional unity has been pervasive among Latin American countries, deriving
from common colonial history, language, and (Catholic) church, it has never
been a trait defining individuals™ identity, as Arabism has been for Arabs.
Morcover, while the Arabs inherited from Western colonialism the structure of
the state and the idea of ethnic nationalism, with the latter challenging the
former’s legitimacy, most postcolonial Latin  American communities
developed trom the beginning as independent nation-states.®

The cthnocentric identity of the Arab peoples is also indicated by the
nature of inter-Arab——contflictual as well as cooperative—"transactions,”
which assume predominantly expressive, rather than practical, form. With the
exception of labor migration and official monetary flow from the oil states to
non-oil states, trade and capital investment among Arab states have remained
strictly limited compared to the scope of their interactions with the interna-
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tional economic system. While this phenomenon prevails among developing
countries, inter-Arab economic integration has been much lower than among
Latin American countries.”

The blurred boundaries between nation and state in the Arab world have
obstructed the emergence of the state as an all-embracing authority able to
impose exclusive sovereignty, articulate common cultural values for its con-
stituents, and claim their loyalty and obedience.!? From a Pan-Arab viewpoint,
prevalent among the masses, Arab states’ boundaries constitute an artificial
and temporary partition of the territorial and ethnic contiguity of the Arab
homeland.'' Hence, while ruling clites must defy competitive supra-state Arab
and Islamic challenges, they themselves frequently resort to extensive use of
Arab and Islamic ideologies to legitimize their authority. Given the close
interplay between domestic and regional politics, Arab regimes are obliged to
seek legitimacy from other Arab regimes, as well as from their own
constituencies.!?

The degree of intensity to which supra-state ideologies are employed is a
function of the regional and domestic needs of a given regime. It reflects an
interrelation between the level of state capability and the regional systemic
order. Hence, the ability of'an Arab state to exercise full sovereignty in domes-
tic or foreign affairs depends on its ability to enforce an exclusive authority
over its constituency and contain external Arab-Islamic pressures applied in
the name of collective Arab interest. Yet strong states may just as well resort to
extensive use of supra-state symbols and values as a means to claim regional
leadership or delegitimize rivals. The Arab masses have responded to and
rallied around such symbols largely due to the power of protest implied by
them, reflecting a collective sense of predicament and wounded Arab national
pride.!3

Arab regimes vary in their ideological strategies and means of attaining
legitimacy in accordance with their particular social conditions and political
capabilities. Monarchs tend to establish their legitimacy through patrimonial
tradition, building tribal or group loyalty, as well as through Islamic legit-
imacy, claiming descendence of the ruler-patron from the Prophet’s House. In
the oil-rich Arab monarchies wealth constitutes an important source of legit-
imacy which compensates for a relatively low level of state power and penetra-
tion into society. Revolutionary regimes, besieged by myriad socio-economic
difficulties and threats to their authority, have adopted popular, modernist
discourse compatible with their campaigns against the removed traditional
elites and postcolonial foreign influence. These ideologies—Pan-Arabism,
anti-imperialism, socialism, and Islamic reformism-—assume a messianic and
symbolic nature, providing the regime with an instrumental legitimacy for
authoritarian and repressive policies.!#

Inter-Arab politics have assumed a high level of ““negative™ interdepen-
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dence, indicating mutual sensitivity and vulnerability to both domestic and
forcign policies that might alter the Arab balance of power. The manipulation
of militant ideologies in the region’s politics has served as a bargaining card or
a means of coercion toward rival actors in the name of Arab collectivism. The
systemic pattern of Arab commonality and interdependence has often been
analogized to an extended family in conflict with an external actor. The famil-
ial character of inter-Arab relations has also been manifested in the prevalence
of voluntary diplomatic conciliation and mediation efforts by Arab leaders as a
mechanism of conflict resolution in inter-state conflicts.!?

The AL’s foundation in 1945 introduced a “Westphalian order” in the
Arab Middle East based on the principle of a decentralized system of equal
sovereign states.'¢ Like the Latin American and African systems, the advent of
the regional Arab system was marked by a strong call for political unity. Yet the
foundation of the AL, like the OAU eighteen years later, indicated a triumph of
the approach that favored a regional framework for political and economic
cooperation between independent states. This approach drew on the UN Char-
ter’s concept of regionalism and was reinforced by the regional organization’s
commitment to the liberation of other territories still under colonial rule. In
both Arab and African cases, the regional organization served a diplomatic
need of the member states: to guarantee their sovereignty and territorial integ-
rity from mutual interference in their internal aftairs, to resolve conflicts and
enhance collective action on common interests.!”

The Arab states system epitomized by the AL crumbled in the 1950s,
primarily because of domestic instability and struggles for power, representing
the weakness of the Arab states, rapid social change, and economic ditficulties.
The permeability of most Arab states was vehemently demonstrated by Nasir’s
effective appeals to the masses in the Fertile Crescent in defiance of their
governments. Inter-Arab struggles for power assumed a “state of war of all
against all” in the name of Pan-Arab nationalism, whose magnitude in Arab
political life in the 1950s and 1960s indicated a profound longing for regional
unity under a hegemonic political center traditionally anchored in Islam as a
“religion and state” (din wa-dawla). Over time, however, these cfforts have
shown an ever-diminishing ability to seriously endanger the regional status
quo.'s

The region-based destabilizing conditions were aggravated by the Euro-
pean and American Powers’ long-standing penetration and competition over
geostrategic influence and oil resources. Yet the leading powers, whether in
contlict or agreement, were by no means exclusive or dominant in shaping the
region’s politics. Nor were Cold War considerations exclusive in determining
their Middle East policies, as demonstrated by the U.S. intervention against
Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait. Arab ruling elites themselves frequently “imported”
Powers’ involvement in attempting to counterbalance regional threats. This, in
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turn, aggravated inter-Arab jealousy, agitation of public anti-Western senti-
ments, and ideological controversies. Islam’s history of confrontation with
European civilization, the recent decolonization of Arab states, and Israel’s
special relations with Western allies—all left an unmistakable imprint on the
region’s troubled politics, nourishing anti-Western sentiments and claims for
Arab conformity, and undermining state and regional security.!?

Notwithstanding the obstacles facing Arab state building, in the course
of the 1970s Arab ruling elites proved more durable and coherent. Political
borders and sovereignty became progressively recognized by both domestic
and external actors, shaping the regional Arab system as an increasingly ““or-
dered” one. In the absence of real political participation. institutional legit-
imacy remained limited and stability was secured by coercive means. And yet,
the enormous growth of state machinery since the 1960s—reflected in the
development of the bureaucracy, armed forces and security agencies, as well as
the state’s control of economic life—has enhanced the Arab regimes’ sur-
vivability, governing capability, and political penetration into society. State
authority and symbols of power have been internalized through widespread
coercion and socialization.20

The decline of Pan-Arabism as a dominant discourse following the 1967
war, coupled with the degradation and internal failures of the radical national
Arab regimes, gave way to growing sense of local-national identity and rise of
Islamism as a political ideology. Both trends benefited the process of state- and
nation-building. Thus, even the Syrian and Iraqi Ba'th regimes, while adhering
to their sworn Pan-Arab nationalist rhetoric and institutions, began construct-
ing since the late 1970s particular territorial identities linked to the pre-Islamic
era. On the other hand, the territorial state as a legitimate political unit won the
overt support of radical Islamic leaders who confine their political and social
goals within, rather than out, of the state’s boundaries. Although leading Islam-
ists do envision an Islamic commonwealth of sovereign states based on eco-
nomic and cultural unity, the phenomenon of radical Islam assumes a highly
fragmented form along local and personal leadership lines with no common
supra-state institutional or spiritual authority.?!

Actors, Core and Periphery

The Arab world “from the Ocean to the Gulf™ covers a huge area with
relatively small islands of cultivation and settlement separated by vast barren
spaces, which have shaped its political division from time immemorial. The
Arab world is divided into five sub-regional systems: The Maghreb (Morocco,
Mauritania, Algeria, Tunisia, and Libya), the Nile Valley (Egypt and Sudan),
the Fertile Crescent (Iraq, Syria, Lebanon, Jordan, and Palestine), the Arabian
Peninsula (Saudi Arabia, Yemen, Kuwait, Qatar, Bahrain, Oman, and the
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UAE) and the Horn of Africa (Somalia, Djibouti, and Eritrea). Indeed, the
political disunity of the Arab world, arising from the geographical, historical,
socio-cconomic, and political differences among its member states, is no less
cvident than its cultural unity (sce appendix A).

The modern Arab states emerged mainly in response to and out of inter-
action with European imperial power and actual rule, and achieved indepen-
dence with varying degrees of “stateness,”?2 1.c., socio-political integration
and state capabilities. The emergence of modern states in the Maghreb and
Egypt reflected a history of distinctive communal identity and centralized
administration that had alrcady existed or been developed under Ottoman
suzerainty. These attributes were a result of relative geographic isolation, early
penetration of, and rule by, the European powers. and continuity of the central
administration.

In the Fertile Crescent the emergence of modern states was far more
complicated due to the markedly varying geography. history, and social struc-
tures prevalent in this region. It is characterized by relative contiguity of
inhabited areas but with society and territory divided by different religious and
cthnic identities; a history of regional economic unity but lack of centralized
administration. The division of the region into Mandate territories by the
European powers matched none of the carlier Ottoman administrative divi-
sions, and imperial policies further intensified inter-communal tensions and
obstructed the emergence of central administration. With the added factor of
external threats posed by proximate non-Arab powers (Turkey, Iran, and Is-
racl), Fertile Crescent politics was marked by intensive interplay between
domestic and regional politics, a high degree of permeability ot the state, and
the salience of supra-state revisionist movements.=?

In the Arabian peninsula, apart from populated Yemen, states emerged
around family power centers and West-protected interests. The aridity, scarcity
of population, and tribal tradition that characterize this area determined the
weakness of their state capabilities and central administrations, as well as the
absence of active political life. State capabilitics have thus developed in con-
junction with oil wealth and the involvement of Western powers. Underpopu-
lated. enormously oil-rich, and yet extremely vulnerable to domestic as well as
external threats to their national security, the Gulf monarchies have also suf-
fered from a negative image among other Arab societies of traditionalism and
longstanding economic and political alignment with the West.

Historically. the regional Arab system has evolved around two main
conflictual foci—inter-Arab competition for regional hegemony and the Pal-
estine problem. The interplay between them since the interwar period has
shaped a concentric regional system, revolving around core actors’ struggle for
power as well as cultural issues rooted in the meta-ideological level of shared
symbols and beliefs in Arab-Islamic societies. The emergence of a Jewish state
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in the heart of the Arab homeland and House of Islam (dar al-islam), in
conjunction with other regional processes, played a central role in the forma-
tion of Pan-Arab nationalism and the crystallization of the Arab regional
system. The reference to Israel’s territory as Palestine represents a powerful
Arab-Islamic claim for its liberation, underlying the perception that Israel is *“in
but not of the region.”>* The idea of liberating Palestine has remained pivotal
in all Arab political discourses—Arab nationalism, social revolution, and
Muslim fundamentalism—-as the essence of the ethos of struggle against the
foreign invader. This ethos has been primarily manifested in continuous war-
fare against Israel, passing from the Palestinian revolution to Lebanon’s Shi‘i
militias, to the Intifada and finally to the Islamic resistance movements. A
typical example was Iraq and Iran’s argument during their long war that this
war would lead to the liberation of Jerusalem.>?

As observed by others, the Palestine contlict played an essential role in
the emergence of the Arab regional system.2¢ This role, however, fluctuated in
form and intensity, along with intra-state and regional processes, as well as the
Powers” politics. Thus, except for the Suez war of 1956, the Palestine conflict
during the 1950s and early 1960s assumed primarily a rhetorical form in Arab
politics due to inter-Arab disputes and thrusts for power. In view of the central
role of rhetoric in Arab politics during those years, however, the intensive
employment of the Palestine issue in Arab political discourse reflected its high
place on the Arab public agenda, hence its cumulative causal effect on the
escalation to the 1967 war.

The core Arab area included the two main claimants for hegemony over
the Fertile Crescent—Egypt and Iraqg—as well as Saudi Arabia, Syria, Trans-
jordan, Lebanon, and Palestine. The definition of this area as a “core” has
remained principally unchanged although the regional Arab system has, since
then, tripled its number of members. Three interconnected core issues have
prevailed in regional Arab politics since the mid-1930s, representing the es-
sence of the Arab collective agenda: national liberation and the quest for Arab
unity, the Palestine conflict, and rejection of foreign domination and
interference.”®

The concentric structure of the Arab regional system reflected a formula
that combined power and cultural identity: strong states capable of exercising
influence on collective political processes pertaining to all-Arab core issucs.
The Arab states system, however, has been structurally pluralized, lacking a
durable hierarchy or a single hegemonic center despite striking disparities in
natural and human resources among its members. The absence of hierarchical
structure has underlaid systemic instability, occasioned by rivalries and com-
petition among Arab actors for regional influence and leadership.=?

The regional stature of Arab actors was determined mainly by political
resources such as a regime’s capabilities, population, economic strength, mili-




16 The Decline of the Arab-Israeli Conflict

tary power, and geostrategic location.? Inter-Arab balance could only partly
fluctuate to follow changes in leadership, economy, international support, and
domestic stability. Thus, Egypt remained the pivotal actor in the Arab regional
system, effectively with no single competitor—though intermittently out-
weighed by adversary inter-Arab coalitions. Iraq, Saudi Arabia, and Syria,
each with specific political attributes and links to Arab core issues, have also
played leading roles in the regional Arab system, mainly by forming alliances
with each other, or with lesser regional powers.

Adversely, geographical distance from the core area of regional Arab
politics and involvement in other regional and sub-regional conflict systems—
such as the Maghreb, the Gulf, or the Horn of Africa—has often underlaid the
peripheral role of some Arab actors in the regional Arab system. The centripe-
tal force of the Arab core area explains attempts by peripheral actors to en-
hance their own prestige by demonstrating active involvement in the Palestine
conflict or in conciliation and mediation efforts between disputing core actors.
Hence, for example, Morocco’s consistent efforts to host Arab summit meet-
ings. Libya’s hyper-nationalist policies against Israel and the West, and the
Gulf monarchies” official financial aid to the confrontation states and the PLO.

Issues and actors related to the Arab regional core have thus topped the
agenda of collective Arab institutions, primarily Arab summit conferences.
With rare exceptions, the Palestine conflict has officially rationalized the con-
vening of’ Arab summit conferences, even when they were triggered by inter-
Arab disputes. Indeed, collective Arab policies have often represented a ma-
nipulation of the periphery by strong core actors, employing power and ideo-
logical pressures to impose their own priorities and needs on the regional
system as a whole. Thus, while all-Arab core issues have prevailed in summit
conferences, issues concerning peripheral states had been given superficial
treatment and rarely brought up in the collective decision-making process. An
effective regional core capable of shaping collective Arab policies and norms,
however, depends on alignment between leading actors whose combined
weight can direct the system’s decisions.

The relative weight of Arab actors in the system has also been affected
by qualitative attributes, namely their prestige as dedicated Arab nationalists
and practitioners of hostility to Israel and its Western allies. Such prestige has
been instrumental in legitimizing collective deviation from established Arab
norms related to Arab regional order and security as well as relations with
Isracl. Hence. the significance of Syria’s participation in the international
coalition against Iraq during the Gulf War derived not from its token—and
inactive—force. Rather, it was Syria’s image as a militant nationalist power
par excellence and a bitter enemy of Israel that made Syria’s involvement in
the war a valuable source of legitimacy for Saudi Arabia and other Gulf
monarchies seeking Western protection from Iraq.
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The Dynamics of Inter-Arab Relations
Pan-Arabism and State Formation

In the dialectic relationship between Pan-Arab nationalism (gawmivva)
and the Arab multi-state system, the former has virtually been turned against
itself. The umbrella of Pan-Arab nationalism has been mobilized by Arab state
builders as a source of legitimacy to bolster their political authority and auton-
omy.3! Especially among the revolutionary regimes, this “Arab double-
standard game™ has been pervasive. Political leaders establish their credentials
as unswerving Arab nationalists only to obtain freedom to exercise statehood
(watanivva). *“Qawmiyya thus furnished the rhetoric; Wataniyya, the reality.
Not infrequently, however, the rhetoric became a reality . . . aspiration treated
as achievement, tended to immobilize the policymaker and frustrate action.”32

The magnitude of Pan-Arabism was embedded in its mythical nature and
ethos of struggle against the foreign invader, which rendered it a useful instru-
ment of state building on both domestic and regional levels. Pan-Arab rhetoric
was used to solicit popular support at home and to discredit Arab rivals as
unfaithful to the Arab national cause. This manipulation has been a temporary
necessity in the process of state building, when new, often weak and artificial
states struggle to acquire internal stability and regional recognition.33 Even the
Palestinian people, self-defined as “the most pan-nationalist (gawmi) of all
[Arab] peoples,” were inseparable from this phenomenon. Compelled by re-
gional as well as intra-Palestinian realities, the PLO developed, as of the late
1960s, a dual personality of Pan-Arab revolution and state-like entity.34

The inter-Arab game has clearly been one of mixed motives, with both
conflicting and harmonious interests underlining situations of interdepen-
dence.?s Competition for power and access to resources has been the predomi-
nant feature of modern inter-Arab relations. The quest for regional Arab lead-
ership is designed to enhance position and prestige in the international arena
and thereby, given the region’s significance in world politics, maximize
chances to obtain foreign material and political support. In this competition,
Arab regimes have often utilized political subversion, propaganda, bribe
money, violence by surrogate agents, econemic pressures, and direct military
action—accompanied by ideological justifications related to the Palestine con-
flict, Western imperialism, and Arab nationalism.

The volatile nature of inter-Arab relations, especially in the 1950s and
1960s, was manifested in the frequent emergence of ad hoc alignments seeking
to balance domestic and regional threats. States susceptible to pressure by
claimants for regional leadership sought alignment with the latter’s rivals,
evoking counter-alignments that kept the regional system off balance. This
explains the inconsistency of inter-Arab rivalries and alignments, particularly
in the Fertile Crescent where states’ permeability in the face of Nasir’s sym-
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bolically loaded appeals to their masses blurred the boundaries between
domestic and external pressures. A state’s attempt to align with another Arab
state may constitute a threat to the object state but, at the same time, appeal to
the latter’s domestic opposition, thus adding a domestic dimension to the
external threat.3¢ Extreme sensitivity of Arab actors to any change in the
regional balance leads them to perceive newly established inter-Arab alliances
as directed against others rather than as implementating the idea of Arab unity.
Hence, the inclination of Arab leaders involved in a new inter-Arab alliance is
to assure their counterparts that it is not dirccted against anyone.7

The initial pattern of inter-Arab alignment at the AL’s foundation clearly
indicated the primacy of external threats, reflecting the Hashemite rulers’
thrust for regional Arab unity of the Fertile Crescent under their crown. Hence
the object states™ alignment with Egypt and Saudi Arabia to counterbalance the
Hashemite pressures. With the growing political instability of Arab regimes
following the 1948 war, coalitions became increasingly motivated by domestic
causes, representing new  regimes’ quest for external recognition and
legitimacy.?®

The post-1967 Arab alignments became more externally oriented, moti-
vated by the growing impact of the conflict with Israel on the region’s politics.
The priority of retrieving the Arab occupied territories, either through force or
diplomacy, became a guiding consideration in the Arab states’ alignment be-
havior, emphasizing the primacy of material resources over ideology. This was
cven more evident in the essential change of Arab strategy in the conflict with
Israel. assuming practical, rather than visionary goals.?” From the late 1970s
through the 1980s, other conflicts——the Western Sahara, the Lebanon and Iraq-
Iran wars-—as well as growing Soviet threats, accounted for most inter-Arab
coalitions. The prevalence of regional contlicts underlaid the emergence of
coalitions between geographically proximate neighbors regardless of the re-
gime’s ideology, in defiance of third-party threats and anticipation of taping
financial aid.+0

It any one state has been central to the regional system, it is Egypt.
Indeed, the main theme of inter-Arab politics since 1945 has been Egypt’s
aspiration for regional leadership and other states” efforts to limit its influence
and power. Even when Egypt was officially out of the “Arab fold™ (1979~
1989), its salience in regional politics was not diminished, given the system’s
disarray. Egypt assumed this role by virtue of its cultural weight as a center of
Islamic and secular higher education, huge human resources, strong statehood,
and strategic location. Ambitious states saw Egypt as a competitor; weaker
ones teared it might threaten their political independence. Yet, in the case of
threat by a non-Arab power to any Arab state, Egypt’s strategic weight could
hardly be ignored. Nonetheless. the distribution of power and resources in the
Arab world gave no single state a decisive advantage or the ability to knock out
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all its rivals. Even at the apex of Nasir’s prestige Egypt failed to assume
effective regional hegemony.*!

Under Nasir’s charismatic leadership, however, the margins of interpre-
tation of Arab cultural symbols and beliefs diminished. making compromises
and half-solutions impossible and illegitimate. Personitying Egypt’s quest for
regional hegemony, Nasir played the role of the rebuking prophet, a standard
bearer whose choices and interpretations were beyond debate. Nasir’s claim
for legitimate interfercnce in the internal affairs of other Arab states in the
name of Pan-Arab national revolution was tantamount to a state’s classic ¢laim
on the monopoly of power. Nasir’s inter-Arab policy was marked by a sense of
national insecurity and frustration arising from Egypt’s own limits and those
put on it by other Arab states contesting its search for hegemony.

Whatever rhetoric was deployed in the sphere of inter-Arab relations or
the contlict with Israel, its mainstay was the consolidation of individual state
sovereignty and capabilities available to the ruling elite. The thrust by the
strong Arab states for regional power in the name of Pan-Arabism forced the
others to develop counter-alliances and cconomic relations, sometimes with
non-regional powers, as a means to deter regional Arab threats and enhance
national security. It is indeed ironic that Nasirism, often conceived as the
epitome of Pan-Arabism, was a powertful catalyst in accelerating the process of
state building in the Arab world, contrary to its proclaimed ideology.

Except for short intervals, Nasir himselt was halthearted in his self-
aggrandizement. He was more interested in Egyptian hegemony in the Arab
regional system than in merging with the other Arab states. Pan-Arab ideology
was a useful myth in Nasir’s Arab policy rather than an operating principle.
Paradoxically, he was willing to cooperate with monarchist, Western-oriented
Arab regimes that were less of an ideological challenge to him, against revolu-
tionaries, when it suited him.*2 Conversely, Nasir’s inter-Arab policy became
marked by revolutionary Pan-Arab ideology when Egypt’s hegemonic position
in the region or his own political leadership at home were challenged. The
fluctuations in Nasir’s inter-Arab policy can best be explained by the ups and
downs in his domestic and regional stature. Indeed. Fouad Ajami’s description
ot Nasir’s Pan-Arabism as a fusion of idea and policy is hardly supported by
historic evidence.*3

Nasir’s inter-Arab policy was marked by a contradiction between his
quest for regional hegemony in the name ot Pan-Arab nationalist revolution—
which, apparently, was more appealing to the masses in the Fertile Crescent
than in Egypt itself—and his responsibility as a head of state. Nasir’s ambiva-
lence toward Pan-Arab unity was evident in his initial reluctance regarding
Syria’s urge for a merger with Egypt and his recognizing Kuwait’s indepen-
dence and right to be a member of the AL in the summer of 1961, a few months
before Syria’s secession from the UAR. Whether or not Nasir was motivated
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by the need to contain Iraq’s irredentist claim on Kuwait, he effectively sup-
ported the creation of another Arab state by British imperialism. When the
UAR broke up a few months later, Nasir did not object to the resumption of
secessionist Syria’s membership in the AL, though he symbolically preserved
the UAR as Egypt’s name. Nasir also accounted for Arab recognition of an
institutionalized ““Palestinian entity,” in the form of the PLO.#4

Nasir’s revolutionary inter-Arab policy was above all geared to secure
regional Arab conformity under Egyptian hegemony, rather than to radically
alter the regional order itself. Thus, in late 1963, when his inter-Arab aggres-
sive policy reached a deadlock, with Syria threatening to entangle Egypt in an
undesirable war against Israel, Nasir opted te return to a “Westphalian™ Arab
regional order. To support the shift, besides bringing the AL back in, Nasir
revived the forum of all Arab heads of state as an overall authority entrusted
with supervising the new Arab regional order. Yet a shift from collectivism to
state sovereignty necessitated a parallel process of “normalization™ of the
conflict with Israel, which had become subject to collective Arab strategy for a
joint action on the Palestinian issue. That Egypt led this trend is explained by
both its high military stake in the conflict and its national capabilities, strategic
weight, and self-image as the leading Arab power.

Arab Summit Conferences: Roles and Processes

Beginning in January 1964, Arab summitry heralded a new era in re-
gional Arab politics. Nasir’s messianic and revolutionary Pan-Arabism, incit-
ing the Arab masses against their governments, was replaced by a growing
inter-Arab dialogue conducted on a state-to-state level. The shifting nature of
inter-Arab relations, from the politics of symbols and beliefs to a “negotiated
order,” reflected recognition of the detrimental gulf between revisionist visions
and political realities, and the need to control this contradiction. The
transformation—albeit fragile and reversible at its start—was determined by
the state system’s obligation to face its limited rescurces and capabilities.

The prestigious forum of all heads of Arab states inherited the AL’s
primary role as an institutional expression of the regional states system in
which every member was equal regardless of its capabilities or political phi-
losophy. The single most important factor that led to the institutionalization of
summitry after 1964 was the steady pressure from the core Arab states—
primarily Egypt-—to support their policies in the conflict with Israel. The
impact of the new Arab regional order had been apparent in Arab intellectuals’
interpretation of Pan-Arab nationalism in terms of solidarity and cooperation
rather than of political unity.#?

The summit conference served as a mechanism of collective moral au-
thority assigned the task of bridging the contradictions between Pan-Arab
nationalism and realpolitik through reinterpretation of raison de la nation and
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adjustment to raison d ‘érat. In the absence of an overall Arab authority, policy
making on all-Arab core issues that deviated from Islamic and Pan-Arab na-
tional commitments needed legitimation by a supra-state forum representing
the whole Arab national community, that is, of all Arab states. Unanimity of
opinion in this forum served as a modern secular version of medieval Islam’s
principle of consensus (ijma"), one of the four bases (usu/) of Islamic religious
legislation by virtue of collective acceptance of norms and regulations by the
Muslim community (unma).*© Arab summits followed the AL's rule that only
unanimous decisions committed the member states. With one exception (Cairo
1990) and two summit breakdowns (Rabat 1969; Fez 1981), all Arab summits
closed with statements emphasizing a united position.

By virtue of representing the collective Arab will, the summit could
legitimize deviation from hitherto sacrosanct core Arab norms and values and
diminish their potential use by militant state and non-state actors for claiming
all-Arab conformity. Whereas no Arab summit was needed to confirm the
ethos of war against Israel, this forum was repeatedly called to legitimize the
post-1967 efforts of the confrontation states to retrieve their occupied territo-
ries through diplomatic means. Arab summits thus played an essential role in
the process of state building by legitimizing the gradual departure of individual
Arab regimes from supra-state commitments. That the Arab summit conducted
this process while handling the Palestine conflict, the core issue of Arab-
Muslim collectivism, lent it credibility and moral legitimacy. The longevity of
the Arab summit institution through more than three decades underlines its
significant role in shaping a “normal” regional system of sovereign states (see
appendix B).

The quest for inter-Arab unanimity was often criticized as both an artifi-
cial attempt to satisfy Pan-Arab ideological imperatives and a major obstacle to
collective Arab action. Yet attempts to replace unanimity by a majority vote
were rebuffed by either assertive states, primarily Syria, or oil monarchies
adamant about preventing imposition of external limitations on their national
policies.#” Even unanimous decisions, however, did not prevent member states
from ignoring them if they so chose. In the absence of collective procedural
coercion of decisions, summit resolutions were only as powerful as the core
states’ interest in their implementation and the perceived material and political
losses consequent to their violation.

To be sure, Arab regimes differed in their practical commitments to
collective Arab regional procedures and decisions. For weak states such as the
Gulf monarchies and Jordan, Arab collective institutions constituted a shield
against strong militant regimes threatening their sovereignty. Conversely, mili-
tant regimes tended to capitalize on their reputed militancy and Pan-Arab
nationalist rhetoric to exhort conformity or disregard collective decisions in-
compatible with their individual interests. The dichotomy between the two
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groups is shown by the consistent high-ranking representation and attendance
of the Gulf monarchies, Jordan, and Morocco at Arab summits, as opposed to
the frequency with which radical regimes such as Syria, Libya, Algeria, and
Iraq have boycotted the Arab summits (see appendix C). Similarly, whereas
summits’ decisions on financial aid to the confrontation states and the PLO
were widely acted on by the Gulf monarchies, militant oil producers—Libya,
Algeria, and, except in 1979—-80, Irag—for the most part reneged on their
financial commitments.

The decision to convene Arab summits was largely determined by core
actors’ needs, defined in the context of the Palestine conflict. Various Arab
regimes tended to use inter-Arab tension or events related to the Palestine
conflict as a pretext to call for a summit meeting, yet its actual convening
depended on the consent of the core Arab states. Arab summits attracted
regional and international attention, hence the competition to host them and the
prestige bestowed on the regimes actively involved in their procedures. Many
summit conferences could convene only after “purifying the Arab atmosphere”
or following lengthy negotiations over the agenda, which sometimes involved
power struggles, threats, and boycotts by militant regimes. Discontented actors
boycotted the summit or delegated lesser figures than their heads ot state. What
determined the summit’s effectiveness, however, was the level of agreement
among core actors representing military and economic capabilities in the con-
text of the Palestine conflict.

Much of any summit’s outcome was the product of behind-the-scenes
meetings in which disputing leaders were conciliated and financial bargaining
was conducted. Indeed, summits involved financial opportunitics as well as
political stakes such as unfavorable collective proclamations—not insignifi-
cant, given the highly expressive naturc of inter-Arab relations. In order to
close with a demonstration of consensus, financial incentives would some-
times be offered by Gulf monarchies to bring reluctant regimes into line.

As in the case of Western summitry, Arab leaders attended summits in
order to gain wider legitimacy for their current policies, not to discuss chang-
ing those policies. Yet Arab summits were concerned with images more than
with the practical, result-oriented diplomacy that has characterized Western
summitry. The Arab meetings represented “heroic” diplomacy, focusing on
Pan-Arab attitudes and principles of foreign policy rather than on practical
economic or social matters. This emphasis on issues over policy may explain
the relatively poor record of the AL as well as the summit conferences in
playing an eftective role in resolving inter-state conflicts and unifying Arab
capabilities toward effective collective action.*3

Arab summits lacked bureaucratic attributes, but were effectively facili-
tated by the AL’s apparatus, whose prestige and practical role diminished as
summits became the ultimate inter-Arab forum. The AL’s offices were needed
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mainly for convening the heads of state; inter-Arab diplomatic discourse was
left to the individual sovereign regimes. The absence of bureaucratization of
the summit suited the Arab regimes’ authoritarian natures and their corre-
sponding objections to an inter-Arab central authority that might erode their
own individual sovereignty. It has also been consistent with the perception of
foreign policy as the exclusive privilege of heads of state.#®

Inter-Arab Financial Aid

Although economic interdependence is fundamental for economic pro-
gress, a low level of economic interrelationship prevails among developing
countries, as opposed to their high level of dependence on the world economy
for imported technologies and monetary flow. This phenomenon may derive
from structurally similar economies and a lack of economic diversity within
the developing countries, but more often it reflects an economic policy moti-
vated by paramount considerations of national sovereignty.0 In the Arab case,
in addition to similar structural economic bases, politics plays a primary inhib-
iting role in inter-Arab economic relations, in conjunction with regional inter-
Arab dynamics.5! Paradoxically, it appears that Pan-Arab nationalism im-
peded the numerous official efforts to establish economic integration among
Arab states, because it threatened the exclusive control, particularly of oil
states, over their economic resources.

The extreme disparity of oil wealth and economic constraints among
Arab states has been a constant source of inter-Arab tension because, from a
Pan-Arab viewpoint, oil is an all-Arab resource.2 At the same time, major oil
pipelines from Iraq and the Gulf to the Mediterranean and the Red Sea created
a high level of economic interdependence between oil-producing and transit
states, exposing the former to the latter’s blackmail and punishment in in-
stances of conflict.53 In modern Arab history, needy actors have suggested that
oil-rich states allocate a permanent percentage of their oil revenues to collec-
tive economic development or military buildup. Radical confrontation actors
(Syria and the PLO), as well as radical oil producers (Libya and Iraq), repeat-
edly called for the use of oil as a political weapon in the conflict with Israel,
mostly by applying an oil embargo against its Western allies. Yet these calls for
economic warfare have been largely a subterfuge for inducing direct aid from
Gulf oil monarchies, which have often been blackmailed into contributing their
capital. Although these wealthy monarchies have been loath to place their own
resources at the disposal of collective Arab strategics or economic develop-
ment projects, they have often exchanged wealth for security.>#

Although inter-Arab aid was presented as an expression of Pan-Arab
solidarity, the patterns of financial flow and foreign aid illustrate that the
assistance was equally inspired by realpolitik considerations.>> Confrontation
states and the PLO have typically received financial aid mainly from the Gulf
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monarchiecs—whose high surpius capital has diametrically opposed their vul-
nerable security and incapability to protect themselves—rather than from mili-
tant oil states (Irag, Libya, and Algeria). Radical oil states have been less
susceptible to blackmailing pressures from the controntation states, and not
just because their surplus funds were limited. Given their asseruve natures and
militant attitudes toward Israel and the West, these regimes have been more
immune from external threats to their legitimacy or national security. Hence,
they have often justified their reluctance to extend financial aid by alleging that
the Arab confrontation states have not been militant enough toward Israel.

A conspicuous example of the oil producers™ behavior on inter-Arab
financial aid was the 1978 Baghdad summit’s decision to grant S100 million a
year for ten years to the Palestinians in the occupied territories. Saudi Arabia,
Kuwait, Qatar, and UAE were to contribute 62 percent of the total aid, with the
rest divided among Iraq, Libya, and Algeria. In practice, the monarchies’ share
in the total aid of $378.3 million for the years 1979—-84 was 91.7 percent, due to
the failure of the radicals to implement their full commitments. As of 1981,
only the Gulf monarchies, Saudi Arabia in parucular, continued to
contribute.??

For the Gulf oil “rentier” monarchies. regional and national security
were primary concerns which they endeavored to promote through massive use
of the one resource they had in abundance: capital. Financial aid thus became a
major instrument of foreign policy, extended to Arab and non-Arab developing
states to mitigate poor-rich tensions, and contributed to international financial
institutions. The Gulf monarchies used their financial wealth to promote re-
gional stability, curtail political radicalism, and resolve inter-Arab conflicts.
Hence, their official financial undertakings toward the Arab confrontation
states and the PLO, made at Arab summit conferences, were aimed not to
finance the conflict with Israel but to bolster the donors’ legitimacy and na-
tional security vis-a-vis jealous neighbors.>¢

The dynamics and scope of inter-Arab foreign aid had a direct impact on
Arab strategic capabilities in the conflict with Isracl. Yet oil wealth also played
an important role in the growth of state machinery and capabilities, as well as
in the development of a normative Arab states system. Especially for oil-poor
states, oil has been a significant source of state revenue through direct foreign
aid funds or labor migrants’ remittances, substantiating their behavior as
“semi-renticr’ states. Following the 1967 war, the growing economic needs of
the confrontation states converged with the Gulf oil monarchies’ rising wealth
and international influence, laying the bases for a new normative order in the
Arab regional system based on shared interests and collaboration between
needy and wealthy Arab states.

The centrality of the Gulf monarchies’ official aid was overwhelming in
the Arab arena as well as on the world-wide level, especially following the
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1973 war. From 1973 to 1981, Arab oil producers accounted for more than 95
percent of OPEC’s total foreign aid to developing countries, of which the Gulf
monarchies’ share was 82.6 percent. More than 85 percent of this Arab foreign
aid was channelled bilaterally, from one government to another, a pattern that
continued through the 1980s. The rest was channelled primarily through Arab
state funds and multilateral financial institutions. A third channel of assistance
was through international institutions, such as the World Bank, the IMF, and
the UN’s Development Fund. These channels served the donors’ interest in
demonstrating support for Third World countries and attaining influence with
international monetary institutions.3”

In the first half of the 1980s, OPEC’s total oil export earnings fell by 50
percent, from $261.2 billion in 1981 to $131.5 billion in 1985. As a result, the
Gulf countries’ earnings declined by 66 percent during this period, exacerbat-
ing their account deficits. Confronted with a widening imbalance-of-payments,
OPEC donors progressively reduced their aid programs through the first half of
the 1980s by more than 50 percent, from $9.7 billion to $3.9 billion. The trend
was especially conspicuous in the small oil states, resulting in a relative in-
crease of Saudi Arabia’s and Kuwait’s share of total OPEC members’ foreign
aid from 79 percent in 1980 to 91 percent in 1985. Qatar for example, ceased
assistance to previous recipients, such as Morocco, Syria, Sudan, and Jordan.
At the same time, the UAE’s foreign aid declined by 1985 to one-fifth of'its $1
billion volume in 1980. Even then, foreign aid by the Gulf monarchies was still
higher compared to the developed countries in terms of aid/oil revenues ratio,
comprising an average of 7.2 percent in 1984—85.5%

Arab foreign aid reached its zenith in 1975—1978, representing the large
balance-of-payments surpluses of the Gulf monarchies. Between 1973 and
1981, the rate of OPEC members’ foreign aid amounted to more than 17
percent of their total surplus. 53 percent of the aid was given in grants, and 80
percent was in the form of budget and balance-of-payments support, with only
a minuscule proportion in the form of project finance. Arab oil states’ invest-
ment in the Arab world was, until the mid-1980s, less than 5 percent of their
total foreign investments. The major part of the oil-rich surplus was invested in
Western banks.5?

Until the early 1980s, most Arab foreign aid had been given to the
confrontation states—Egypt, Syria, and Jordan—and the PLO. Other Arab
states, including Morocco and those with low per capita income levels—
Yemen, Sudan, Somalia and Mauritania—also received bilateral financial aid.
The third group of beneficiaries were non-Arab Muslim states, foremost of
which was Pakistan. African states comprised another group of recipients. In
the years 1974—78, Egypt was the main recipient of Arab aid, with 30 percent,
Syria received 15 percent, and Jordan 7 percent. The confrontation actors’ total
share of Arab foreign aid remained relatively unchanged after Egypt ceased to
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receive official aid following its peace agreement with Israel in 1979. This
meant a substantial increase in aid to Syria (30 percent), Jordan (21 percent),
and the Palestinians (11.4 percent). But beginning in the early 1980s, Iraq,
bogged down in a war with Iran, became the recipient of an unprecedented
scope of Saudi and Kuwaiti aid.c0

For more than two decades, Arab financial aid related to the conflict with
Israel was a cornerstone of the Arab states system. Collective commitments of
Arab oil producers for multi-annual aid to the confrontation states and the PLO
were pivotal in Arab summit conferences from the advent of the forum in 1964,
highlighting the growing role of the Gulf monarchies’ capital in regulating
regional inter-Arab relations. The collective form of financial aid came to an
end in 1987, indicating the declining priority of the conflict with Israel on the
Arab agenda against the backdrop of a lengthy war in the Gulf and disputed
inter-Arab relations, which overburdened the oil economies. Even during its
zenith, however, Arab financial aid for the confrontation with Isracl was far
below the recipients’ needs and was divided into installments so as to ensure
the contributors’ effective control over funds. As a result, it became a constant
source of bitterness in inter-Arab relations.¢!

The donors preferred setting the scope and terms of aid to the confronta-
tion states on a collective basis, sanctioned by summit resolutions and
demonstrating their share in the common Arab effort for Palestine. Had the aid
been given on a bilateral basis, it might have cost the contributors more, though
the Gulf monarchies also responded to the requests of needy Arab governments
for economic aid, particularly Egypt before it concluded its peace treaty with
Israel. Besides direct financial aid assigned for military purposes, the Gulf
monarchies also contributed to Egypt through various channels (loans,
deposits, investments) for civil economic development. And yet, between 1967
and 1978 the total financial aid from these states to Egypt was only $17
billion.o2

An important non-governmental aspect of inter-Arab economic links
was labor migration from poor to oil-rich countries. With the explosion of oil
prices in the 1970s, oil states embarked on ambitious development projects,
boosting the demand for imported labor, especially to the underpopulated Gulf
states and Libya. Arab labor migration was estimated at 1.3 million workers for
the mid-1970s, increasing markedly in the early 1980s following the doubling
of oil prices in 1979. In the mid-1980s, Arab labor migration was estimated at 4
million, placing the overall number of Arab workers who had ever worked
abroad at 12-21 million—mostly Egyptians, Yemenites, Jordanians, and
Palestinians.¢3

The magnitude of the Arab labor migration introduced social and politi-
cal tension into the host countries that did not exist in the case of non-Arab
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workers. The tension originated from the receiving states’ fears that Arab
migrants would seek to establish residence and subsequently claim citizenship
and an equal share of the oil states” wealth. Thus, in addition to being prevented
from conducting independent private business and obtaining citizenship or
permanent residential rights, Arab migrant workers were also subjected to
threats of mass expulsion at times of political conflict between the exporting
and receiving states.*

Migrant workers’ remittances became a primary source of foreign ex-
change for the sending countries, by far larger than the oil states’ official aid.
Yet the large-scale labor migration to the oil states exacerbated shortages of
professional workers in the labor-exporting countries. Given the already poor
social and economic conditions in the countries of origin, the bulk of migrant
workers’ wages from abroad were spent on private consumption rather than
production-oriented investment. This led to increased inflation, higher external
debt, and intensified socio-economic tensions.®>

The Dialectic of the Palestine Conflict

The Palestine conflict was an essential instrument of Arab systemic
processes epitomized by its primary role in Arab summit conferences. Its
intensive employment by Arab regimes served as a stopgap, legitimacy-rich
mechanism to compensate for their poor legitimacy at home, inter-state divi-
sions, and failure to materialize the masses’ social and economic expectations.
The common Arab commitment to the cause of Palestine represented both a
substitute for the unattained vision of Pan-Arab unity and a continuation of the
Arab struggle for national liberation from Western domination.®®

This, however, was of primarily ideological significance, linked to state-
society relations and representing an essential component of Arab nationalist
rhetoric. Practically, the Arab commitment to Palestine meant a head-on colli-
sion with Israel, for which most Arab states were both reluctant and unprepared
prior to the 1967 war. Articulating total hostility to Israel was a useful pretext
to justify the compulsive style of Pan-Arab conformity, often defined as a
prerequisite for the liberation of Palestine. It was precisely this empty formula
that the Palestinian Resistance (PR) came to alter, by suggesting armed strug-
gle against Israel as a means to realize Arab unity.

With the loss of Arab territories to Israel in 1967, Israel could no more be
tackled as a nonentity—""the so-called” (a/-maz‘uma). In fact, the war results
turned Israel into a tacitly recognized actor in regional politics with growing
influence over inter-Arab alignment.®” Clearly, the 1967 war marked the be-
ginning of a shift in the conflict’s essence: from the issue of Israel’s legitimacy
to the question of its boundaries. In other words, the conflict began to turn
away from “paradigmatic,” that is, cultural, religious, and ideological, to a
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“normal” political—and thus more manageable——-dispute. This became possi-
ble when Arab states could relate to the conflict with Israel as states rather than
as representatives of a supra-state nation or religion.®®

The 1970s witnessed the fruition of historical processes of state forma-
tion, dialectically linked to structural and normative changes in the regional
Arab system. Accounting for this change were, mainly, the post—1973 war oil
boom and U.S.-mediated Arab-Israeli diplomacy. Earlier, the *“Arab Cold War”
was necessary to bury the idea of Arab political unity and internalize the notion
of separate Arab states. After the 1967 war, the thrust to retrieve particular
occupied Arab territories from Israel brought the Arab states into a growing
clash with Arab conformity on the Palestine conflict. The diplomatic process
and state-owned oil wealth provided core Arab states with varying degrees of
opportunities and constraints regarding collective vs. individual action in the
conflict with Israel, enhancing their sense of raison d'état. The oil boom also
indicated the emergence of a new regional center of Arab power comprised of
Saudi Arabia and other Gulf monarchies, eroding the centrality of the Palestine
conflict and its immediately involved Arab actors.®®

The 1980s witnessed increasing disintegration of the regional Arab sys-
tem, indicating further decline of the Arab-Isracli conflict as a core issue.
Whereas Egypt’s peace treaty with Israel practically eliminated the Arab mili-
tary option, the Irag-Iran war and Shi'i revolution in Iran shifted the Gulf Arab
states’ concern as well as a substantial segment of their financial resources
away from the Palestine conflict arena. Furthermore, growing threats to states’
security by regional disputes and socio-economic constraints underlaid the
Arab world’s return to geographic sub-regions. This was manitested by the
emergence of separate cooperation councils to meet the needs of specitic
states, marking further growth of Arab states’ autonomy and departure from
obligatory Pan-Arab conformity.”0

Israel’s peace treaty with Egypt and Syria’s alliance with Iran against
Iraq attested more than anything to the erosion of the “[Pan-]Arab national
security” (al-amn gawmi al-‘arabi) concept, an outcry for Arab conformity
against the foreigner.”! This concept finally went bankrupt in the Kuwait crisis
when major Arab actors participated in the international coalition against Iraq.
The October 1991 Madrid conference and consequent peace process witnessed
the further decline of previously core attributes of regional Arab politics,
indicated by the PLO’s and Jordan’s autonomous diplomatic efforts, which led
to the Oslo agreement and peace agreement, respectively, with Israel, despite
Syrian discontent.

A commonly accepted observation is that inter-Arab disputes in which
the Palestine issue was used as a whip against rivals helped boost the Palestine
issue, whereas intervals of accord led to its marginalization.’= Inter-Arab com-
petition indeed underlaid the PLO’s foundation in 1964. It sometimes has
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benefitted the PLO, but has also accounted for some of its worst disasters—as
indicated by the Kuwait crisis—just as short periods of accord among core
Arab actors have resulted in Palestinian gains. On the whole, Arab regimes—
with varying degrees of cynicism—treated the PLO and its cause as pawns in
their persistent struggle for legitimacy and power, summit resolutions and Arab
nationalist principles notwithstanding. Palestinians term their problem in the
context of Arab politics as *“ "‘Uthman’s Tunic” (gamis ‘uthman), pointing to the
employment of the blood-soiled tunic of the assassinated "Uthman Ibn "Afan,
the third Caliph, by his relative Mu'awiya, ostensibly to vindicate the murder
but in fact to serve his own ambitions for succession.”?

The Arab states’ attitude toward the PLO and its national cause during
the period under discussion reflects the historical development of regional
Arab order. State fragility and regional struggle for power underlaid the emer-
gence of militant Palestinian nationalism, whose revolutionary approach and
social bases in the Arab states soon became a threat to the Arab social and
political order. This, in turn, obliged the Arab states to undertake separate and
collective measures—tacitly cooperating with Israel—to contain the PLO’s
revolutionary threat or eliminate its autonomous violent capabilities. Follow-
ing the 1967 war the Arab states system’s main impact on the Palestinian issue
was the persistent effort to tame the PR’s revolutionary activity and reshape its
strategy toward statehood over part of Palestine. By encouraging its institu-
tionalization and acknowledging it as the sole legitimate representative of the
Palestinian people, the Arab states virtually associated the PLO with interna-
tional procedures and constraints, as well as with the Arabs’ limited
capabilities.

The process was motivated both by the PLO’s growing prestige and
political capabilities, and by the Arab states’ jealousy for their own sovereignty
and regime security. As a national structure, controlling resources, political
institutions, military power, media, and international relations, the PLO be-
came a full—-albeit non-territorial—actor in the Arab region’s political web. In
an attempt to impose its own needs and political agenda on Arab regimes the
PLO often appealed directly to popular sentiments and opposition groups,
further alienating Arab regimes.”* The PR’s military presence and vehement
interference in Jordan’s and Lebanon’s domestic affairs were viewed with
ambivalence by most Arab regimes, which explains the eruption of armed
conflicts between the statc and the revolution.

The PLO’s relationship with the Arab states from its foundation to the
Oslo accord was marked by increasing antagonism. The PLO strove for full
Arab political backing for its national struggle, yet insisting on the principle of
“independence of the Palestinian decisionmaking™ (istiglalivyat al-qarar al-
filastini), which tended to exacerbate under pressure by assertive Arab
regimes—-Syria in particular—to subordinate it to their own individual inter-
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ests.”s The PLO’s selt-proclaimed standing as the Arab world’s standard bearer
by virtue of the identity between its national cause and Arab nationalism was
exorbitantly frustrated by the Arab states” individual priorities and strict pro-
tection of their individual sovereignty. Hence, the PLO’s lament that Arab
regimes betrayed its cause: “the territorial [state] (iglimi) defeated the pan-
national (gawmi)” and “regime security superseded Pan-Arab national
security.”7¢

The depth of the schism between the PLO and Arab regimes has been
indicated by the former’s shrinking opportunities in the Arab countries since
the early 1970s. The result was a growing thrust for self-reliance and
territorialization—increasingly focusing on the occupied West Bank and Gaza
Strip——culminating in the eruption of the Intifada in December 1987.77 The
prolonged Intifada—and the Arab states’ passivity—underlined the return of
the Arab-Israeli conflict to its initial pattern as a local inter-communal strife
within historic Palestine. In retrospect, the “Palestinization of the Arab-Israeli
conflict” culminated a continuous disengagement of the Arab states from the
Palestinian cause, beginning in the mid-1960s.78 It is primarily against this
backdrop that the PLO concluded its agreement with Israel-—independently
and in disregard of other Arab parties concerned-—on mutual recognition and
the beginning of a PLO-led interim self-government in the West Bank and
Gaza Strip.



THE EMERGENCE OF A REGIONAL CONFLICT SYSTEM

The Origins of the Arab Regional System

The Arab regional system emerged during the inter-war period, based on
common identity and competition among ruling elites, revolving on revision-
ism and the status quo. It was shaped by a wide array of processes: colonial
rule, modernization and social change, state formation and power politics. This
era witnessed the creation of new Arab political entities by British and French
imperialism on the wreckage of the Ottoman Empire. At the same time a Pan-
Arab nationalist ideology arose, gained acceptance from a growing body of
opinion among these new entities, and evolved to a dominant force in domestic
as well as regional politics.

Nationalism among Arab societies emerged mainly in response to a
sense of crisis caused by the West’s overwhelming military, technological, and
political power, which seemed a menace to traditional social and cultural
values. Nationalism was especially attractive to the educated classes because it
appeared to be associated with the West, which represented power and efficacy.
Borrowing its philosophical concepts, its views of history, and its vision of
society from European sources. Arab nationalism essentially reflected a per-
sonal, class, or communal sense of disorientation concerning the existing social
and political structures. For modern elites located on the front line of social
change and Western culture, this disorientation motivated an intensive search
for a new theoretical framework with which they could respond to political
problems.!

The concept of nationalism also represented a general trend of cultural
and lIslamic renaissance (nahda) across the Arab world, which assumed
different forms and contents as well as varying degrees of localism. Arab
nationalist theorists described the confrontation with European imperialism in
absolute terms: as one between civilizations and as a struggle of destinies. The
painful reality of inferiority and wounded pride drove Arab intellectuals to call
on the Arab-Muslim empire’s glorious past as proof that the Arabs’ current
decline was not essential and that they could regain their lost political and
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cultural grandeur. While secular Arab nationalism adopted the cultural-
linguistic model of Italian and German types of nationalism, Islamic revival-
ism (salafivva)—calling for a return to ancestral moral values, social justice,
and unity of the community of believers (umma)—was directed toward the
solidification of a civil society in the face of corrupting foreign influence.?

Between the two world wars, the Arabs struggled for national liberation
from British and French colonial rule, and in Palestine against a Zionist move-
ment which Arab nationalists perceived as an extension of European imperial-
ism. Those years also witnessed rapid social changes as a result of moderniza-
tion, which, increasingly affecting the political realm and reshaping collective
identities, culminated in the ascendancy of Arab nationalism. Based on
ethnicity—the people’s common linguistic, cultural, and historical bonds—
rather than on a defined territory, Arab nationalism was primarily concerned
with politics of independence and power, culminating in the ideal of Pan-Arab
unity. Under colonial rule, it developed into a romantic, populist, and compul-
sive ideology, strongly upheld by the emerging middle class.

The idea of Pan-Arab unity was rooted in the perceptions of social elites
in the Fertile Crescent, who shared a common Ottoman legacy and for whom
the region’s political, economic and cultural unity was a vivid experience. Yet
what turned local proto-nationalist movements into a driving politico-cultural
force in Arab socicties was the dialectic of struggle for national liberation, a
growing need of newly established rulers for legitimacy, and a quest for re-
gional hegemony. Foremost in this respect were Iraq’s Hashemite nationalists,
whose desire for independence from foreign domination coalesced with their
aspiration for leadership of a regional unity. The Iragi monarchy adopted an
official policy of forging Arab nationalist doctrine and spreading it among the
literate younger generation through the state school system. Syrian and Pales-
tinian teachers, recruited and employed in key positions, contributed to spread-
ing these ideas in Iraq and in neighboring Arab countries as well.?

Notwithstanding their secular-liberal background, Arab national ideolo-
gists embarked on an intensive effort to coopt Islamic terminology, symbols,
and history as a component of Arab national identity (‘uruba) and discourse.
The marketing value of such a combination in a predominantly Muslim so-
ciety, whose political notions had been hitherto governed solely by religious
terms, was obvious. Arab nationalism’s overriding concern with defying for-
eign domination was compatible with Islamic doctrine and part and parcel of
Istam’s modern resurgence. The cooptation of Islam into Arab nationalism
proved to be a powerful rallying theme among the newly urbanized masses,
whose migration into the cities contributed to the process of modernization and
state-building. For these masses, the notions of political identity were primarily
rooted in Islamic symbols and beliefs, and they shared a strong emotional
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alienation with regard to foreign influence. Indeed, the nationalization of the
masses brought about the Islamization of nationalism, which explains the
relative ease of the later shifting of the dominant discourse to Islamism.*

Spreading education, media, and communication helped bringing the
masses into the political process, eroding the Westernized ruling elite’s posi-
tion and questioning the relevance of its liberal approach. Soon enough, radical
Arab nationalists began to identify the ruling elite with the dominating foreign
powers, thereby merging national liberation with a reshaping of society on a
just basis explained in both Islamic and socialist terms. By the mid-1930s,
Arab nationalism had become a radicalizing force in the Fertile Crescent and
Egypt’s domestic politics. effectively employed by opposition groups to mobi-
lize political support and challenge the ruling elites.?

The twin processes of politicization and nationalization of the masses
turned politics into the art of stirring public sentiment through Arab-Islamic
rallying myths and symbols as means to mobilize political power and motivate
action. The concept of Pan-Arab nationalism thus became part of an obligatory
political ideology in urban Arab societies—a focus of collective political
identity interwoven with the struggle against Western domination. Indeed,
whereas in its earlier stages Arab nationalism, especially in Egypt, had been a
reflection of cultural flourishing and European liberal nationalism, it turned,
under the impact of Syrian and Iraqi nationalists, into a reflection of European
totalitarian nationalism in the inter-war period.©

The arbitrary shaping of the post-Ottoman Middle East by the European
powers notwithstanding, the new political entities were, by and large, based on
long-lived political centers and social elites. Differences in systems of foreign
rule and progress toward representative institutions and independence all rein-
forced and formalized the colonial-based division of the Arab Middle East.
Once independence was achieved, political elites confronted a myriad of socio-
economic and political problems and came under growing domestic pressures
from opposition movements. This resulted in the official adoption of Arab
nationalism as an instrumental rhetoric for domestic and regional political
purposes regardless of rulers’ practices aimed to reinforce their sovereignty.
Typically, for actors aspiring after regional hegemony, narrowly based na-
tionalism was rejected as harmful provincialism (igl/imivva). The continued
struggle for the national liberation of European-dominated Arab territories was
to be a necessary process in pursuit of realization of yearned-for Arab unity.”

Pan-Arabism was thus a constant challenge to the state, serving regional
actors’ thrusts for hegemony as well as domestic opposition groups’ claims for
redistribution of power. Particularly in the Fertile Crescent. the new Arab
entities suffered from a lack of the basic requirements of statehood: institu-
tional inadequacy; lack of distinctive political and territorial identity, and of a
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well-trained bureaucracy; a highly fragmented population along ethno-
religious as well as socio-economic lines; and scarcity of economic resources.
In addition, their newly established boundaries cried out for adjustment.®

The foundations of the regional Arab system were laid by the Powers’
division of the Fertile Crescent, the varied processes of state formation con-
ducted in each of the new entities under foreign domination, and a growing
sense of common Arab identity among the educated elites. Already in the
late-1930s, relations among the Arab rulers in the Fertile Crescent and Egypt
were marked by conflicts emanating from dynastic rivalries and competition
for regional hegemony. Indeed, the regional Arab system was shaped primarily
by contlicting interests between revisionist and status quo powers.

Even before independence, the Hashemite rulers in Iraq and Transjordan
competed for control of Syria, which they both viewed as the core of a unified
Arab kingdom they sought to lead. Whereas the Iraqi Hashemite aspirations
were defined in terms of a “Fertile Crescent Unity,” Amir “Abdallah of Trans-
jordan advocated the idea of “Greater Syria” (suria al-kubra)—Iloosely
defined by the historic term hilad al-sham, including Lebanon, Palestine,
Transjordan, Syria, and Hijaz.” The Hashemite aspirations were viewed as a
threat by their old enemy Ibn Sa'ud who, in 1925, had captured Hijaz from the
Hashemite King Husain Ibn “Ali (father of King Faisal of Irag and Amir
‘Abdallah) and, later, founded the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia. For the next three
decades, relations between Ibn Sa‘ud and his northern Hashemite neighbors
were marked by inactive hostility evolving around border disputes and com-
petition for regional leadership. Concerned about Hashemite dreams to restore
their reign over Hijaz, Ibn Sa'ud’s regional policy aimed to block any change in
the regional status quo that favored the Hashemite rulers. The Saudi throne
thus became a natural ally of the nationalist movements in Syria, Lebanon, and
Palestine, which largely rejected the Hashemites™ ambitions, preferring inde-
pendence over any unity plan.

The intensitying Arab-Zionist conflict in Palestine also became an indi-
visible part of the competition for regional unity and the efforts to mobilize
British support to this effect. Recognizing the growing constraints faced by
Britain’s policy in Palestine, both Hashemite rulers oftered British and Zionist
policymakers package deal programs of regional unity that would rid the
Mandate power of its Palestine burden, partially meet Zionist needs by offering
them widened autonomy, and alleviate the Arab-Palestinians’ fear of Jewish
domination. Although the Hashemites’ programs were unacceptable to either
the Zionists or the Arab Palestinians, they remained on the regional agenda
through the early 1950s, feeding inter-Arab suspicions and tensions. The com-
mon interest of the House of Sa‘ud and the political elites of Damascus, Beirut,
and Jerusalem was the mainstay of an anti-Hashemite coalition which Egypt
actively joined in the mid-1940s.' This pattern of inter-Arab relations re-
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mained basically unchanged through the fall of Iraq’s Hashemite regime in
1958.

The formation of modern Lebanon as a French mandate in 1921 entailed
the annexation of predominantly Muslim territories and the city of Beirut to the
autonomous, overwhelmingly Maronite Christian, area of Mount Lebanon.
Under the rule of its French protector, the Maronite Christian community
enhanced its position as the dominant social group in Lebanon, with the fac-
tional system later institutionalized as the main determining factor of the
division of power. However, the fine demographic balance between Christians
and Muslims within “Greater Lebanon™ planted the seeds of the civil war that
broke out in 1975. The establishment of modern Lebanon placed a significant
imprint upon the future relationship between Syria and Lebanon.!!

From a Syrian nationalist viewpoint, the Muslim-inhabited territories
annexed to Lebanon were an integral part of Syria, traditionally linked to
Damascus administratively, socially, and economically. They also provided
the shortest and most convenient route to the Mediterranean. Regardless of
who held power in Damascus, the loss of these territories has never been fully
accepted and even though Lebanon’s independence was recognized by
Damascus, it remained conditional on the former’s response to Syrian needs.
Their proximity and the common commercial, financial, and transit interests
developed under French rule made it all the more natural for independent Syria
to perceive Lebanon as its vital sphere of influence. Particularly difficult for
Syria was to sustain the Maronite community’s independent economic policies
and Western-oriented political and cultural separatism from Arab nationalism.
Practically, the relations between the two states took the form of Syrian patron-
age often expressed in the use of coercive interference in Lebanon’s domestic
and foreign affairs, and collaboration with Lebanese opposition groups. A
salient expression of this relationship has been the fact that Syria and Lebanon
have never maintained diplomatic relations.!2

Egypt’s involvement in the sphere of regional Arab politics began rela-
tively late, motivated by political and strategic, rather than ideological consid-
erations. In spite of its Arabic-speaking population, it was not until the late
1930s that it became recognized by Fertile Crescent ruling elites as an Arab
country. The political distance of Egypt from other Arab countries stemmed
from its unique national attributes: a long history of territorial identity and a
strong political center. These characteristics formed the foundations of a dis-
tinctive national secular identity which prevailed in the Turco-Egyptian elite
until the late 1930s. The evolution of Egypt’s role in contemporary regional
Arab politics stemmed from domestic social developments, resulting in a shift
of symbols and values of collective identity as well as of elite political inter-
ests. Unlike the Fertile Crescent—where Arab nationalism emerged as a secu-
lar anti-Ottoman sentiment—nationalism in Egypt assumed a strong Islamic
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character as a result of early British domination beginning in 1882. As of the
late 1920s, the emergence and spread of Islamic revivalist movements became
an ever-increasing social force in Egypt, which boosted the sense of Islamic
identity in its political community at the expense of a distinctive Egyptian
nationalism.!3

Egypt’s political involvement in the Fertile Crescent affairs toward the
late 1930s was a result of the royal court’s aspiration to assume the Islamic
Caliphate and the adoption of the intensifying Palestine conflict during the
1936—39 Arab revolt by the Muslim Brotherhood movement and Pan-Arab
proponents. With the growing power struggle between King Faruq and the
leading Wafd party after nominal independence was achieved, the Palestine
cause became an official Egyptian concern. On the eve of World War I, Egypt
already presided over the Arab states’ collective involvement in the Palestine
question. Egypt’s leading role in the Arab world gained momentum through
growing cultural and economic influence, soon to be recognized by spokesmen
of Arab nationalism in the Fertile Crescent. At the same time, Egyptian Pan-
Arab figures emphasized their society’s need for the Arab world as a natural
hinterland.'* Egypt’s role as Britain’s military and administrative center in the
Middle East during World War Il contributed to its leading stature in the region.
Its leading inter-Arab role was institutionalized when its government, headed
by Nahhas Pasha, led the deliberations over Arab unity that resulted in the
foundation of the League of Arab States in March 1945.

Inter-Arab Politics and the Palestine Question

From the late 1930s on, the intensifying Arab-Zionist conflict in Pal-
estine became a focal Arab issue on both domestic and regional agendas,
culminating in the invasion of Palestine by the Arab states’ regular armies in
mid-May 1948. The process represented a convergence of interests, though not
of identical political goals, of the Arab-Palestinian community and the neigh-
boring Arab countries. From the early 1920s on, Arab-Palestinians strove to
mobilize Arab and Muslim support for their struggle against the Zionist move-
ment and the British Mandate. The Palestinians focused their efforts on the
Zionist threat to the country’s Muslim-Arab character and particularly to the
Muslim shrines in Jerusalem. The defense of Palestine was thus presented as an
Islamic and Pan-Arab national duty.'s

The Arab states’ involvement in the Palestine conflict represented aspira-
ions for regional leadership as well as a response to domestic pressures stem-
ming from strong religious and national sentiment for the Arab-Paletinans’
cause. This involvement had undergone a major shift during the 1936—1939
Arab revolt in Palestine, when the issue developed from a domestic public
matter to a central regional concern involving official policies of Arab govern-
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ments. The result was an unprecedented series of inter-Arab conferences and
inter-governmental consultations held in Damascus and Cairo, which estab-
lished instruments for collective Arab action on the Palestine issue. The con-
tribution of the Palestine question was indeed unique in enhancing common
Arab action and crystallizing the regional system’s nucleus, comprising Pal-
estine, Transjordan, Iraq, Syria, Lebanon, Egypt, Saudi Arabia, and Yemen.'¢

An essential factor in this shift was Britain’s encouragement of Arab
rulers to become involved in the Palestine question, in hopes of mitigating
Arab-Palestinian positions and, ultimately, Anglo-Arab tension regionwide.
This strategy underlaid the “round table” conference convened in London early
in 1939 to discuss Palestine’s future. In addition to Arab-Palestinian and Zio-
nist delegates, ofticial representatives of Egypt, Iraq, Saudi Arabia, Yemen,
and Transjordan also participated. The growing domestic difficulties and anti-
government agitation after independence was achieved induced Arab ruling
clites in the neighboring countries to espouse this issue to legitimize their
authority. Encapsulating Islamic, Arab nationalist, and anti-Western senti-
ments, the Palestine cause became a core political and moral theme in Arab
public life. As such, it turned into an indispensable source of legitimacy in-
tensely and continually exploited by politicians both domestically and region-
ally. Rhetorical support of, and manifestations of solidarity with, the Palestine
cause became the character trait of Arab regional politics, and a core of intel-
lectual Pan-Arab nationalist discourse. Palestine thus came to serve as a focus
of regional Arab politics, stirred by supra-state Pan-Arab and Islamic networks
and movements as well as by rulers’ schemes and ambitions for power.!”

The fragmented Arab-Palestinian community itself became a microcosm
of regional Arab politics. Rival Arab regimes aligned with rival Palestinian
factions, offering support for the struggle against Zionism and the British
Mandate but also against each other. Arab regimes were too divided by rivalry,
mistrust, and jealousy to present a united front, and their cross-alliances with
the Palestinian leadership further deepened their division. This pattern was
repeated in the post-1948 war when Arab governments recruited, armed, and
financed armed Palestinian activist refugee groups to establish influence over
the Palestine issue.

By the 1940s, the Palestine Question (gadivyat filastin) had become a
central component of the emerging doctrine of Pan-Arab nationalism. Pal-
estine’s symbolic significance, on the one hand, and its territorial implications
on the regional status quo on the other, made the issue both divisive and a
rallying force in inter-Arab politics. Ideologically, there was an all-Arab con-
sensus on the need to defeat Zionist ambitions. Practically, however, Arab
states’ policies on the issue were shaped by realistic and self-interested consid-
erations. Typically for a balance-of-power system, the Arab actors’ behavior
was marked by a constant quest to increase their own individual political gains
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while seeking to undermine other actors’ efforts to do the same at their
expense.!®

The foundation of the AL in March 1945 was a paradoxical result of the
Arab rulers” intense competition to lead a regional unity. The thrust was insti-
gated by the approaching end of the war, and was perceived as a historic
opportunity to reshape the Arab region. Yet Arab rulers were reluctant to cede
their newly achieved independence (Transjordan was still under British Man-
date) and to shift “loyalties, expectations and political activities toward a new
center whose institutions possess or demand jurisdiction over the pre-existing
national state.” Having struggled for their national liberation, Arab elites in-
sisted on no less than total independence and sovereignty. Contrary to the
common perception of the AL as an instrument for promoting Pan-Arab unity,
it was initially shaped as a loose regional organization of independent Arab
states whose raison d'étre was to reinforce and protect the status quo and
balance of power among its member states.

Concern over the Hashemites’ aspirations for regional hegemony
spurred Egypt. together with Syria, Lebanon, Saudi Arabia, and Yemen, to
compose a Charter that would preserve each member state’s political sov-
ercignty and territorial integrity. The Charter focused on the principle of non-
intervention in other members” domestic affairs, giving it priority even over the
objective of mutual protection from external aggression. The Charter stipu-
lated that only unanimous decisions would be binding. Majority decisions
would commit only those who voted for them except in cases of arbitration and
mediation, where majority decisions would suffice. Although the Charter em-
phasized the AL’s role in resolving inter-Arab conflicts, it was not granted
authority over the states involved. The Charter does not discuss unity even as
an ultimate goal. In fact, the word “unity” never appears in the Charter’s text.
The AL was indeed a far cry from the unity of merger envisioned by Arab
national ideologists or even the federative union advocated by Hashemite Iraq.
In retrospect, it certainly was not “something more than the sum of its parts.” !

The AL Charter included a “*Special Appendix on Palestine,” in which
the signatories recognized Palestine’s independence and undertook to allow
representation of its Arab people in the League’s work. The exceptional con-
cern with Palestine in the AL Charter, though it was not the only Arab country
still under colonial rule, attested to its unique stature in Arab regional politics
and essential role in the AL foundation. That the AL coopted the Palestine
question, turning it into a collective Arab matter par excellence which domi-
nated most of its meetings, reflected a majority interest in preventing the
possible threat to the regional balance of power that would result if it were
employed to benefit individual states.20

Given the structural weakness of the Arab-Palestinian national move-
ment, the AL in fact appropriated the former’s sovereignty over its cause,
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undertaking actual responsibility for shaping and implementing the collective
Arab policy on the issue. This included diplomacy and propaganda, as well as
an economic boycott against the Jewish community in Palestine, ostensibly on
behalf of the Palestinian Arabs. But the AL members were divided between an
Irag-Jordan Hashemite alignment and an Egyptian-led majority coalition. Be-
sides Egypt’s own political weight and capacity to counterbalance the
Hashemites’ regional ambitions, Egypt’s success rested on its quest for re-
gional leadership and commitment to maintaining the regional status quo.
Moreover, Egypt’s long struggle for a full withdrawal of British forces from
Egypt’s soil coincided with the Arab ideal of national liberation. By contrast,
the Hashemites had been stigmatized by their collaboration with Britain—in
suppressing the brief Iraqi nationalist revolt in 1941—and were portrayed as
stooges of British imperialism whose very survival depended on their alliance
with Britain.2!

The Egypt-Iraq rivalry had an indirect impact on collective Arab policy
concerning Palestine. Iraq’s frustrated ambition for regional leadership gener-
ated separatist ultra-extremist positions concerning Palestine with the aim of
persuading the rest of the Arab rulers to accept Baghdad's lead in this respect.
Regardless of the intentions of the AL’s founders and the limits put on its
action, the organization’s bi-annual meetings—often attended by PMs—
aroused high expectations among the politically conscious Arab masses. Such
hopes were promoted by the Arab leaders themselves, who presented an unre-
alistic image of the organization as a manifestation of Arab unity, solidarity,
and joint action, primarily on Palestine.22

In effect, the AL did not improve the Arab states’ ability to cooperate or
deal more effectively with the issues in conflict. It became an arena of constant
tension and rivalry as the Arab member states made it an instrument for
advancing their own interests, impeding their adversaries’ policies, and pass-
ing resolutions they did not mean to implement. Such an example was King
Faruq’s initiative of convening the first Arab summit conference at Inshas in
May 1946. Ostensibly it was meant to forge a collective Arab response to the
recommendations made by the Anglo-American Committee of Inquiry on
Palestine. In fact, Faruq sought to promote his own quest for regional Arab
leadership and to serve Egypt’s particular cause in its conflict with Britain.23
The early expectations at the AL soon gave way to frustration and contempt for
its failure to supervise the Arab collective diplomatic and military effort during
the 1947—49 Palestine war, which was aimed at preventing the partition of this
land and the establishment of a Jewish state.

The Arab fiasco in handling the Palestine conflict—the one theme on
which an all-Arab consensus was theoretically guaranteed—was a reflection
of serious inter-state rivalries and conflicting interests even in the face of a
common enemy. Efforts to forge collective Arab action in the war notwith-
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standing, Arab governments sought to serve their individual interests. Hence,
the Arab collective thrust in the war proved always too late and too little to tip
the scales in the Arabs’ favor. The divided Arab military front allowed Israel to
wage separate successtul oftensives against cach Arab army consecutively and
to conclude separate armistice agreements with each of its contiguous neigh-
boring states. The end ot the war indicated not only Isracl’s military eminence
but also the primacy of particular state interests over the fate of Palestine.

The Arab military defcat and the Palestinians™ tragedy led to fierce
disputes and mutual recriminations among Arab governments over responsi-
bility for the loss of Palestine. Arab societies were thrown into turmoil, politi-
cal assassinations of Arab leaders, and military coups. Militant Arab national-
ists called for revenge and a “second round” of war to wipe out the shame,
perceiving it to be the Arab nation’s fatetul test. The defeat fomented political
radicalization and revolutionary trends in which Palestinian refugees from an
urban, educated. middle-class background played an important role. Pan-Arab
nationalism came to be perceived as a prerequisite for the national resurgence
and liberation of Palestine and the removal of the Arab stooges of imperialism
blamed for the disaster. Faced with domestic and regional turmoil, Arab ruling
elites tended to ideologize their rejection of Israel’s existence, using this as a
major source of legitimacy. The failure in Palestine also diminished the AL’s
prestige, resulting in lower-ranking representation of Arab states at its main
forums. It also put an end to the potent ALSG “Abd al-Rahman "Azzam’s effort
to turn the AL into a supra-state representative officially recognized by the
great powers. The scope of the AL’s activities thus shrunk mainly to supervis-
ing the Arab boycott against Israel.>+

The traumatic results of the war, phrased in terms of a catastrophe
(nakba), disaster (karitha), and ordeal (mihna). and the ongoing conflict with
Israel became the focus of collective Arab political cognition and a touchstone
of Arab dignity and self-esteem. The unresolved conflict turned into a black
hole that sapped the Arab energies and served as a center of gravity of Arab
regional politics. Israel’s existence in the heart of the Arab homeland became a
painful reminder of Arab weakness and division. The Jewish state epitomized
everything the Arabs hated about the West and its historical influence and
power; an intolerable monument on which Arab incompetence and ineptitude
was inscripted.?s

For the Arab-Palestinians, the 1948 war ended with a disaster the scope
of which reached beyond the loss ot lives and land, the uprooting of more than
half of them from their homes, social disintegration, and economic devastation.
Politically, the war results amounted to a total loss for the Arab-Palestinian
people, manifested by the disintegration of its national leadership and the
blurring ot the fragile collective identity that had crystallized during the Man-
date years. The annexation of the West Bank to Jordan following the war
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underlined the tragedy and loss of the Palestinians, although they were granted
full Jordanian citizenship. The Palestinian identity, however, was admin-
istratively and politically repressed by the Hashemite regime, which sought to
appropriate Arab Palestine and consolidate a Jordanian identity. The incorpora-
tion of the Palestinians into the kingdom—now composing two-thirds of the
total population—was represented by the euphemistic slogan, “Unity of the
Two Banks™ (wahdat al-daffatain). In the Gaza Strip, the Egyptian government
adopted a different policy, the thrust of which was the highlighting of the
Palestinian identity and of the temporary nature of the Egyptian military gov-
ernment in this area. In contrast to Jordan’s policy, no citizenship was granted
to the Palestinians of Gaza, who were subjected to strict limitations on move-
merit across the Egyptian border as well as on political activity.>¢

The 1948 war resulted in a structural shift of the Palestine conflict from
an inter-communal dispute to a regional conflict between sovereign states
bound by international rules and constraints. Due to domestic and regional
inter-Arab turbulent politics during the first decade after the war, the Palestine
issue was held on a low burner, which proved to be only temporary.

Regional Politics and the Wave of Nasirism

The first fifteen years of Israel’s existence were the most tumultuous in
the modern history of the Arab world in terms of both domestic and inter-Arab
politics. The prolonged turbulence of Arab politics reflected rapid social and
political change, as well as state-building efforts combined with a power strug-
gle over the essence of inter-Arab relations and their global orientation in the
postcolonial era. So intense was this struggle for power that the Palestinian
issue was effectively shunted aside, except for propaganda purposes. A major
phenomenon of this period was the tide of supra-state ideological movements,
whose militant outery against foreign influence and challenge to the very
existence of separate Arab states attested to the weakness of the state and the
strength of society.

The turbulence marking Syria’s domestic politics during 1949 prompted
new Iraqi efforts to advance the idea of unity with Syria. Although this unity
was officially meant to enhance Syria’s defense against Israeli threats, these
efforts failed as a result of both domestic politics in Syria and Iraq and
Egyptian-Saudi antagonism. Confronted with the threat of a Syrian-Iraqi
union, Egypt initiated an Arab Collective Security Pact as an alternative way to
offset Israel’s threat to Syria.27 The Egyptian démarche was also a nationalist
response to Anglo-American efforts to conclude a regional defense pact that
would have left the British in the Suez area and diminished Cairo’s leading
position in the Arab world. The new Arab pact might have drawn on the
Western example of NATO, founded in April 1949, which included provisions



42 The Decline of the Arab-Israeli Conflict

for both military and economic cooperation. The Pact of Joint Defense and
Economic Cooperation, known as the Arab Collective Security Pact (ACSP),
included the AL’s same seven member states. The controversial nature of the
new treaty was evident in its delayed acceptance by the Hashemites. Although
the treaty was concluded in June 1950, alimost three years passed until each
individual Arab state ratified it.2%

The ACSP stipulated that all member states would support any state that
faced external aggression, following collective consultations and coordination
among their armed forces. The Pact also stipulated the establishment of a
Permanent Military Committee to function within the AL subject to a joint
Arab Defense Council (ADC) composed of Foreign and Defense Ministers and
Chiefs of Staff. In two main respects the ACSP went beyond the AL Charter.
First, it was agreed that decisions of the ADC made by a two-thirds’ majority
would bind all the signatories. Second, signatory states pledged not to sign any
international agreement or take any political line that might conflict with the
Pact’s provisions. The pact, however, remained a mere scrap of paper: no joint
command was formed and no coordination was maintained. Egypt intended
mainly to use this pact to ensure the regional status quo, by preventing Iraqi-
Syrian unification, and to defy the Anglo-American project of a regional
defense system.

Iraq sought to enhance its regional status by serving as a link between the
Arab states, Turkey, and the Western powers, and by weakening Egypt’s re-
gional Arab leadership and usc of the AL to undercut their hopes for unity with
Syria. For Britain, a system of defense treaties with Middle East states was to
preserve its political influence and military presence in the eastern Mediterra-
nean, especially in view of the prospective total evacuation of British forces
from the Canal zone in 1956 and the expiration, a year later, of the Anglo-Iraqi
treaty of 1930. True, the Soviet threat was by far more real to Iraq than to any
other Arab state due to its territorial proximity. Yet the Western scheme col-
lided head-on with the growing sense of Arab nationalism in Arab societies,
the obsessive drive for no less than total independence, and the deep alienation
toward Britain following the 1948 war. The Tripartite Declaration of May 1950
by the United States, Britain, and France, which guaranteed the territorial
status quo in the region and restricted arms supplies to states involved in the
Middle East contlict, was tantamount to an imposition of Western patronage
over the region. Furthermore, the Western endeavor was combined with a
proposal to resolve the Arab-Israeli conflict on the basis of Arab recognition of
Israel-—in return for the latter’s concession of the Negev, which would mini-
mize lIsrael’s threat to the Arabs and enable contiguity between Egypt and
Jordan—at a time when Arab nationalist movements sought to develop a
military option for the recovery of Palestine.2?

Public opposition to the West’s prolonged presence or even indirect
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influence in the Arab countries was already irreversible in the late 1940s when
radical leftist and nationalist groups joined forces to defeat the efforts of their
governments to revise the existing Anglo-Egyptian and Anglo-Iraqi treaties, in
1946 and 1948 respectively. Later on, it was forcefully expressed in the strong
Egyptian opposition to the 1951 Anglo-American proposal to establish the
Middle East Defense Organization as part of their strategy of containment in
the Cold War. But a major gap separated the Hashemite rulers from their
Egyptian counterparts on this matter even before the 1952 revolution. The
former considered their political survival and prosperity contingent on con-
tinued alliance with Britain, hence their support for its effort to sustain strategic
primacy in the Middle East. In contrast, Egypt sought to ensure its own re-
gional posture by eliminating the British presence and weakening the
Hashemites’ primacy in the Fertile Crescent.

The advent of Nasirism in the mid-1950s as a movement of protest and
defiance of Western influence renewed the traditional Egypt-lraq competition
for regional hegemony, which now assumed an unprecedented ideological
context. The conflict sprang from Iraq’s intention in the fall of 1954 to sign a
British-backed defense pact with Turkey, which other Arab states could join.
These efforts, however, triggered an inter-Arab struggle of wills, represented
by Iraq and Egypt, over reshaping the region’s political orientation in the
postcolonial era.3¢

The new Egyptian regime perceived the intended pact as an intolerable
threat to its regional Arab leadership and national security. The pact was to
consolidate Iraq’s leadership in the Fertile Crescent—with Syria and Jordan
joining—leaving Egypt isolated in the face of Israel’s military threat, deprived
of substantive sources of arms. In October 1954, an Anglo-Egyptian agreement
on British withdrawal from the Suez Zone was concluded. It brought the new
Egyptian regime under heavy domestic and regional criticism, from the Muslim
Brothers on the right to the Communists on the left. Thus, Iraq’s plan to sign the
pact with Turkey and Britain provided the Egyptian military junta a golden
opportunity to adopt an assertive Arab nationalist foreign policy and a stance of
non-alignment in the Cold War, to enhance their patriotic, independent image.

In a last-ditch effort to dissuade Iraq from joining the proposed treaty,
Nasir gathered the Arab PMs in a conference in Cairo in January 1955, at
which he proposed conformity of Arab states’ policies toward non-Arab actors.
Nasir insisted that the AL and the ACSP were the only bases for Arab states’
foreign and security policies and that no Arab state was allowed to join another
defense pact without the previous consent of other ACSP signatories. Nonethe-
less. a month later Iraq and Turkey signed the treaty—which came to be known
as the “Baghdad Pact™-—later joined by Iran, Pakistan, and Britain. Indeed, for
“Nuri Said’s political school,” Arab neutralism was a revolutionary thought.
Yet the main cause for the conference’s failure was the Iraqi-Egyptian competi-
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tion for regional leadership and their determined quest for narrow individual
state interests. !

The Baghdad Pact was a watershed in the historical course of Arab
regional politics. It indicated a growing drift toward power struggles saturated
with idcological rhetoric and tightly linked to domestic affairs. Nasir isolated
Iraq and kept other Arab states from joining the Pact despite Jordan’s declared
interest in doing so. The campaign against the Baghdad Pact was taken to the
public throughout the Arab world by the mass media, particularly the Voice of
the Arabs (sawr al-"arab) radio, broadcasting from Cairo. The Egyptian propa-
ganda, combined with indigenous political agitation, succeeded in moving the
Arab masses in the Fertile Crescent countries to defy their respective govern-
ments. Nasir’s success in challenging the sovereignty and authority of other
Arab regimes evidently attested to the latter’s weakness and permeable
borders. His campaign against Britain’s efforts to induce Jordan and Syria to
join the new alliance elevated him to the status of an Arab national hero,
reflecting the masses’ yearning for a daring leader whose challenge to the West
instilled a sense of national pride. Nasir’s appeal to the masses to reject West-
ern domination proved a potent source of legitimacy in the inter-Arab struggle
for power. Typically, those identifying with the West were portrayed as taking
the reverse flow of history and denounced as unpatriotic.32

The fortunes of Arab nationalism, led by Nasir, seemed on the upswing
throughout the 1950s. Nasir’s success against the Baghdad Pact was followed
by an cver-increasing campaign against British and American influence in the
Middle East, which could have well reflected his sense of insecurity. His
prestige soared following his role in the April 1955 Bandung conference of
nonaligned states: the Czech-Egyptian arms deal in September, which was
hailed by the Arab world as a courageous assertion of Arab independent will
and an elimination of the Western arms monopoly: nationalization of the Suez
Canal in June 19506, and the joint Anglo-French-Israeli oftensive against Egypt
in October of that year, from which Nasir emerged as a victor.?3

The growing force of Arab nationalism across the region reflected the
worldwide withdrawal and collapse of European colonialism, including in the
Middle East. The process of de-colonization and the expanding phenomenon
of national liberation in Asian and African countries boosted hopes for a new
era of renaissance and resurgence for the newly independent Arab states. From
1955 on, Cairo became the Mecca of national liberation movements in Africa.
Egypt’s primacy forced other Arab rulers to take a clear position concerning
Nasir’s policies. More than ever before, the Arab regional status quo became
politically threatened by militant Pan-Arab alliances of cross-national move-
ments and official regimes.

Nowhere was Nasir’s influence on the Arab masses’ behavior more
visible than in Jordan, especially among its Palestinian residents. In March
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1956, under pressure from the Jordanian-Palestinian nationalist-leftist opposi-
tion and Egypt’s propaganda campaign, King Husain was forced to expel the
Arab Legion’s British command and join a military pact with Syria, Egypt,
Saudi Arabia, and Yemen. Ostensibly it was to serve as a common Arab
defense shield for Jordan. In effect it was a ploy to force an abrogation of the
Anglo-Jordanian treaty of alliance of 1946, offering to replace the British
subsidy to Jordan by Arab aid. The treaty proved to be a broken reed when, six
months later, the signatories remained idle in the face of the joint British-
French-Israeli offensive against Egypt. The summit conference convened in
Beirut (two weeks after the Suez campaign had begun) to discuss a collective
Arab response expressed support for the UN decision on the matter and de-
nounced the tripartite aggression against Egypt. Palestine was not
mentioned.3*

The Egypt-Iraq struggle over the Baghdad Pact and the results of Suez
also intensified the struggle for power in Syria among ideological parties,
especially the Pan-Arab Ba'th Party, the Communists, and the Muslim
Brothers, amid growing involvement of the military in politics. Syria’s domes-
tic turbulence underpinned the Ba'thi civilian and military leaders’ sudden
appeal to Nasir for unity with Egypt, which came into effect with the an-
nouncement of the United Arab Republic in February 1958. The Hashemite
monarchs’ response-—a hasty declaration of a federal unity of their own—was
meant to preempt expected pressures to join the UAR, attesting to their domes-
tic and regional vulnerability in the face of Nasirism. The merger of Syria and
Egypt into the UAR at first appeared to be the apex of Nasir’s Arab national
achievements despite his initial reluctance to undertake such a union. In Sep-
tember 1961, however, a new military coup in Damascus declared secession
and put an end to the union with Egypt. The UAR was the first attempt—and
the only one until the 1989 merger of the republics of North and South
Yemen-—at fusing two Arab sovereignties into one. Retrospectively, the
union’s breakdown served to consolidate still more the political forces within
Arab states that were determined to preserve their independence.33

The roots of the UAR’s failure lay in the circumstances under which it
took place. It was a hasty action that purportedly drew on a shared political
vision of Pan-Arab unity, but practically was intended to serve different goals
of the two partners. The union was not a result of experienced practice or
genuine conviction regarding the advantages of unity. Rather, it stemmed from
Syria’s domestic chaos and threats to Ba'thi political and military leaders, who
perceived unity with Egypt as the only feasible strategy for securing their
political future. Hence the acceptance of Nasir’s humiliating terms—actual
surrender of Syrian sovereignty—which was tantamount to a Syrian political
suicide. Paradoxically. what made the union possible was probably the lack of
territorial contiguity between Egypt and Syria. so that the merger with Egypt
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could under no circumstances alter Syria’s national boundaries or stop Syria
from secession. ¢

The demise of the Traqi Hashemite regime in July 1958 as the result of'a
military coup led by Colonel Qasim radically changed the inter-Arab balance of
power and the region’s traditional alignment. The coup, which was initially
interpreted as part of the Nasirist wave. accelerated Arab nationalist sentiments
in Jordan as well as in Lebanon—where the regime had been confronted with a
rebellion led by Sunni Muslim Nasirists. The perceived crisis of Western pos-
ture in the region led Britain and the United States to send token military forces
to Jordan and Lebanon, respectively, to prevent the collapse of their regimes
and their fall into the radical nationalist orbit. Another reaction was a Saudi-
Jordanian rapprochement which led to a coalition of conservative regimes to
protect themselves from the Nasirist trend. In the new inter-Arab alignment,
Saudi Arabia was to replace Iraq as the main power countering Egypt.

The expectations for Irag-UAR unity were soon frustrated by the new
Iraqi regime due to their fear of Nasir’s hegemony and domestic Kurdish and
communist opposition. Within a few months, relations with the UAR came
under a heavy strain of mistrust and tension, expressed by an ever-intensitying
mutual propaganda war. Scveral plots by adherents of unity with the UAR
against the new Iraqi regime, perceived as inspired by Nasir, deepened the
hostility between the two regimes, which came to a peak in March 1959 with
diplomatic relations between the two states cut off until Qasim’s demise in
1963. The Baghdad-Cairo feud became a total war of propaganda and mutual
subversion. reaching unprecedented levels of hostility. The battle ot rhetoric
assumed an ideological character of mutual de-legitimation, employing the
Palestine cause in the service of the rhetoric of national liberation and anti-
Western domination.??

Iraq’s revolutionary regime posed a scrious challenge to Nasir’s
hegemonic and unionist concept because it too had turned against the West and
become a recipient of Soviet arms. The Iraqi challenge threatened the fragile
unity with Syria, which experienced growing discontent among the Syrian
Ba'thi leaders, who, by the summer of 1959, began undermining the union
when they realized they would be given no real power in it. The UAR’s
breakup in September 1961 marked a new escalation of inter-Arab conflicts.
reflecting Nasir’s efforts to recover his injured prestige. as well as his political
isolation in the Arab world. Nasir could deny the new Syrian regime’s legit-
imacy but could not prevent other Arab rulers from extending their hands to
Damascus and overtly rejoicing at his frustration.

Nasir perceived Syria’s secession as a response to the radical nationaliza-
tion policy he had undertaken in the summer of 1961 against the ““bourgeoisie
and feudalism.” which indeed reinforced the conservatives™ objection to Nasir.
Blaming the “reaction™ for Syria’s secession from the UAR, Nasir embarked
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on a more radical concept of social revolution, which he undertook to imple-
ment both domestically and regionally, to secure his power. His National
Charter of May 1962, which focused on Egypt’s domestic affairs, stipulated a
series of radical social, political, and economic reforms geared to suppress
political opponents, reduce private enterprise, and enhance the state-run econ-
omy. Nasir’s response to Syria’s secession was tantamount to a declaration of
indiscriminate war against his Arab rivals—""reactionaries™ and “revolution-
aries” alike—expressing his wounded pride and threatened regional
leadership.3®

Nasir defined his new ideological approach with the slogan “Unity of
Purpose™ (wahdat al-hadaf), said to represent the Arab nation’s overriding
desire for unity through social revolution. He openly took the liberty—in the
name of this goal—to interfere in other Arab states™ domestic affairs. The
previous slogan, “Unity of Rank™ (wahdar al-saff), denoting inter-Arab coex-
istence regardless of ideological difterences—would bring disaster on the
Arab nation, Nasir declared. The new guiding principle was to reflect Egypt’s
solidarity with Arab peoples, not their rulers. Implicit here was Nasir’s true
purpose: to besiege his Arab rivals by bringing internal pressures to bear on

them.

Nasir’s entrenchment in his ultra-radical Pan-Arab ideology aggravated
his isolation in the Arab arena and rendered compromise with his rivals incon-
ceivable. The Egyptian political elite showed its readiness to accept the logical
consequences of Nasir’s Arab policy, such as severing diplomatic relations
with Jordan for having recognized the sccessionist Syrian regime. Yet Nasir’s
intrusive Arab policy endangered the fragile improvement discerned in U.S.-
Egypt relations under the Kennedy administration, the main result ot which
was a significant American food aid to Egypt. In 1962, this tfood aid accounted
for 99 percent of Egypt’s wheat imports and 53 percent of its net supply of
wheat. The repercussions of Nasir’s revolutionary policy on his relations with
Washington did not linger for long. Just as the Cairo-Washington rapproche-
ment culminated in October 1962 in an agreement to supply food aid to Egypt
for three years, Nasir’s intervention in Yemen that month aroused new
difficulties between Washington and Cairo.3°

The military coup in Yemen and the new rulers’ appeal to Nasir for
support against the Imam’s loyalists provided Nasir with an opportunity to
restore his prestige and implement his new revolutionary ideology. Whatever
the motives and calculations that drove Nasir to entangle Egyptian forces in
Yemen, the decision coincided with his new self-declared war against the Arab
monarchics. A foothold in Yemen would enable Nasir to outflank and threaten
the Saudi regime, which he perceived as the bastion of Arab Reaction, and
establish a potential foothold ncar the British-dominated Arab territorics of
Aden and the Gulf emirates, where the UAR could fulfill its commitment to
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Arab national liberation from Western imperialism. But the intervention in
Yemen risked provoking American cencern for their oil interests in Saudi
Arabia, a scenario Nasir could hardly overlook.*9

For the next five years, Yemen was the battleground of a violent inter-
Arab conflict that drained Egypt’s scant economic resources, served as the
focus of regiona!l Arab politics, and, indirectly, shaped Egypt’s relations with
the United States and the Soviet Union. The Yemen war obliged Egypt to
increase its arms procurement from the Soviet Unien: this arms trade helped
improve relations between the two countries, which had been strained since the
late 1950s. At the same time, the Egyptian military buildup, accompanied by
growing animosity toward conservative regimes and air raids of Saudi towns,
intensified the tension with the United States.

The Yemen war assumed an ideological character, with the UAR fighting
for the new republican regime while Saudi Arabia and Jordan supported the
Royalists. led by the deposed Imam. The employment of massive Egyptian
forces in Yemen, in turn, pulled Riyad and Amman closer, leading to an accord
on military, economic, and political cooperation in November 1962. Further-
more, with U.S. backing, the Saudis formed the Muslim League to heighten
Islamic consciousness and combat radical secular ideologies—a blatant chal-
lenge to Nasir’s militant Pan-Arab nationaliem.*!

In February and March 1963, Ba'thi regimes came to power following
military coups in Baghdad and Damascus, respectively. The fall of Qasim and
Syria’s secessionist regime seemed to vindicate Nasir’s Arab policy and hold
the possibility of restoring unity with Syria. to be joined by Iraq. The instant
initiation of tripartite unity deliberations was a typical example of political
manipulation of Pan-Arab nationalism by these regimes. What appeared as an
earnest action toward unity was in part a response to public expectations and in
part a political maneuver to influence rivals in both domestic and regional
spheres. The unity deliberations in Cairo were marked by deep mistrust and
suspicion, mainly on the part of Nasir: his bitter experience with the Syrian
Ba'thi leaders constituted a significant part of the talks. Orn April 17, 1963, the
three parties proclaimed an agreement on a two-year transiticn period of loose
unity and close cooperation, at the end of which a federal constitution would be
promulgated and elections held. Yet the parties undertook no firm commitment
to promote their unity during the interim period. indicating the unbridgeable
gap between Nasir and the two Ba'th regimes on issues of ruling institutions
and political leadership. The stance adopted by the Iragi and Syrian delegates
showed unmistakably that their governments were not interested in 2 union but
wished to use Nasir’s prestige to gain domestic and regional legitimacy.*>

Within two weeks of the signing ceremony, the propaganda machineries
of the three countries were engaged in a fierce war, combined with political
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subversion by Nasir’s adherents, which led to an abyss of hostility, especially
between Cairo and Damascus. The ruthlessness marking the inter-Arab
struggle—especially the July bloodbath in Damascus following an abortive
Nasirist coup—epitomized the contrast between the high hopes aroused in the
Arab world by the prospect of a tripartite unity and the deadly struggle of the
new Ba‘th regime for political survival, for which control of the domestic arena
was paramount. The Egypt-Syria crisis spurred a rapprochement between the
Ba‘th regimes in Damascus and Baghdad, resulting, in October 1963, in a
treaty of military union that was to be followed by a federal union. Yet this
honeymoon between the ideological twins soon came to an end following a
bloodless coup in Baghdad in November, which removed the Ba'th Party from
power and brought on a renewed propaganda war with Damascus.43

By the end of 1963, large sections of the entire Arab world, from the
Indian Ocean to the Atlantic, were in ferment. In addition to the exhausting
Yemen war, entangling Egypt, Saudi Arabia, and Jordan, the advent of newly
independent states in the Maghreb involved serious inter-Arab conflicts deriv-
ing from Moroccan irredentist claims for the “Greater Moroccan Homeland.”
The September border clashes between Morocco and Algeria over the Tinduf
area dragged Nasir into yet another violent inter-Arab conflict, albeit on a
smaller scale than Yemen’s war. At Algeria’s request, Nasir sent arms and
advisors to the infant independent state, whose leadership he had supported
during its long struggle for national liberation. This resulted in Morocco’s
joining the anti-Nasir camp portraying the AL an “Egyptian puppet.” Morocco
found itself also at loggerheads with Tunisia after the latter, together with
Algeria, recognized the independence of Mauritania, on which Morocco had a
claim as an integral part of its historic homeland.*4

The prolongation and proliferation of inter-Arab disputes rendered futile
Nasir’s distinction between “progressives” and “reactionaries,” in the name of
which he had justified his “Unity of Purpose.” The intensive employment of
symbolically loaded language by Arab regimes in their mutual propaganda
wars underlined the cheap instrumentality of hitherto sacrosanct values. The
fierce inter-Arab struggle for power—although by far more violent than Mal-
colm Kerr’s term “Arab Cold War” denotes—was crucial to state formation
and the definition of state sovereignty and boundaries challenged by an ab-
stract Pan-Arab national entity. This was particularly critical to the “revolu-
tionary” regimes, where the breakdown of pre-independent socio-political and
value systems necessitated the construction of new viable political institutions
and sources of legitimacy. Nasir’s compulsive concept of Pan-Arabism repre-
sented a new version of the power struggle between advocates of the regional
status quo and claimants of regional hegemony. His revolutionary interpreta-
tion of Pan-Arabism was geared to serve his aspired regional hegemony—a
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pursuit motivated by political and strategic needs. Yet such hegemony was
clearly beyond Egypt’s political capabilities, and its failure only fortified the
walls of suspicion and segregation among Arab regimes.

Egypt’s primary role in the inter-state Arab disputes of the late 1950s and
sarly 1960s further weakened the AL's capabilities and stature because it had
been identified as an Egyptian political instrument. During this period, Arab
governments refrained from approaching it on disputes with Egypt, preferring
to complain directly to the UNSC, as attested by Lebanon’s (1958) and Saudi
Arabia’s (1963) complaints against the UAR. Still, Nasir was powerful enough
to rally the Arab states around a common cause that coincided with their
interests as sovereign states, as revealed in the Kuwait crisis of June 1961,
following Iraq’s claim that Kuwait was “an indivisible part of Iraq.” The threat
of an Iraqi invasion of Kuwait was eventually rebuffed by British troops
deployed on the emirate’s soil, a presence later replaced by a joint Arab
Security Force under the AL auspices comprising UAR, Saudi, and Jordanian
troops. The awkward presence of British forces in Kuwait provided Nasir with
an opportunity to lead the joint Arab venture, using the AL to isolate Iraq.
Although the crisis remained a bone of contention in Irag-Kuwait relations, the
AL proved cffective in serving a coalition of core members.*?

The AL survived criticism of its ineptitude as well as years of intense
inter-state Arab disputes. Wherceas it helped to settle the Kuwaiti crisis, the AL
was paralyzed by Egypt’s direct involvement in the Yemen war. Although it
never stopped being the stage for discussing core Arab issues, the AL's activity
was kept at a low profile and its finances were limited. Disputes among mem-
bers were reflected in the occasional boycotts of meetings by regimes sub-
jected to attacks or interference in their domestic affairs by Egypt. Even Egypt
boycotted the League’s mectings for about six months following the AL’s
session in Shtura (August 1962) to protest Syria’s accusation that Egypt had
betrayed the Palestinian cause.

Regional Politics and the Conflict with Israel

Until 1964, Arab strategy in the conflict with Israel was marked by
uncertainty, lack ot a defined political or military plan, and a vast discrepancy
between vision and reality. Israel’s existence in the heart of the Arab homeland
was essentially rejected as an injustice to the Palestinian people, an obstacle to
the realization of Pan-Arab goals, and a permanent cultural, economic, and
political threat to the neighboring Arab countries. Considering Israel an il-
legitimate entity, the Arabs’ objective in the conflict was defined in terms of
climination of the state of Israel. Practically, however, no clear Arab program
of action---whether political or military—had been worked out to accomplish
this objective. Arab strategic and political thought focused on justifying the
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objective and explaining its feasibility regardless of practical constraints, pos-
tulating that the disappearance of Israel was historically inevitable. Indeed, the
Arab objective in the conflict with Israel was a utopian goal that fitted well into
the messianic doctrine of Arab nationalism.*¢

The absence of a specific program of action retlected the Arab states’
awareness of the impracticability of their objective—-vague and undefined as it
was—in view of their limited military capabilities, political weakness and
division, and the wide international support for Israel’s right of existence. The
lack of a clear Arab program of action before 1964 might have retlected the
absence of domestic pressure on the Arab regimes; the Palestinians were in
disarray and it was only their national territory that came under Israeli occupa-
tion; and Jordan’s annexation of the West Bank was obviously an obstacle to
the advancement of the liberation of Palestine. The Palestinian problem was
not a priority for the Arab states, whose policy remained confined until 1964 to
diplomatic activity in the UN and repetition of resolutions pertaining to the
right of the Palestinian refugees to return to their homes. Thus, Nasir’s impor-
tant manifest The National Charter (al-arithag al-iwatani) of 1962 made no
reference to Palestine at all.

Arab governments were incapable of either liberating Palestine or admit-
ting their powerlessness and, hence, adopting a peaceful strategy. Their divi-
sions and jealousies made secret and separate diplomacy the only practical
option for an Arab-Isracli dialogue. It is noteworthy that Jordan, Egypt,
Lebanon, and Syria were cach involved in separate secret diplomacy with
[srael in the aftermath of the 1948 war. Diplomatic contacts between Israel and
Egypt’s revolutionary regime continued even through the mid-1950s. How-
ever, all these efforts ended in failure before they were exposed to the public or
reached a substantial level. The futility of these efforts was demonstrated by
the Israel-Jordan five-year non-belligerency agreement initialled in February
1950. Deferring to the combined pressures of Arab governments and his own
political elite, King "Abdallah suspended the agreement and virtually ceased
further peace talks with Israel.47

Early Isracli-Arab diplomacy revealed the unbridgeable gap between the
conflicting parties. Israel wanted peace based on the status quo, whereas the
Arab parties insisted on Israeli territorial concessions and repatriation of the
Palestinian refugees—demands that Israel perceived as detrimental to its very
existence. The Arab rulers’ opposition to direct and ofticial negotiations with
Israel reflected both their shaky domestic positions and the Arab public con-
sensus that any political agreement with Israel was illegitimate. Especially
because of their responsibility for the 1948 defeat. Arab ruling elites needed a
substantive Isracli concession—Egypt insisted on the Negev, which would
give it territorial contiguity to the Mashreq—the Arab world’s East—to justify
a settlement. The pitfalls of this phase of Arab-Israeli diplomacy reflected the
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sense of insecurity in Israel, the weakness of the Arab states vis-a-vis powerful
Arab popular opposition movements and the depth of their hostility toward
Israel, and growing calls for a “second round.”¥

In the absence of a real capability to destroy Israel, Arab states adopted a
policy of hostility short of war, accompanied by measures of containment.
These measures included: economic boycott, strategic blockade, sporadic
guerrilla warfare—carried out by Palestinians, mainly under Egyptian
supervision—_political and diplomatic warfare in the international arena, and
continued pressure to bring Israel to implement UN resolution 194 concerning
the return of the Palestinian refugees to their homes. Yet the more distant the
goal seemed, the louder Arab leaders tended to voice their hostility against
Israel and reinforce their commitment to the objective of eliminating it. The
inclination to define the objective in such terms nevertheless stemmed from the
domestic and regional political radicalization and social turmoil that swept the
Arab states, threatening the ruling elites’ legitimacy and survivability. This, in
addition to inter-Arab disputes, subjected any Arab ruler who sought accom-
modation with Israel to immense opposition, delegitimation, and even threats
to his life.49

Under Nasir’s leadership, the absence of clear Arab strategy in the con-
flict with Israel was officially admitted. Nasir was increasingly pressured by
radical Arab opponents who aimed to embarrass him into launching the Arab
war against Israel even before unity was achieved, claiming that such a strategy
would hasten the achievement of Arab unity. But with his prestige tarnished
after Syria’s secession from the UAR, confronted by Arab opponents and
entangled in a deadlocked war in Yemen, Nasir was least of all able to lead an
Arab war against Israel. Until May 1967, Nasir repeatedly argued that there
was no Arab option for war against Israel, giving priority instead to his thrust
for establishing regional hegemony in the name of Arab unity. He advocated an
indefinite postponement of war against Israel to give the Arabs time to prepare
for the decisive, all-out showdown, preparation that he portrayed as a com-
prehensive Arab effort—military, economic, and industrial—to build an im-
mense Arab capability, not only to fight Israel but also to deter “those behind
[srael.” The total war envisioned by Nasir turned into an instrument to enhance
and legitimize his regional policies.>?

At the peak of his strife with Qasim, at the ALC’s session in March 1959,
Nasir brought up the idea of establishing a “Palestinian entity,” namely an
institutional representation of the Palestinian national identity and political
cause. The timing of Nasir’s initiative might have been determined by other,
international initiatives regarding the resolution of the Palestinian refugee
problem and growing discontent among the Palestinians in the Gaza Strip. But
the decisive reason for his proposal was apparently the intensive criticism of
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his inaction on behalf of the Palestine cause by Arab adversaries, primarily
Qasim. The initiative indicated Nasir’s interest in demonstrating political ac-
tion for this cause at a time when the military option in the conflict with Israel
was missing. The Palestinian entity idea was meant to shift the form of the
conflict with Israel from an international one between the Arab world and
Israel—in which he was expected to assume a leading role—to a Palestinian
struggle for national liberation spearheaded by the Palestinians themselves and
only supported by the Arab world.5!

Advocating a Palestinian entity was another manifestation of Nasir’s
inconsistent quest for Pan-Arab unity; a pragmatic decision underlined by
international and regional constraints that prevented an all-out war against
Israel. Shifting the Arab-Israeli conflict to a struggle of national liberation
indeed constituted a radical change in the Arab concept of war against Israel,
which had been hitherto unspecified. Yet Nasir’s policy concerning the Pales-
tinian entity before 1967 clearly manifested an intention to confine the struggle
for Palestinian national liberation to the political sphere, at least as long as the
Arabs had no military option against Israel. Nasir’s new concept gathered
momentum in the coming years. It corresponded with the rapid process of de-
colonization in Asia and Africa, Moscow’s official endorsement of national
liberation movements in early 1961, and Nasir’s efforts to establish himself as
a primary leader of the Third World. In hindsight, the Palestinian entity idea
was Nasir’s first step toward limiting his role in the liberation of Palestine.52

The Palestinian entity idea aggravated the competition between Nasir
and Qasim who embarked each on a propaganda race to champion the project.
With no common border with Israel and eager to embarrass Nasir, Baghdad
called for turning the West Bank and Gaza Strip into a “Palestinian Republic”
to serve as a basis for an armed struggle against Israel. Inter-Arab conflicts and
competition for legitimacy rendered the Palestinian entity mainly an instru-
ment in the vicious inter-Arab propaganda campaign. However, Egypt (1957)
and Iraq (1960) also made symbolic gestures to substantiate their positions and
further propagate their arguments by establishing units of the “Palestinian
Liberation Army” under the command of their respective General Staffs. These
units were comprised of Palestinian refugees, whose voluntary recruitment
might have diverted some of their bitterness and drive for action. Additionally,
Nasir took measures toward the political organization of the Palestinians
within the UAR. In addition to the popular-military component, Nasir initiated
the establishment of representative Palestinian National institutions in the Gaza
Strip and Syria as an organic part of a political realignment within the UAR. In
1962, a temporary constitution was given to the Palestinians in Gaza, to func-
tion until “the promulgation of the permanent constitution of the Palestinian
State.” The public debate on the “Palestinian Entity” in Arab forums gathered
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further momentum because it was brought up in conjunction with lIsracl’s
beginning to construct its National Water Carrier (INWC) which was perceived
as a strategic threat to the Palestine cause and the Arab countries.™?

The intensitying debate on the Palestinian entity in the Arab world
paralleled, and interacted with an authentic process of political awakening,
revitalization of Palestinian nationalism, and social radicalization among the
Palestinian refugees. Growing education and social mobilization; a strong
sense of Palestinian identity brought into focus by humiliating social and
cconomic conditions in the refugee camps; the restrictive and suspicious atti-
tudes of the Arab “hosting” countries; and frustrated hopes for a rapid redemp-
tion by the Arab states—all these contributed to the development of a new
generation of young professional Palestinian activists whose role was to be-
come crucial in the Palestinian Resistance (PR) movement from the mid-1960s
onward. The newly emerging leadership in the Palestinian refugee society
called for self-organization of the Palestinians and their assumption of an
active role as a vanguard in the war of national liberation against Isracl. 5+



11
$%

THE PoLITICS OF ESCALATION:
FrROM THE “ARAB CoLD WAR” TO THE
JUNE 1967 WAR

“It is about time to face realities . . .. Let me tell youo and forgive my candor,
that what has been going on between us is demonstrative rather than a real action.
We have announced the establishment of a unified political leadership. held
meetings . . . and spoke of issuces, all of which are general and superficial. Tam
afraid that we have not taken them seriously atall ... We meet [for] long hours
and do nothing but examining positions, but we never unify wills capable off
action. Thus, we uphold placards behind which there is nothing.™

Nasir to an Iraqi delegation headed by President "Abd al-Rahman "Arif.
February 4, 1967, Heikal. Al-Infijar, 1967, p. 408,

“We actually have no plan for the liberation of Palestine now, and we do not have
the means to realize that goal [even] if we have had a plan. [ believe that the
conflict between us and Isracl is a matter of a hundred years.”

Nasir to King Faisal. August 1965, ibid., p. 208.

“[Israel] hates to the extent of death everything we do in the cause of progress,
Because [progress] for us, is the death for Israel.”

Nasir. Al-Ahram, March 10, 1963,






FOR THE SAKE OF PALESTINE: “UNITY OF ACTION”

The Undesirable War Against Israel

Arab politics in the early 1960s demonstrated the abyss between the
vision and the reality of Pan-Arab nationalism and the costly price of political
extremism shaped by intransigent interpretations of this doctrine. By late 1963,
Nasir’s aggressive Pan-Arabism, expressed in the slogan, “unity of purpose,”
had reached an impasse, forcing him to revise his regional Arab strategy,
though not his quest for all-Arab leadership. The shift was heralded by Syria’s
pressures for war against Israel which threatened to entangle Nasir, hence his
call for inter-Arab truce and dialogue through a summit meeting, which he
explained by citing the need to effect a joint Arab response to [srael’s threats—
embodied by the INWC, which was due for completion in mid-1964.

Nasir’s real goal was to avoid the risk of an untimely war and obtain
acknowledgment of a collective Arab responsibility for an indefinite postpone-
ment of the war under the slogan, “Unity of Action.” In return, he was willing
to shelve his revolutionary Arab policy and mend fences with his conservative
rivals on the basis of ad hoc cooperation. As it turned out, however, Nasir was
unwilling to abandon his ideological commitment to fight Western imperialism
and would treat his conservative rivals as equal partners only as long as they
accepted his leadership. Nasir assigned the AL to implement his new inter-
Arab policy, revitalizing the dormant regional Arab forum and demonstrating
its usefulness as a mechanism for regulating inter-Arab relations. As such, the
AL was to legitimize an indefinite postponement of the war against Israel and
save Nasir’s prestige.

The INWC—from Lake Tiberias to the northern Negev, using the Jordan
River—had been a permanent item on the AL’s agenda since its official an-
nouncement in 1959. In February 1960, The ALC decided that the Israeli
project was “an act of aggression against the Arabs, which justifies Arab
collective defence”; that it was “necessary to utilize the waters of the Jordan
River for the benefit of the Arab States and the Arab refugees who have a
legitimate right to it”"; and that a special technical committee attached to the AL
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should coordinate work in this respect. Consequently, a plan was worked out
by the AL for the diversion of the Jordan headwaters into Arab territories,
which would deny them to Israel. The implied effects of such a plan on Israel’s
project and the prospects of an Israeli retaliation, however, could not be over-
looked, hence the need to provide a military backup for the Arab project. By
mid-1961, the ADC had approved the diversion plan to prevent Israel’s com-
pletion of the project, by force if necessary,” and drafted a proposal to create a
Joint Arab Command (JAC). This was followed by a series of meetings of Arab
CoS’s to discuss the appropriate military responses to possible Israeli moves
and to give further consideration to the idea of a JAC.!

The AL diversion plan reflected the Arab perception of the conflict with
Israel as a “zero sum” game and of Israel as an abstract and illegitimate entity.
As such, Israel had no rights for water allocation as one of the riparian states of
the Jordan River. In 1955, the AL rejected a regional plan for the utilization of
water in the Jordan basin prepared by Special Ambassador Eric Johnston, an
envoy of President Eisenhower. The plan was to be financially supported by
the United States on condition that it would include the settlement of the
Palestinian refugees. Though a later version of the plan was technically ac-
cepted by Israel and Jordan, other Arab states, led by Syria, remained officially
hostile to Israel’s sharing in the Jordan waters. Israel, for its part, would not
agree to any further delay of its project pending Arab consent, arguing that its
national water project was compatible with international law, and that it meant
to use its legitimate share of water as a riparian state, recognized by the
Johnston plan. Jordan, as well, continued its water project.?

Syria was active in agitating the issue in the AL forums, particularly
following its secession from the UAR. Syria’s turbulent domestic politics and
its conflict with Nasir following the breakup with the UAR, rendered
Damascus’ ultra militant position in the conflict with Israel a primary source of
legitimacy on both domestic and regional levels. Escalating the conflict with
Isracl became all the more significant for the Syrian Ba'th regime following its
accession of power in March 1963, and took the form of intensive border
incidents across the demilitarized zone along the Upper Jordan River. Syria’s
policy toward Israel was meant to exert pressure on Nasir—who denied recog-
nition to the Ba'th regime—Dby exposing his inaction on the issue of Palestine
and ““Arab national waters.” Already in mid-1962, Nasir was attacked by his
Arab adversaries, Syria in particular, for acquiescing to a soft line on Israel in
return for U.S. aid. In this context the INWC project and the border clashes
with Israel served Damascus well, validating its call to adopt an active all-Arab
military stand in the conflict over the Jordan waters. Syria’s efforts to commit
Nasir to the “liberation of Palestine” resembled Iraq’s challenge to Egypt’s
regional leadership in 1945—-48, when Iraq had advocated an ultra-militant
policy on Palestine.?




For the Sake of Palestine 59

For Nasir, however, the time for a military operation against Israel could
hardly have been worse. Not only had there not been a joint Arab war plan but
inter-Arab relations were at a deep crisis and Egypt’s costly involvement in the
Yemen war was deadlocked. Nasir could not overlook the possiblity that join-
ing an action against a legitimate Israeli water project would aggravate his
relations with the United States, already strained over the Yemen war, and
endanger the flow of American economic aid to Egypt—which amounted to
$264 million in 1962 and was to increase by 50 percent in 1963. Finally, in late
1963 Nasir was engaged in extensive diplomatic efforts aimed at enhancing his
prestige and leading role in the Third World by hosting a summit conference of
the nonaligned states in Cairo.*

The Syrian-Egyptian dispute culminated at the Arab CoS’s meeting in
Cairo on December 7, 1963, in which the Arab response to INWC was
discussed. Syria’s demand for immediate war was rebuffed by the UAR dele-
gate, who opposed a military solution, at least for the present. This dispute was
followed by an overt showdown in the media, triggering another Egyptian
outburst of propaganda war that accused Saudi Arabia, Jordan, and Syria of
“stabbing Egypt in the back” by trying to drag it into war. Egypt, it was
stressed, would take no military action on the Jordan River issue until Arab
unification had been achieved. Damascus responded by excoriating Egypt for
evading its national responsibility vis-a-vis the Palestinian question, which
encouraged Israel to proceed with its aggressive project. The Syrians dismissed
the proposal to divert the Jordan headwaters as a gimmick designed to conceal
a refusal to fight. They warned that, besides depleting the water sources of
Lebanon, Syria, and Jordan, Israel’s project would strengthen its economic,
demographic, and military capabilities and lead to further expansion of the
Jewish state at the Arabs’ expense.’

The Syrian propaganda campaign—echoed by Egypt’s other advers-
aries, notably Saudi Arabia—severely questioned Nasir’s credibility and pres-
tige in the Arab world. Nasir was on the horns of a dilemma, compelled to seek
a respectable way out of the political impasse into which he had been driven by
his own revolutionary Pan-Arabism and the new Syrian Ba'thi regime. Aware
of Syria’s inability to prevent the Israeli project alone, on December 23 Nasir
called for the earliest possible meeting of Arab presidents and monarchs to
discuss thoroughly a collective Arab military response to the Israeli water
project. Nasir declared that “Palestine supersedes all differences of opinion.
For the sake of Palestine, we are ready to meet with all those with whom we
have disagreements.” The quarrels and disputes of recent years should be
relegated to history. Israel’s water diversion of the Jordan waters must be
resisted by force because the campaign over the Jordan was inseparably linked
with the struggle for Palestine. Egypt was ready to do its duty in this regard,
Nasir emphasized, but the time was not yet ripe for military action: “It is no
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shame to decide that we cannot employ force at this time. 1f | were to say that it
is possible to go to war now, | would be bringing disaster on you.™

Nasir’s new approach to regional Arab politics was designed to coopt the
Ba'th regime into an all-Arab strategy under Egyptian control and at the same
time preserve his position as the Arab champion of the Palestine cause. Nasir’s
effort to prevent war and defy Syria’s militancy in the conflict with Israel
underlined his need for an alignment with the conservative regimes, which was
tantamount to an admission that his campaign against them had miscarried.
Hence, Cairo’s new message to the Arab world was marked by a conciliatory
approach, emphasizing that inter-Arab wrangling must not be allowed to pre-
vent cooperation in realizing the common goal of struggle for Palestine. Egypt
pronounced itself ready to allow each Arab country to act as its interests and
resources allowed.”

Nasir’s call for a summit meeting drew an immediate affirmative re-
sponse from all the AL members, enabling the ALSG "Abd al-Khaliq Hassuna
to issue invitations to the thirteen member states without delay. Only Saudi
Arabia withheld its reply, reflecting the power struggle within the Saudi royal
family and disagreement about who was to head the delegation: King Sa‘ud or
Crown Prince Faisal, the Saudi regime’s “strong man.” Finally, the king an-
nounced that he would serve as his country’s official delegate to the meeting—
a decision that may have bolstered the monarch’s tenuous position in the Saudi
court but that would have a deleterious effect on Egyptian-Saudi talks over
Yemen.

Purely selfish considerations prompted Arab leaders to accede at once to
Nasir’s invitation. His powerful charisma among the masses and his moral
stature as the Arab nation’s hero meant that his extraordinary gesture could not
be disregarded. The Saudis interpreted Nasir’s invitation as an acknowledg-
ment of his need to hold talks with them. His declared intention to postpone
war with Israel and remove inter-Arab disputes was consistent with the inter-
ests of the conservative regimes, whose political vulnerability and interest in
regional stability turned them into natural allies of Nasir’s new inter-Arab
policy. For the Syrian regime, whose legitimacy had been challenged by Nasir,
participation in a conference with the Egyptian leader meant tacit recognition
by Cairo, and boosted legitimacy at home. Syria’s Ba'th leaders could utilize
the occasion to promote their campaign to expose Nasir’s indecisive policy on
the question of Palestine. Above all, Arab leaders apparently wished to share—
especially with Nasir—a collective responsibility for the decision on the Is-
raeli water project, whatever line of action was to be adopted.®

Arrangements for the conference under Hassuna’s direction included the
preparation of working papers and agenda that virtually reflected Nasir’s needs
and priorities. The AL proved to be a useful Egyptian instrument of regional
policy when used in accordance with raison de status guo. The agenda in-
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cluded the INWC and its ramifications, the “Palestinian Entity,” and the need
to “clear the atmosphere” in the Arab world and settle all outstanding
differences. This last, catchall, item had been placed on the agenda, it was
explained, so that practical discussions could be held on all issues not covered
by the first three items. Thus, the most bitter inter-Arab disputes, such as the
one between Nasir and the Syrian Ba'th regime, or the Yemen war, were not
officially included in the agenda, a familiar practice in inter-Arab meetings.
Inter-Arab disputes were to be veiled by ambiguous phrases: the issues to be
underlined were those capable of consolidating consensus, namely those re-
lated to threats originating from non-Arab actors, especially Israel.”

The Arab Diversion Plan

Ways to scuttle the INWC, and the formation of a JAC to prepare for a
consequent war with Israel, were the main Arab instruments to be pursued in
the conflict with Isracl. Since the summit conference’s underlying rationale
was to sccure official sanction for postponing war against Israel, an alternative
Arab response was required in the form of a counter-plan for diversion of the
Jordan waters. This had already been fully studied by the AL’s apparatus,
namely the “Technical Committee on the Jordan River.” and the Arab CoS’s.

The Arab diversion plan was comprised of two stages. It called, in the
short term, for the diversion of the Jordan headwaters in Syria and Lebanon to
prevent Israel from using them; and, in the long term, for the construction of an
inter-state system of dams, water reservoirs, and hydro-electric stations to let
the Arabs utilize the available water. The Arab plan’s maximum effect would
have reduced the quantity of water available to Israel annually by 200-250
mcm. However, it would also have increased the salinity of Lake Tiberias,
which would have reduced the quantity of water available to Isracl by a much
larger figure. It was estimated that completion of the plan’s initial stage would
require eighteen months to two years; and eight to ten years would pass before
the project’s second stage would be fully operable. At the summit conference,
$17.5 million was allocated for the first stage of development, with each
country contributing in proportion to its share in the AL budget. The actual
diversion work was to get underway once approval was given by the mooted
JA(“ 10

The diversion plan turned into a bone of inter-Arab contention over
allocation of water and funds. Jordan objected to the original plan, which called
for the Hasbani waters to be diverted into the Litani River, and urged instead
that they be integrated into its Ghor project. On the other hand, the Lebanese
wanted the prior construction of the Nabatiyya dam for collecting the Hasbani
waters and requested funds to this end from the diversion project budget. The
final diversion plan approved by the second summit conference, held in Sep-
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tember 1964, indeed added Jordan’s Mukhaiba dam to the Arab-funded
project, whose estimated total cost was £10.25 million, in addition to the £6.25
million allocated at the first summit meeting. The diversion plan was portrayed
as a legitimate self-defense action in the face of Israel’s aggression against “the
Arab waters.” Hence, the summit’s final communique apologetically empha-
sized adherence to international legitimacy in accordance with the UN charter.
The effort to counter negative international reactions was even more salient in
the final version of the diversion plan, presented as an economic development
scheme, a large-scale irrigation project, rather than an anti-Isracli measure.!!

Given Lebanon’s military weakness and traditional reluctance to become
entangled in hostilities with Israel, the diversion plan depended most heavily
on Syria, which was charged with implementing its main part. This served well
Nasir’s intention to defy Syria’s militancy and discourage Damascus from
provoking Israeli military action. Against this backdrop, Syria raised objec-
tions to the procedures and duties of the JAC, which, as designed by Cairo,
were meant to secure Egypt’s control of the joint Arab military effort and
thereby forestall an undesirable slide into war. Egypt would argue that coor-
dination and cohesiveness among the Arab armies was not yet at a level that
would make a war with Israel feasible. Syria, on the other hand, wished to use
the JAC both to enhance Nasir’s military commitment to her and to help
underwrite its own military buildup.!?

Ultimately it was agreed to subordinate the JAC to an Egyptian General,
‘Ali “Ali ‘Amir, and to entrust it with several tasks: to coordinate among the
Arab armies and bring about standardization of their weapons systems and
military terminology; to examine the vulnerable defense points of Syria, Jor-
dan and Lebanon and to determine their arms requirements. The bulk of the
JAC’s budget—which the summit participants were to pay by February
1964—was earmarked for aid to these three countries. Under the JAC’s super-
vision, these states were to prepare a military force able to hold on its own
against Israel if the latter resorted to armed action in response to the Arab
diversion project. A ten-year budget of $345 million was allocated to the JAC,
with Kuwait’s share, for example, put at $11.5 million per year, Saudi Arabia’s
at $6.9 million, and Iraq’s at $3.45 million. Egypt was not to receive Arab
financial aid since “its military readiness was complete.”!3

In June 1964, the INWC became operational, entirely unhindered.
“Unity of action” soon proved impractical because the Arab regimes remained
mutually suspicious and fearful lest their independence and sovereignty be
hampered by other Arab regimes in the name of action for the sake of Palestine.
Nowhere was this suspicion more evident than in regard to military coopera-
tion under a joint command, which touched on the precarious security of
individual Arab regimes. From the outset, the JAC found itself confronting
intractable problems. It had to study the confrontation states’ armies and ways
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to strengthen them but without having any reliable information. The JAC
lacked the authority to coordinate among the Arab armies, including the Egyp-
tian one. Furthermore, a basic premise of the JAC was an early deployment of
Iraqi forces in Jordan and Lebanon to help defend the Arab diversion works.
Jordan and Lebanon, however, refused to permit foreign Arab forces on their
soil and insisted on ironclad guarantees against Israeli reprisals before they
would allow the diversion work to begin. Standardization of Arab armies’
weapons was another obstacle. Jordan and Lebanon not only categorically
rejected Egypt’s proposal that they acquire Soviet-manufactured arms, to
match Egypt’s, Syria’s, and Iraq’s, but demanded that the JAC give them funds
to purchase additional Western weaponry, leaving the JAC no choice but to
partially meet their demand. Indeed, “The Arab command may have been
united, but it lacked unified armies.”!#

The JAC report, as well as the diversion plan and its military ramifica-
tions, topped the agenda of the second summit conference, which convened in
Alexandria in early September 1964. In his report, the JAC commander offered
the assessment that Israel would react militarily to the Arab plan once it was
put into effect. The report suggested that the Israelis had the capacity to rout
any Arab state they attacked before other countries could come to its aid.
Therefore, he argued, it was essential that he be vested with the authority to
transfer Arab forces from one country to another in accordance with the JAC’s
overall plan, in war or peacetime. However, Syria, Jordan and Lebanon, the
main states expected to host expeditionary forces, rejected this idea.

Syria’s continued attacks on Nasir between the summits foreshadowed
the fierce debate that errupted over these issues at the summit, which had to be
extended by another two days beyond the original timetable in order to reach
consensus. Nasir himself, increasingly pressured by Syria, escalated his threat-
ening tone, declaring that the war with Israel was inevitable. Syria’s president
Amin al-Hafiz was eager to force Nasir to Syria’s position of immediate all-
Arab military showdown with Israel despite the JAC commander’s view that
Syria’s forces needed more than any other Arab army to be beefed up. Hafiz
insisted that it was necessary to make “the liberation of Palestine” the cardinal
goal of collective Arab strategy, a statement that coincided with Syria’s grow-
ing support of the “popular armed struggle” and of Palestinian guerrilla groups.
Lebanon sought to avoid conflict with Israel over the water issue, insisting that
their shaky political system precluded the entry of foreign Arab forces into
their territory. Jordan contended that the stationing of Iraqi or Saudi troops on
its soil would be conceived by Israel as a cause for war. Both Jordan and
Lebanon objected to the proposed idea of military training for their Palestinian
refugees. The discussion of the JAC’s report led to a unanimously endorsed
resolution, originally suggested by Nasir, that adopted the essence of Syria’s
position and reflected the advent of the PLO. It consisted of three main points:
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I. A comprehensive Arab plan of action—political, economic, and

military—would be drawn up to liberate Palestine and ensure “the elim-

ination of the Israeli aggression.”

The Arab states would report on their ability to assist the confrontation

states with manpower and funding (no deadline was set).

3. The JAC was empowered to prepare an overall plan so that an estimate
could be made of its needs in terms of budget, manpower, and
weaponry. '3

o

Nasir also directed the summit to adopt a clear resolution calling for
immediate commencement of the Jordan River diversion project. In view of the
expected Israeli reaction, the summit approved Nasir’s proposal to entrust the
JAC’s commander with the authority to instruct Arab armies to move even
before hostilities with Israel broke out. According to the terms, however, the
movement of Arab forces was to take into consideration each individual coun-
try’s constitutional makeup and customary modalities—a provision that effec-
tively subordinated the JAC’s authority to the policies of each Arab state
concerned. The restriction on the JAC command stemmed from Lebanon’s
demand that no foreign Arab forces enter its territory except at the govern-
ment’s explicit request and with parliamentary approval. It was also resolved
that expeditionary forces from Syria, Saudi Arabia, and Iraq would be massed
near the confrontation lines in order to rapidly reinforce the Jordanian and
Lebanese armed forces in an emergency. It was agreed that no additional funds
would be allocated for military procurement and infrastructure installations. ¢

The Alexandria summit resolved to form a followup committee—
headed by the ALSG and comprised of representatives of the heads of the Arab
states—to monitor the resolutions’ implementation and to report to the next
summit conference. This revealed a fundamental problem of discrepancy be-
tween resolutions and actions, which necessitated additional inter-Arab meet-
ings and the work of followup committees on major issues such as the diver-
sion project and the JAC’s powers. The summits of Cairo and Alexandria
resolved to institutionalize the summit and provide for an annual session.!”

From a *‘Palestinian Entity” to the PLO

Since the Arab-Israeli conflict had become the pivotal issue of the sum-
mit meeting, it was incumbent on the organizers to include the *‘Palestinian
Entity” on the agenda as a separate item. As mentioned above, this issue had
been on the ALC’s agenda since March 1959, following Nasir’s allusion to the
matter in the course of inter-Arab feuding about commitment to the cause of
Palestine. Notwithstanding the momentum this issue gathered in the Arab
world in the early 1960s, no practical progress was made in the AL’s forums,
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mainly due to Jordanian rejection, which foiled an Arab consensus on this
issue. Nonetheless, the ongoing debate of the subject in the AL forums as well
as among the Palestinians, had unmistakably eroded Jordan’s objection.
Nasir—and Qasim as well—consciously and publicly challenged Jordan’s
rule in the West Bank and its legitimacy as the heir of Mandatory Arab Pal-
estine. The ongoing debate contributed to the concept and principles that
shaped the ultimate Palestinian national organization.

Cairo was also active in advancing the establishment of a separate Pales-
tinian representation in the AL as well as in various international forums. This,
however, clashed head-on with Hashemite Jordan, which blocked all the efforts
made at the AL’s forums to adopt a resolution substantiating a Palestinian
national representation. The “Palestinian Entity” concept threatened to split the
West Bank from Jordan and further undermine the Hashemite dynasty’s shaky
existence. The threat to Jordan’s integrity and political stability was very real
for a state that had always been anathema to Arab nationalists and in which the
Palestinians constituted a majority of the population. This threat was reflected
in the government’s oppressive measures against opposition groups, some of
which had been backed by other Arab states.!®

At the ALC session held in September 1963 at a FMs level, a combined
[raqi-Egyptian pressure was exerted on Jordan to accept the idea of a “Palestin-
ian Entity”” and national representation. The session decided to appoint Ahmad
al-Shuqairi, a prominent Palestinian figure (originally from Acre), well known
in inter-Arab and international diplomatic circles, as the new “representative of
Palestine™ at the AL. Shuqairi succeeded the late Ahmad Hilmi "Abd al-Bagqi,
who had headed the “All-Palestine Government” (hukumat ‘umum Filastin) at
its foundation in September 1948 in Gaza. The ALC resolved to empower
Shugqairi to form and head a Palestinian delegation to the UNGA, practically
dismissing the historic Palestinian leadership embodied by al-Haj Amin al-
Husaini’s AHC and replacing it with the ensuing “Palestinian Entity.” The
ALC session reiterated the Palestinian people’s national rights, and expressed
support for Iraq’s proposal to establish a Palestinian National Council (PNC)
and government.!?

Palestinian participation in the first Arab summit faced a procedural
problem, since the Palestinian delegate was not a head of state. Shuqairi’s
participation was eventually approved—after he allegedly threatened to
resign—>but he was allotted a smaller chair than the heads of state, to indicate
his inferior status. Discussing “the Palestinian personality” (al-shakhsiyya al-
filastiniyva) and the organizational measures required to give it expression, the
first summit resolved that Ahmad al-Shugairi would continue his contacts with
the member states of the AL and the Palestinian people “in order to establish
the proper foundations for the organization of the Palestinian people, to enable
it to fulfil its role in the liberation of its homeland and its self-determination.”
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The inconclusive wording of the final resolution indicated Nasir’s decision to
reach consensus on the principle of establishing a representative Palestinian
institution. It was a compromise between supporters and opponents of the
“Palestinian Entity” idea.20

Nasir led the move to recognize a Palestinian Entity and establish a
political body of Palestinian refugees, and was seconded by other rulers, albeit
with different purposes. Presidents Bourguiba of Tunisia and Ben-Bella of
Algeria proposed the creation of a Palestinian liberation organization based on
the model of the Algerian FLN. On the opposition side, only Jordan was
adamant in rejecting recognition of any organization whose very existence
implied contradiction of the Hashemite rule on both banks of the River Jordan.
The Saudis were reserved, identifying the creation of a Palestinian political
organization with Egypt’s inter-Arab policy. They also had an unsettled ac-
count with Shuqairi who, as their recent UN ambassador, had disobeyed
Riyad’s order to submit a complaint against Egypt for violation of Saudi
sovereignty in the Yemen war and had resigned.2!

Shuqairi made repeated efforts to mitigate King Husain’s fears, assuring
him that the *Palestinian Entity” “is not a government and it lacks sov-
ereignty,” and that the envisaged organization would not try to separate the
West Bank from Jordan. It would aim, explained Shugqairi, at mobilizing the
Palestinian people’s military and political potential, and at cooperating with all
Arab countries. King Husain’s strong objection to either incorporating the term
“Palestinian Entity” into the resolution or stipulating its inclusion forced the
summiteers to drop any reference to it. The final resolution thus carried a vague
wording to be accepted by all participants, leaving this matter to further elab-
oration by the three leading figures concerned, namely Nasir, Husain, and
Shugqairi. Officially, Shuqairi had not been empowered to take any practical
action in establishing the Palestinian organization, but could only consult the
Palestinians about it—as he himself, as well as his Arab rivals, later argued.
However, the summit conference resulted in inter-Arab and intra-Palestinian
political dynamics that were to facilitate Shuqairi’s mission and generate suffi-
cient conditions for the birth of the PLO less than five months later.22

The summit indeed set in motion the process of institutionalizing a
Palestinian national movement, thereby opening a new era in the history of the
Arab-Israeli conflict. The change was manifested by the use of new terms,
which henceforth gained ever-growing Arab support, such as “liberation of
Palestine” and “self-determination of the Palestinian people.” These were soon
to replace the phrase “implementation of UN resolutions,” which had gained
currency at high-level Arab gatherings. The emergence of the Palestinian cause
as a matter of national liberation gathered momentum due to growing competi-
tion between Syria and Egypt over championing this issue following the first
summit. Underlying the adoption of the phrase was also the desire to garner the
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support of Third World leaders by subsuming the Palestinian issue under the
rubric of liberation from colonial rule and the right to self-determination, goals
with which these leaders could readily identify. The final communique repeat-
edly appealed for the moral and political support of the Third World countries
for “the legitimate Arab struggle against Zionist aspirations.” This appeal was
reinforced by expressions of support for the struggle against imperialism ev-
erywhere (particularly in South Yemen, Oman, Angola, and South Africa),
pointing to “the dangers and aspirations of imperialism and Zionism, particu-
larly in Africa.”?3

From the outset, Shuqairi made no secret of his intention to establish a
political organization for the Palestinians, with Nasir’s full endorsement. His
efforts in this regard were no doubt facilitated by the Cairo-Amman rapproche-
ment and the general atmosphere of detente in inter-Arab relations combined
with the Arab governments’ growing interest in the Palestinian question. Still,
Shuqairi had his work cut out for him due to the deep suspicion and antagonism
of some Arab regimes regarding everything identified with Nasir, and divided
opinions about what the “Palestinian Entity” should be. Shuqairi sought to deal
with this situation by allaying Jordan’s apprehensions, reluctantly reiterating
that the Palestinian organization would not be a government nor would it hold a
referendum or elections before the liberation of Palestine itself. Shuqairi made
clear his view of the correct distribution of tasks between his nascent organiza-
tion and the Arab states. The Palestinian people, he asserted, would take
responsibility for its own fate, and the Arab states’ task would be to support the
Palestinians until the establishment of their independent entity.24

Jordan remained hostile to the idea and took measures to scuttle Shug-
airi’s assignment, but could not overlook the strong emotional response of
Palestinians to Shuqairi’s visit to the West Bank. No less important for Husain
was to reach conciliation with Nasir that would enhance his legitimacy both at
home and in the Arab world. Nasir’s patronage of the “Palestinian Entity”
provided the Jordanian monarch with an opportunity to mend fences with him
by taking a calculated risk and going along with Shuqairi’s efforts in convening
what would become the PLO’s constituent assembly. Husain apparently hoped
to gain control of the fledgling organization by forcing Shuqairi to accept a
pro-Hashemite orientation at the conference.2>

Shuqairi also encountered resistance from Syria and Saudi Arabia. The
Ba'th regime in Damascus, which advocated armed struggle to liberate Pal-
estine, contemptuously dismissed Shuqairi’s plans as a mere tool in the hands
of Nasir and Husain. The Saudis, for their part, threw their support behind al-
Haj Amin al-Husaini, former Mufti of Jerusalem and veteran national leader of
the Palestinian Arabs, who still retained his title as head of the AHC. So
reluctant was Riyad to cooperate with Shuqairi that it barred him from entering
the country. Other states were more forthcoming. Lebanon, although it ob-
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jected to Shuqairi’s intention to establish training bases for the Palestinians in
their countries of residence, favored organizing the Palestinians politically.
Both Iraq and Kuwait unreservedly welcomed Shugairi.2¢

Shuqairi’s activity ran into opposition also from Palestinian activist
aroups who, due to their links with some Arab regimes, came to represent the
divided Arab arena over Shuqairi’s mandate. Al-Haj Amin al-Husaini main-
tained that the AHC was the sole legitimate representative of the Palestinian
people, and tried to garner support among the Arab states. Also opposing
Shuqairi’s program were the Palestinian sections of Pan-Arab bodies such as
the Ba'th, the Arab Nationalist Movement (a/-gaywvmivvun al-'arab), and the
Communists, as well as Palestinian underground groups affiliated with Syria.
such as Fatah and the Palestine Liberation Front (PLF).27

After four months of incessant lobbying in Arab and Palestinian circles,
however, Shuqairi was able to override and outmaneuver his critics, mainly
due to Nasir’s backing and King Husain’s consent to holding the constituent
Palestinian conference in Jerusalem. On May 28, 1964, the conference con-
vened in the presence of King Husain and official representatives of” Arab
governments, providing the PLO’s ceremonial proclamation a collective Arab
imprint. After endorsing the Palestinian National Charter and the PLO’s basic
law, the conference clected Shugairi as president of the organization and chair-
man of its Executive Committee, with power to appoint that body’s members
as he saw fit. Almost simultaneously, six Palestinian underground groups
announced their unification within the framework of a difterent liberation
organization that held that Palestine could be liberated only by force of arms.2%

The fait accompli of the PLO’s foundation exacerbated inter-Arab
differences on this matter when it was discussed at the second summit con-
ference. Saudi Crown Prince Faisal lashed out at the creation of the PLO as a
violation of the summit’s mandate to Shuqairi, while Ben-Bella, serving as
Nasir’s mouthpiece, sided with the PLO leader. Shuqairi himself submitted far-
reaching requests, including the formation, training, and outfitting of a large
>alestinian army for the liberation of Palestine. He also called for the creation
of an Arab financial institution devoted to this purpose that would raise £45
million through tax levies, principally from oil production. Of this, £15 million
would be allocated to the PLO, an amount that would also cover the military
budget. Shuqairi’s sweeping requests were opposed even by Egypt, as well as
Jordan, Saudi Arabia, and Lebanon. The main dividing issue, however, con-
cerned the PLO’s objectives and structure.2”

Ba'thi Syria wanted a revolutionary body, with sovereignty over the
Palestinian territories held by the Arab states—namely, the West Bank, the
Gaza Strip, and al-Hama.?Y The Palestine Liberation Army (PLA), Syria ar-
gued, must be subject to the authority of the Palestinian government to be
formed by the organization, and Egypt must desist from exploiting the PLO
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against other Arab states for its own purposes. Both the Syrians and the Saudis
insisted that the PNC be an elected body and not appointed by Shuqairi,
obviously to limit Nasir’s control of the PLO, only to be rebuffed by Shuqairi’s
comments about the lack of election procedures in those countries. King Hus-
ain, adamant to control the threat to his throne caused by the PLO’s advent,
refused to countenance even a hint of Palestinian sovereignty. Above all,
Husain rejected the creation of independent Palestinian military units, arguing
that a Palestinian army already cffectively existed in the form of Jordan’s army
and National Guard. As for Nasir, although he was Shugqairi’s bulwark of
support, he could not permit the formation of an Arab independent force that
might risk his own strategy of long-range preparations for the decisive war
against Israel by creating the hazard of premature entanglement. Thus, while
Nasir paid lip service to the idea of the liberation of Palestine—even declaring
that the Gaza Strip and Sinai would be placed at the PLA’s disposal as forward
bases—he was in fact bent on full subordination of the PLO’s military activity
to the JAC.

Ultimately, the summit resolved to express support for the PLO as the
Palestinians’ representatives in the political arena. The PLA’s creation was also
approved in a decision-making process typical of Arab summit conferences:
since the heads of state were loath to make the decision themselves, at Nasir’s
proposal, which won unanimous approval. Shugairi himself was to do it,
following which the summit approved “the organization’s decision to create
the PLA.” Both the PLO and the PLA were to be funded, with the latter being
allocated £5.5 million: £2 million from Iraq and Kuwait, £1 million from Saudi
Arabia, and £0.5 million from Libya.3!

In a series of talks held by Shuqairt and the JAC, it was concluded that
PLA units would be formed in Syria, Iraq, and the Egyptian-held Gaza Strip,
with the assistance of cach country’s army. Shuqairi reluctantly agreed to
subordinate these units to the Arab armies, in coordination with the JAC as far
as funding and training were concerned. Nevertheless, Shuqairi was given the
nominal right to name the first titular commander of the PLA, Lt. Col. Wajih al-

-

Madani, a Palestinian officer serving in the Syrian army.32
“Unity of Action™ and Inter-Arab Rclations

The summit meetings heralded a new era of inter-Arab accord and coop-
eration. Even though the main inter-Arab disputes remained unresolved, the
new conciliatory atmosphere mitigated their gravity. The summit did, however,
pave the way for further conciliatory efforts in some secondary contlicts,
giving most of its participants a sense of accomplishment. Nasir’s wish to
avoid war with Israel was implicitly sanctioned by all Arab leaders in return for
his conciliatory approach toward his adversaries and acceptance of their legit-
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imacy. An attack on Israel was made contingent on an Israeli offensive against
the Arab water-diversion project, which he might have hoped would never
come. Nasir could count on Lebanon’s unequivocal reluctance to become
involved in such a project and its willingness to do all in its power to derail it.
However, Syria’s militant drive was only loosely and temporarily tamed, and
[sracl’s response was out of Nasir’s control.

Of all the inter-Arab feuds the one between Nasir and the Syrian Ba'th
regime remained unchanged, with no renewal of their diplomatic relations after
Syria’s secession from the UAR. Nasir, while willing to overlook his ideologi-
cal differences with conservative regimes for the sake of collective Arab ac-
tion, remained hostile to Syria’s revolutionary Ba'th regime. Throughout the
conference, Nasir adamantly refused to meet with Syrian President Amin al-
Hafiz. Obviously, Hafiz was more interested in rapprochement with Nasir than
the other way around, and tried to prolong his stay in Cairo after the summit in
the hope of meeting Nasir personally, but to no avail. Syria thus remained
isolated politically, reluctantly accepting the conference resolutions while res-
erving the right to respond militarily to Israeli actions.

Between the Cairo and Alexandria summits, the enmity between Nasir
and the Syria’s Ba'th regime continued to cast a pall over the inter-Arab
atmosphere of conciliation. Aggravating the situation was a renewed outbreak
of vicious verbal sparring by Syria against Egypt and Iraq in April 1964,
generated by mounting unrest in Syria, which quickly erupted into street riots.
The Syrian outburst reflected a growing sense of isolation in the Arab arena
following the Egypt-Iraq rapprochement during and after the first summit.
President ‘Arif gained Nasir’s support presumably for having toppled the Ba'th
Party in Iraq and his effort in reconciling Egypt-Saudi differences on Yemen.
Rescued from its traditional isolation, the Iraqi regime became Nasir’s main
partner in his strategy toward Israel through the JAC and as a supervisor of the
meeting’s resolutions. In May, a new unity pact between Egypt and Iraq was
furiously assailed by Damascus as being directed against itself and contradict-
ing the conciliatory atmosphere of the January summit meeting. Relations
between Cairo and Damascus deteriorated further following the former’s
disregard of Syria’s request for aid after a series of armed clashes with Israeli
forces in the demilitarized zone in early July. Only after repeated demands did
Egypt send General “Ali "Amir to Damascus to allay a Syrian sense of isolation
that threatened to push it into renewed military action against Israel.33

With the threat of untimely war against Israel seemingly under control,
and his Arab leadership reaffirmed in the summit, Nasir turned to dealing with
his entanglement in Yemen, by trying to reach an understanding with the Saudi
royal family. Substantive negotiations were impossible both because of King
Sa‘ud’s failing health and his eroded authority. Though Sa'ud refused to com-
mit the Monarchists in Yemen to a compromise solution with Nasir, the summit
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did lay the ground for future dialogue and negotiation between Egypt and
Saudi Arabia on the issue. King Husain was active in the mediation efforts
between Cairo and Riyad, following his own reconciliation with Nasir.
Egyptian-Saudi relations temporarily improved following a visit to Riyad by
Egypt’s Vice-President ‘Abd al-Hakim ‘“Amir in March 1964, accompanied by
Iraqi and Algerian ministers. The visit resulted in an agreement on resumption
of diplomatic relations, a joint announcement endorsing Yemen’s indepen-
dence, and a commitment to seek peaceful resolution of all conflicts. But
Egypt-Saudi relations remained in abeyance due to the Yemen war, where the
rival factions’ intransigence blocked any resolution. Nasir found himself in-
creasingly trapped in his commitment to the corrupt, incompetent Republican
regime whose leaders were engaged in constant political intrigues and power
struggles. Riyad, where the power struggle within the royal family had been
decided in March 1964 in Faisal’s favor—though Sa‘ud was to remain king
until November—continued to refuse to make any concessions to Egypt.
Meanwhile, tension between British authorities in South Yemen and the Re-
public of Yemen were aggravated, in the form of armed border clashes, as a
result of British military support to the Royalists, which was matched by
Egyptian financial assistance to the Free Liberation Organization of South
Yemen (FLOSY).34

The Yemen war was not discussed at the summits’ official sessions. At
the second summit, however, differences arose between Egypt and Saudi Ara-
bia over Egypt’s request to consider the issues of Yemen and the “Arab
South”—referring to British-dominated South Yemen and Aden. Egypt’s de-
mand obviously was meant to link its continued intervention in the Yemen war
to the issue of national liberation from British colonialism in an attempt to
exert pressure on the Saudis to expedite resolution of the former issue. In spite
of vehement Saudi opposition, Egypt managed to impose the issue on the
summit through the ALSG, who overrode objections by the conference chair-
man, Saudi Crown Prince Faisal, and raised the Yemen issue in his report to the
plenum. He denounced the British for their continuing rule in South Yemen and
their takeover of the Buraimi oasis, urging a joint action in order to expel the
British from the Arabian Peninsula. Egypt may have scored a point in justify-
ing its military presence in Yemen, but could hardly affect the Saudi position.33

Intensive behind-the-scenes mediation efforts took place at the second
summit meeting, as various Arab leaders tried to reconcile Nasir and Faisal.
Direct talks between the two leaders led to an agreement in which the two sides
undertook to cooperate in stopping the fighting and mediating between the
parties in Yemen. The agreement, published as a joint communique, was a
considerable victory for Faisal, since Nasir implicitly recognized the Royalist
side in the conflict. As a result of the Nasir-Faisal accord, delegates of the rival
Yemeni factions met in Sudan at the end of October. They agreed that a cease-
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fire would take force within a week, to be followed by a national congress of
Muslim scholars (‘vlama’), tribal chieftains and public figures, within less
than a month, to work out conditions for making peace. Although the cease-fire
came into effect, the national congress never convened. Too many conflicting
interests existed among the two Yemeni groups, which foiled their respective
patrons’ efforts to reach a settlement.3¢

The Hashemite regime obtained legitimacy after years of being subjected
to Nasir’s subversion and abusiveness; Jordan’s Ghor Canal project was en-
dorsed, and Husain’s receipt of Western military aid legitimized. On January
15, 1964, even before the conference had ended, Egypt and Jordan officially
resumed diplomatic relations. The rapprochement between Husain and Nasir
was confirmed in a “private” visit to Cairo paid by King Husain in March,
enhancing the latter’s respectability and stature in the Arab world. This seemed
to have entailed a quid pro quo on the king’s part that involved his facilitating
Shugqairi’s efforts to establish the PLO in late May. Moreover, in July 1964
Husain recognized the republican regime in Yemen, to Saudi Arabia’s chagrin.
Yet the price of warmer relations with Egypt was soon to become hardly
tolerable for Husain. On July 2, Shuqairt declared that the whole territory of
Jordan’s kingdom “was part of Palestine,” provoking criticism from Jordanians
and Palestinians alike. Husain made a second visit to Cairo, evidently to get
Nasir to tame the PLO’s energetic chairman who had already become anath-
ema to Amman.?”

The new chapter of inter-Arab relations was supplemented by Nasir’s
successful mediation efforts in the Morocco-Algeria border dispute—enabling
Egypt to recall its 3,000 troops from Algeiria—and resumption of diplomatic
relations between Rabat and Algiers. Diplomatic relations between Morocco
and Tunisia, which had been broken off by Morocco following Tunisia’s recog-
nition of Mauritania, were also resumed after the first summit conference.38

Nonetheless, the obstacles confronting Nasir’s “Unity of Action™ strat-
egy, particularly his acrimonious relations with Damascus and the unresolved
Yemen war, stood in contrast to his rising stature in the Third World. In July
1964, Cairo was the venue of the first summit conference of the OAU since its
establishment. As the host and leading speaker, Nasir appeared as a recognized
spokesman of the nonaligned countries, urging his guests to mobilize their
political influence against Israel, which he defined as a hostile, imperialistic,
and racist element whose threat to Africa was equal to that of South Africa. A
series of articles published on the eve of the second summit by Nasir’s
mouthpiece and al-Ahram’s editor, Heikal, provided an illuminating look at
Nasir’s disenchantment with the response of the Arab states to his “Unity of
Action” strategy. Heikal confirmed the conditional nature of Nasir’s truce with
his rivals, which would be the main character trait of Egypt’s inter-Arab policy
until 1967. He castigated other Arab governments for their stands, accusing
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Saudi Arabia, Lebanon, Jordan, and Syria of hampering implementation of the
resolutions adopted at the first summit conference. Heikal argued that Saudi
Arabia was continuing the Yemen war; Lebanon and Jordan were not cooperat-
ing on military standardization; and Syria’s domestic instability was debilitat-
ing the entire Arab front. Heikal charged that Arab states were intervening
excessively in the Palestinian issue. He cautioned that if more cooperation was
not forthcoming in the spirit of the summit resolutions, Egypt would be forced
to revert to the revoiutionary policy it had practiced previously.3?

Heikal’s vehement warning coincided with Nasir’s escalating tone of
threat toward Israel and commitment to the liberation of Palestine, reiterated in
Nasir’s opening speech to the second summit conference. Egypt, he declared,
had upgraded its economic and military strength and was enjoying consider-
able success in the international arena. The unmistakable implication was that
Egypt’s adversaries in the Arab world should adopt Cairo’s line with regard to
war with Israel—otherwise Egypt would find it impossible to cooperate with
them concerning the other urgent questions on the agenda.*¢

The summits set in motion a shift in the pattern of regional Arab politics,
from a zero-sum gamne, marked by inter-Arab struggle for hegemony, to a
mixed-motives game, of cooperation in the conflict with Israel. This shift
might have helped Nasir to postpone a risky entanglement in war with Israel,
but not to prevent it. Championing the all-Arab effort against [srael was indeed
the lesser evil if it ensured Nasir adequate cooperation from his Arab partners.
In effect, however, Nasir embarked on a tiger’s back, which would eventually
lead him exactly to the disaster he wanted to avoid. The Arab response to
Israel’s water project may have been defensive and preparations for war may
have never gotten off the ground. Israel, however, perceived the diversion plan
as a potential Arab threat to its national security and would respond
accordingly.*!

Given the disputed inter-Arab relations, the adoption of the Palestine
issue as the focus of collective Arab action triggered an escalating Arab hos-
tility toward Israel, driven by the quest for Palestinian legitimacy. Nasir
seemingly succeeded in defusing the risk of being entangled in an undesirable
war, but had to adopt Damascus’ militant line, defining “the liberation of
Palestine™ as the all-Arab national goal and war with Israel as inevitable. The
centrality of the conflict with Israel in the Arab states system was further
underlined in the two summits’ calls for all Arab states to “regulate their
political and economic relations with other countries in accordance with the
policy of those countries toward the legitimate Arab struggle against Zionist
designs in the Arab world.” Thus, the Palestine conflict, as the Pan-Arab
national “core issue,” was to supersede and constrain the individual Arab
states” sovereignty in shaping their own foreign relations according to their
best particular interests. The incongruence of this principle with any Arab
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state’s inclination to preserve its independent decision-making was soon to
surface and aggravate inter-state Arab tensions.*2

The summits” final communiques clearly meant to serve as an instrument
for rallying the Arab states around all-Arab core values, primarily the Palestine
conflict and the continued struggle against British imperialism. Hence the
decisions to welcome the PLO’s establishment as the “vanguard of the joint
Arab struggle for the liberation of Palestine™; to denounce British imperialist
rule in the southern Arabian Peninsula and to undertake to support liberation
movements in Oman and South Yemen; to declare support for liberation move-
ments in black Africa, and welcome Afro-Arab cooperation in the anti-
imperialist struggle.



COLLAPSE OF SUMMITRY AND THE RoAD TO WAR

In 1965, the enthusiasm for summitry in inter-Arab relations gradually
faded because of Nasir’s frustrated expectations for cooperation with his Arab
rivals, primarily over the Yemen war. By mid-1966, Nasir’s conditional “truce”
with the Arab conservative regimes came to an end, giving way to fierce
ideological conflict. This renewed inter-Arab dispute, combined with Israeli-
Arab military escalation, eventually led to the crisis of May—June 1967.

“Unity of Action” in Practice

Nasir’s frustration stemmed from differences with his Arab partners over
the implementation of summit resolutions on the diversion plan, the JAC, and
the PLO. The shift of regional Arab politics to collective action on the Palestine
conflict was intensified by the commencement of guerrilla warfare against
[srael by Palestinian activist factions, challenging Nasir’s concept of long-
delayed decisive war. “Unity of Action” was no less frustrating inasmuch as it
provided the Saudis an opportunity to consolidate their regional position at
Nasir’s expense. Nasir’s credibility came under serious attack by his Arab
rivals, monarchist and revolutionary alike, who exploited his difficulties to
promote their own individual goals. What had been meant to be an excuse for
inaction against Israel turned into a trap for Nasir.!

Two meetings of the Arab PMs’ followup committee—held in Cairo in
January and May 1965—failed to reach an agreement on implementation of
the summits’ resolutions concerning the Palestine conflict. The disputed items
were deferred until the summit due to convene in Casablanca in September
1965, which meant that no joint Arab defensive measures could be taken in the
meantime. This, however, did not preclude Syria from implementing its own
agenda. Though it had originally rejected the Jordan diversion project, Syria
began, in March 1965, actually working on it, with the obvious intention of
provoking a military crisis and forcing Nasir to align with her. Armed clashes
with Israel indeed broke out in March, May, and August 1965, leading to
Syrian demands for Arab action on other fronts and for the creation of a joint
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Arab deterrent force, to include air defense. Egypt, however, dismissed Syria’s
demands, declaring that only in the event of a direct Israeli threat t¢ Syrian
territory would it provide such military support.2

Expectedly, the Saudis lost no time explioiting Nasir’s stand, and called
on him to cease military intervention in Yemen in order to enhance Egypt’s
ability to defend the diversion project. Egypt’s position became even more
tenuous when Syria expressed its readiness to let Iraqi troops depioy on its
territory as a staging ground prior to a possible move into Lebanon and Jordan.
Damascus now supported the JAC commander’s request that he be vested with
the authority to order the transfer of Arab forces from one country to another in
peacetime, and not only in a war situation. Syria also pressed for the establish-
ment of new Arab defense instruments to meet the challenge posed by Isracl—
in addition to, or instead of, the ACSP—and allocation of Arab oil revenues
for the liberation of Palestine. Moreover, at the PMs’ meeting in May, Syria
demanded evacuation of the UN peacekeeping forces from Sinai and the Gaza
Strip to give Egypt the freedom to maneuver against Israel, arguing that Cairo
would then be free to dispatch commando squads (fida’ivvun) to sabotage the
INWC. Syria’s demand was utterly rejected by Egypt as an unnecessary act
which might provoke an Israeli attack against the unprepared Arab armies.
Cairo argued that the UN force could be asked to withdraw from Sinai anytime
Egypt wanted and meanwhile, it did not lessen the deterrent effect of the
division-size Egyptian force deployed in Sinai.?

Syria found itself virtually isolated, confronted by an unholy coalition of
Nasir and the conservative regimes determined to prevent war with Israel. The
JAC, representing Egypt’s stand, maintained that it could take no action since it
lacked Jordanian and Lebanese cooperation and, in any case, its military prepa-
rations were not yet complete and international intervention would stop any
fighting between Israel and the Arabs. Iraq’s refusal to place its aircraft at the
JAC’s disposal, as well as Jordan’s and Lebanon’s reluctance to permiit the
deployment of Arab forces on their soil, lent credence to the JAC report.
Meanwhile, funding for the diversion project lagged as oil-producing states
complained that they were being asked to pay oo large a share of the costs.#

In Yemen, hostilities resumed in November 1964 after a month-long
cease-fire hammered out by Nasir and Faisal in Alexandria. The financial
burden imposed on Egypt by its military cominitient to Yemen grew crip-
pling., as domestic economiic problems were aggravated following a cutback in
U.S. aid in early 1965 as a result of Nasir’s policies both in Yemen and in the
conflict with Israel. Although the aid was renewed in mid-1965-—only to
complete the 1962 agreement on three-ycar food aid to Egypt—Cairo-
Washington relations grew hostile. In contrast to Egypt’s strained relations
with the United States. the latter increased its coordination with, and arms
supplies to, Israel.
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The Arabs’ inability to defend the diversion project from Israeli attacks,
and Saudi and Syrian propaganda disparaging Egypt for this failure, made
Nasir publicly question the wisdom of continuing his conciliatory regional
Arab policy. Yet despite Egyptian complaints that Saudi Arabia was exploiting
the summit spirit to undermine Egypt’s standing, Nasir’s message clearly
reflected a quest for a settlement in Yemen that would put an end to the
conflict. In a speech to the second PNC session in Gaza in late May 1965, Nasir
admitted that the Arabs werce unprepared for war against Isracl and unable to
defend the Jordan River diversion works, and that Arab joint action was
difficult given mutual suspicions and inter-Arab rivalries. For the first time he
drew a direct linkage between the presence of 50,000 Egyptian troops in
Yemen and the Arab military weakness in confronting Israel. Nasir remained
adamant in his objection to deploying Egyptian air force units in Syria, as the
latter had requested, explaining that this might lead to accusations that he was
secking to subvert that regime. Nasii was willing to send such a force only on
condition that it be fully independent and enjoy Egyptian protection. In a
gesture toward Syria and the Palestinian guerrilla groups, Nasir admitted that
Palestine would be liberated by revolution, not by speeches and conferences,
calling on the Palestinians themselves to be the vanguard, albeit under Egypt’s
aegis. Despite his skepticism, Nasir clearly indicated his adherence to the Arab
summit as the instrument for joint Arab action.©

The efforts to organize the Palestinians militarily showed progress, with
PLA units taking shape in Iraq, Syria, and the Gaza Strip. In December 1964,
Nasir, eager to demonstrate his support for the Palestinian cause, provided that
the PLO would become the official political framework for the Palestinian
inhabitants ot Gaza. On March 15, 1965, the Gaza Legislative Council intro-
duced conscription for Palestinians living there. Nasir’s demonstrative action
notwithstanding, it was perceived as a threatening precedent by Hashemite
Jordan and Lebanon, which had opposed the recruitment of Palestinians in
their territory for the PLA units. In addition, PLO broadcasts from Cairo
against Hashemite Jordan aggravated the mistrust and tension between Husain
and Shuqairi.”

Nasir’s praise for the guerrilla groups and Shugqairi’s tireless efforts to
highlight the fighting character of the PLO and its role in the “liberation of
Palestine,” indicated the PLO’s deteriorating prestige among both Palestinians
and Arab masses. The regional conditions that gave birth to the PLO, and
Shuqairi’s controversial personality, doomed the organization’s image by cast-
ing it as a hollow vessel that epitomized Arab inaction regarding the Palestine
cause. The advent of the PLO expedited the rise of activist Palestinian groups
whose “armed struggle™ platform posed a moral and political challenge to
Shuqairi. The guerrilla activity was carried out by Syria-based Palestinian
groups, primarily Fatah, whose first sabotage action on Israeli soil took place
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on January 1. 1965. Syria’s isolation in the Arab arena at this juncture was
reflected in the hostile attitude of other Arab regimes—notably Jordan, Egypt,
and Lebanon—toward Fatah as a Syrian instrument that threatened to drag
them into war with Israel.%

Fatah was founded in 1959 as an independent Palestinian group led by
Yasir ‘Arafat. Its main purpose was to revive the Palestinian national identity
and assert the centrality of the Palestinian people in the Arabs’ campaign for
the liberation of Palestine. Disenchanted with the Arab states’ reluctance to
resume fighting against Isracl, and aware of their individual military and
political constraints, Fatah’s founding fathers adopted the concept of the “pop-
ular armed struggle™ in which the Palestinians would be serving as the revolu-
tionary vanguard. The vanguard’s purpose was to ignite the Arab peoples’
capabilities and dedication for war against Israel, serving as a “detonator” for
the main charge. Fatah challenged the Nasirist assertion that Arab unity would
lead to the liberation of Palestine. Instead, Fatah maintained, the popular armed
struggle against Israel was the road to Arab unity; an ever-escalating process of
(Palestinian) action and (Israeli) retaliation that would eventually tighten inter-
Arab commitment and participation in the comprehensive struggle. Underlying
Fatah’s theory was the assumption that the Palestinians must entangle Arab
states in war with Israel, even against their will.”

In 1963, Syria’s Ba'th regime adopted the strategy of “popular armed
struggle” as a means to enhance its domestic and inter-Arab legitimacy. The
upshot was to call into question Nasir’s efforts to postpone the war against
Israel. The differences between Fatah and the PLO thus constituted a miniature
copy of Syria-Egypt cleavage. Fatah’s doctrine and practices aroused Jordan’s
and Lebanon’s fears of Israeli retaliation, resulting in efforts to suppress
Fatah’s activity on their soil. Hence, Fatah would cable the summit conference
in Casablanca, urging war against Israel forthwith and demanding a halt to the
persecution of its personnel by “various Arab states.” Cooperation with the
PLO would take place on the battlefield alone, Fatah asserted, and not in
offices or at conferences. Above all, the Palestinian struggle must be divorced
from inter-Arab disputes.!?

In addition to low prestige, the PLO also suffered from financial
difficulties as Arab governments shirked their commitments to the PLO. The
PLO scored a diplomatic success when, following Shuqairi’s visit to the Peo-
ple’s Republic of China in March 1965, the latter recognized the PLO as the
representative of the Palestinian people and made a pledge of military aid,
including arms and guerrilla warfare training. But Nasir’s cold response to
Shugqairi’s achievement in China reconfirmed his perception of the PLO as a
subordinate political instrument of Egypt’s regional policy with no attributes of
independence or armed capability. More suited to Nasir’s Palestinian policy
were such gestures as allowing the PLO to use Egyptian facilities for its *“Voice
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of Palestine™ broadcastings and to operate offices in Arab and Muslim capitals,
as well as in New York."!

The West Germany and Bourguiba Affairs

Inter-Arab differences were exacerbated by two occurrences that
touched on individual states’ sovereignty in matters such as articulating uncon-
ventional attitudes toward [sracl or conducting their own foreign policy on
issues related to the Palestine conflict. The first was triggered by the decision
of the Federal Republic of Germany (FRG) in February 1965 to establish
diplomatic relations with Israel. At Egypt’s initiative, the issue was placed on
the ALC’s agenda in an effort to forge collective Arab diplomatic pressure to
dissuade the FRG.

Cairo’s reaction was part of a previous controversy between Egypt and
the FRG that had arisen in the wake of the latter’s decision to grant Israel a
$100 million worth of arms—as part of their reparations agreement. The arms
deal faced strong criticism in the German Bundestag, prompting Egyptian
diplomatic pressure on Bonn to cancel the deal. The FRG-Israel arms deal was
welcomed by U.S. President Lyndon Johnson, reflecting his sympathy to [s-
racl’s defense needs in view of the Arab summits’ military plans against her
and the growing arms race between Israel and Egypt. Besides calling for an
emergency meeting of the ALC, Nasir attempted to counter the FRG’s policy
toward Israel by inviting East Germany’s leader Walter Ulbricht to Cairo.
Whether this invitation was meant to serve as a bargaining chip in Nasir’s
diplomacy with the FRG or had been on the Egyptian agenda anyway, it proved
instrumental in pressuring Bonn to cancel the arms deal with Israel, albeit
while sustaining its commitment to finance Israeli arms procurement from
other sources. To mitigate the blow to Israel, however, the FRG government
announced its decision to establish diplomatic relations with Israel, provoking
another confrontation with Egypt and other Arab states.!?

Ulbricht’s visit to Egypt deepened the Bonn-Cairo crisis, leading to the
FRG’s decision to sever economic relations with Egypt. The declaration
adopted by the first two summit meetings, by which Arab states would deter-
mine their attitudes toward other states according to the other states’ approach
to the Arab-Israeli conflict, was now tested. An AL meeting held on March 9 in
Cairo unanimously adopted Shugqairi’s proposal to recommend that Arab gov-
ernments sever relations with the FRG once it formally established diplomatic
relations with Israel. Meanwhile, Arab states should recall their ambassadors
from Bonn as a warning, and oil-producing states should notify clients that
their oil supply would be cut off if they continued to aid Israel. However, when
the Arab FMs met in mid-March to approve these resolutions, snags arose.
Libya, Tunisia, and Morocco were the most vocal in their objections. Disagree-
ment erupted over Egypt’s call for an economic boycott of West Germany, and



80 The Decline of the Arab-Israeli Conflict

recognition of East Germany. Saudi Arabia and Libya, the two major suppliers
of oil to West Germany refused to participate in the boycott. Supporting Egypt
were Syria, Iraq, Sudan, Algeria, Kuwait, and Yemen. In Lebanon, Iraq, and
Yemen, mobs were incited to go on the rampage against West German prop-
erty. In the end, ten Arab states broke off relations with Bonn, but Saudi
Arabia, Libya. Tunisia, and Morocco did not follow suit. To prevent a widening
the rift with the FRG and exacerbating inter-Arab differences, Egypt decided to
defer recognition of East Germany, and those Arab states that did sever rela-
tions with Bonn confined their move largely to the diplomatic sphere, main-
taining business as usual on economic matters.'3

Another dividing issue on the public Arab agenda erupted following
Tunisia’s President’s public calls—beginning in March 1965—for a phased
solution of the Palestinian problem. Bourguiba suggested that the Arabs accept
the UNGA resolutions on partition of Mandatory Palestine into Arab and
Jewish states (181) and on the return of the Arab refugees to their homes (194),
and recognize Israel within the 1947 partition-plan boundaries. If Israel as-
sented to these resolutions, the Arabs would recognize Israel’s existence and
could then raise new demands. If Israel rejected them, it would lose interna-
tional support whereas the Arabs would gain morally and their use of force
against Israel would be legitimized.'#

Bourguiba’s proposals generated fierce attacks, forcing him to adopt an
apologetic attitude. In a message to Nasir in April 1965, he maintained that
there was absolutely no difference between them with respect to the strategic
goal of the struggle against Israel. Since the Arabs were unable to restore
Palestine to its rightful owners by force, his proposal meant to break the
political impasse while not excluding any future options. Nasir, however,
remained hostile to Bourguiba and to his ideas, denouncing them as treasonous
and a dangerous deviation from Pan-Arab nationalism.!3

Bourguiba’s pronouncements were discussed at an AL meeting in Cairo
at the end of April 1965. Shuqairi accused the Tunisian president of treason and
demanded Tunisia’s expulsion from the AL. Taking a more moderate line,
Syria, Egypt, and Iraq called for Bourguiba to be condemned on a personal
basis, although Saudi Arabia, Lebanon, Morocco, and Kuwait objected even to
this. The May 1965 meeting of the PMs’ followup committee played down the
issue, disregarded Shugqairi’s proposals and contented itself with rejecting the
Tunisian president’s approach. Uppermost in the PMs’ minds was the mainte-
nance of inter-Arab cooperation, which could collapse if an Arab leader was
condemned-—even if he had violated the Pan-Arab consensus on non-
recognition of Israel. Shuqairi protested the inaction by walking out of the
conference.'¢

Unmollified, Bourguiba boycotted the Casablanca summit conference
and circulated a memorandum among its participants arguing that his position
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stemmed from the first summit’s resolutions, Arab military weakness, and
realpolitik. Bourguiba also launched a scathing attack on Nasir’s emotional and
fanatic Pan-Arab policy, blaming him for the deep divisions in the Arab world.
The summit ignored the memorandum, which asserted that Tunisia would
boycott Arab summit meetings as long as the AL remained an instrument in
Cairo’s efforts to gain hegemony in the Arab world.!”

Bourguiba’s suggestions, that the Palestine problem should be addressed
pragmatically and that the Palestinians should establish their own government-
in-exile, coincided with the rationale that guided Fatah’s founders. Unlike
Fatah, however, Bourguiba’s estimate of Arab limited capabilities led him to
resort to a diplomatic option rather than an armed struggle. Bourguiba’s initia-
tive meant to exploit the summitry atmosphere by suggesting an alternative to
Nasir’s doctrine of total confrontation with Israel, which Nasir himself con-
sidered unrealistic. Underlining the fierce ideological debate triggered by the
Tunisian President was the conflict between Nasir’s compulsive version of
Pan-Arabism and Bourguiba’s state particularism. Bourguiba’s concept of a
phased struggle against Israel would be officially adopted by the Arab summits
following the 1973 war. But in 1965 the Arab world was not yet ready for it,
least of all Nasir, who had already been on the defensive in the face of Arab
adversaries. Pressured by Syria to commit himself to war against [srael, Nasir
could not but fiercely attack Bourguiba’s ideas and reconfirm the summit’s
plans in order to preserve his all-Arab leadership, credibility, and prestige. By
ignoring Bourguiba’s memorandum—though their own opinions might have
been virtually identical to Bourguiba’s—Arab leaders showed that they were
united on removing all controversial issues from their collective agenda.'$

The Jidda Agreement and “*Arab Solidarity Charter”

In August 1965, prompted by a deteriorating economy, military defeats
of'the Yemeni Republicans, and American pressure on both Cairo and Riyad to
reach a compromise, Nasir arrived in Jidda for talks with King Faisal. That
Nasir was willing to meet with the Saudi monarch on the latter’s home ground
afforded further evidence of Nasir’s difficulties. His visit to Jidda was un-
mistakably designed to prevent a discussion of the Yemen war at the summit
conference scheduled to convene within less than a month, and to preserve the
atmosphere of inter-Arab truce. On August 24, the two leaders signed an
agreement, arranging a cease-fire and scheduling a plebiscite in Yemen no later
than November 23, 1966, to determine that country’s form of government.

Under the agreement’s terms, Saudi Arabia would cease military aid to
the Royalists and would not permit attacks on the Yemeni government to be
launched from Saudi territory. Egypt, for its part, would begin withdrawing its
forces from Yemen in September 1965 and complete their evacuation before
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the date set for the plebiscite. The two sides also agreed on a conference of fifty
members, representing various sectors in Yemen, to convene at Harad on
November 23, 1965, and decide how the country would be ruled during the
interim period until the plebiscite was held. Saudis and Egyptians were to form
a joint peace commission to supervise the process and oversee the cease-fire.
Riyad got the better of the Jidda Agreement, as Egypt dropped its earlier
prerequisite that the principle of a republican regime be accepted and the royal
family be excluded. The agreement was welcomed by the two superpowers and
most Arab states, although Damascus accused Nasir of “murdering the Yemeni
revolution.”!?

The Jidda agreement eventually failed, mainly because the signatories
were unable to deliver their warring Yemeni clients. It did, however, produce a
spirit of accord in the Casablanca summit meeting that opened on September
14, even though it left the main disputed issues on the agenda unresolved. The
standstill that marked Arab “Unity of Action™ was manifested in the reports
presented to the summit by the ALSG Hassuna, the JAC’s Commander-in-
Chief, and PLO chairman Shugairi. General ‘Amir reiterated his request to
enable the entry of Saudi and Iraqi forces into Jordan and Lebanon, which still
objected strenuously. As a result, Saudi and Iraqi expeditionary forces were
obliged to deploy outside Jordan, increasing the distance they would have to
travel and heightening the risk of coming under air attacks by Israel once they
started moving. Shuqairi renewed his military and financial demands, stressing
that Palestine could be liberated only by military force. He called for the
establishment of PLA units in Jordan and Lebanon and a general conscription
of Palestinians in the Arab states to form additional units.

The Arab leaders” willingness to attend a summit conference despite
their disputes indicated that their priority was to preserve the inter-Arab truce
rather than forge radical solutions to the problems besetting Arab “Unity of
Action™ for Palestine. Particularly for Nasir, the summit’s rationale was to rid
himself of the pressure to go to war and leave him free to concentrate on
Egypt’s domestic affairs. On the eve of the summit he warned his Arab coun-
terparts not to turn the summit into an outbidding (muzavada) stage that would
nullify its chances to produce practical decisions. Reflecting his dire domestic
and inter-Arab straits, he warned that in such case the UAR would withdraw
from the summit and carry on “its national historic responsibility alone.” At a
formal visit by King Faisal to Cairo on his way to Casablanca, Nasir reasserted
his view that the option ot war against Israel was absolutely unrealistic, and
complained about those Arab regimes who had turned Palestine and the war
against Israel into a matter of rhetorical competition.>¢

At the summit itself, Nasir established a compromising tone by express-
ing appreciation for the fact that the meeting had actually taken place as
scheduled, adding, however, that efforts to implement the previous summits’
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resolutions were inadequate. Despite Nasir’s conciliatory tone, a clash was
touched off at the very outset by Shuqairi’s military and financial demands and
complaints about the Arab states’ indifference to the Palestine problem. Since
none of the thirteen AL states had contributed its full share for creating the
PLA, and Jordan, Kuwait, Lebanon, Libya, and Morocco had entirely reneged
on their financial commitments to the PLO, he recommended a tax on Arab oil-
producing states. The Arab states ignored the Palestinians’ needs for employ-
ment and housing, and prevented the PLA’s freedom of operation. Hence,
Shugqairi urged that the PLO be permitted to hold elections among the Palestin-
ians in the Arab states for the PNC, which, in turn, would produce a leadership
with authority over Palestinians throughout the Arab world. Both motions were
rejected, and so was Shuqairi’s request to establish another seven commando
battalions. Spearheading the opposition was Saudi Arabia, which questioned
the PLO’s financial conduct. Criticism of the PLO was also sounded by the
new Algerian leader, Houari Boumedienne, veering away from his predecessor
Ben-Bella’s constant backing of Egypt. Boumedienne downgraded the PLO
and supported Fatah’s guerrilla warfare against Israel.?!

The summit’s most acrimonious dispute, however involved the Jordan
waters diversion project and the means to defend it. Syria’s President al-Hafiz
lashed out at Nasir for doing nothing in this regard and charged the JAC with
being Nasir’s tool. He argued that the Arabs could defeat Israel with forty
brigades and urged that they should lose no time in this respect. Nonetheless,
he pointed to the high rate of military spending in his country’s budget and
demanded that the oil-producing states share this burden. General ‘Amir in-
formed the conference that the forces under the JAC command would require
millions of dollars™ worth of equipment, as well as four years of preparation,
before they could be committed to war against [srael. "Amir also acknowledged
that Syria, Lebanon, and Jordan were unable to pursue the water diversion
project because the JAC could not yet provide adequate protection against
Israel.2>

Lebanon and Jordan held fast to their refusal to allow Syrian and Iraqi
troops, respectively, on their territory. In response, Iraqi President ‘Arif an-
nounced unilaterally that his country’s expeditionary force, deployed since
1964 close to Jordan’s border, would withdraw to its bases. Despite their
reluctance regarding the JAC requests, Jordan and Lebanon requested addi-
tional Arab undertakings for local irrigation projects outside the framework of
the original water diversion plan. The deadlocked deliberations led to bitter
bickering and mutual recriminations. Nasir accused both Syria and Jordan of
encouraging the Muslim Brothers and of backing their attempts to undermine
his regime. A fierce row also broke out between the Iraqi and Syrian leaders
over their own propaganda war. Intensifying the friction, news arrived during
the meeting of an abortive military coup in Iraq, led by Brigadier ‘Arif “Abd al-
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Raziq, who fled to Cairo, resulting in a hasty return of Iraq’s President to his
country.?3

After three days of protracted debate, the Arab heads of state managed to
hammer out an “*Arab Solidarity Charter” designed to put an end to the media
warfare and demonstrate Arab unity, all in the name of the ensuing Arab battle
for the liberation of Palestine. Drawn up by Sudan’s PM Muhammad Mahjub,
the document was the product of intensive behind-the-scenes mediatory ef-
forts. Under the Charter’s terms, the signatories undertook to respect the sov-
ereignty and existing regimes of other Arab states, to refrain from interference
in their domestic affairs, and to ““preserve the rules and norms of political game
according to the principles of international law and custom.” Short-lived as it
was, the Arab Solidarity Charter reasserted the core principles that had under-
pinned the AL foundation, formalizing the departure from Nasir’s revolution-
ary “Unity of Purpose.” Epitomizing the ascendancy of the Arab state over
Pan-Arab commitments was the decision to restrict the PLO’s freedom of
action, making it contingent on the good will of the countries where the PLO
operated. The Charter tacitly rejected enlarging the PLA or introducing con-
scription for Palestinians in Jordan and Lebanon.2+

Underlying the charter was the oil-producing countries’ ccmmitment to
finance arms procurement by Jordan and Syria as well as the building of
military infrastructure in these countries. Jordan and Lebanon would receive
financial aid for strictly local irrigation projects which had been acceptable to
Israel as well. It was decided that three years was the minimum span of time
needed to accomplish military parity with Israel, on condition that the latter’s
power would not increase by then. Yet despite Nasir’s indication that the
summit’s results would enable the Arab armies to shift from defense to offense
in the Palestine conflict, using the term “elimination of Israel,” the main result
was another postponement of war with Israel.25

Indeed, the summit was a success in terms of building consensus and
realpolitik, using financial and political tradeoffs to bridge inter-Arab
differences. The Charter prioritized the maintenance of an inter-state Arab
conciliatory atmosphere at the expense of the Arabs’ official goals: diversion
of the Jordan waters and preparation for war against Israel. The Arab heads of
state acknowledged that their hands were tied and confrontation with Israel
was to be deferred, in theory, until the JAC could complete military prepara-
tions. Even the Syrian Ba'th Party’s spokesman stated that his country viewed
war with Israel as neither feasible nor desirable in the near future. The freedom
of decision accorded to Arab states as to implementation of the diversion
project was tantamount to a cessation of the work, at least in areas prone to a
military retaliation. Consequently, the need to station Arab forces in Syria,
Jordan, or Lebanon no longer existed. In a final analysis, then, the Arab leaders
found themselves accepting the main point made by Bourguiba in his memo-
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randum: that the Palestine problem was not at this time amenable to a military
solution.26

The summit’s main loser was the PLO. Shugqairi’s request for additional
funding was cynically responded to by applying a tax on the Palestinians
themselves throughout the Arab world—between three and six percent of their
income. Not only were all his requests to extend the PLO’s freedom of action
turned down, but prospects for joint Arab military action against Israel seemed
more remote than ever. The new charter lessened the likelihood that a war
against Israel could be induced by pitting one Arab state against the other in a
competition for militancy. That the summit approved a joint action plan for
dealing with Palestinian affairs at the UN was consistent with the general Arab
tendency to lower the PLO’s profile of activities while demonstrating moral
commitment to its cause. Shugqairi’s bitter lesson of the summit was that this
forum was sinking into the same dangerous routine that had caused the demise
of the AL in all but name and that the PLO must be liberated before the
liberation of Palestine.2”

The international realm—-primarily regarding Afro-Asian affairs—was
tackled by the conference communique on its own merits, not necessarily
within the Arab or Arab-Israeli context. Strikingly absent from the resolutions
was any mention of the principle that Arab relations with other countries would
be based on the latter’s attitudes on the Palestinian issue—a point that had been
designed to discourage Western powers from aiding Israel. This omission
might have indicated Nasir’s recognition of his limited coercive power over
Arab states’ foreign policies in light of his experience with the FRG case.
Perhaps Nasir also wished to show moderation toward the United States,
hoping for a renewal of American economic aid to his country.28

Inter-Arab Polarization and the Road io War

The atmosphere of accord that marked the conclusion of the Casablanca
summit was short-lived. Gradually, old rivalries and conflicts reasserted them-
selves and inter-Arab relations reverted to their troubled pre-summitry nature.
The change was determined by Nasir’s declining interest in a truce with the
conservative regimes, giving way to the latent enmity between revolutionary
and conservative regimes. In addition, Nasir’s new approach represented a
rapprochement with the leftist Ba'th regime that had taken power in Syria in
February 1966, culminating in the signing of a joint Egyptian-Syrian defense
pact that November.2°

The renewal of Nasir-Faisal rift was caused by the collapse of the Jidda
Agreement and Faisal’s effort to enhance his regional stature through conven-
ing a conference of conservative-Islamic states. The realization of the Jidda
agreement was impeded by the Yemeni clients, who had not been consulted on
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the assumption that they would accept whatever accord was concluded be-
tween their respective patrons. Neither of the disputed Yemeni parties was
willing to consider deference to and acceptance of its rival’s concept of politi-
cal regime, rendering the gap between the Royalists and the Republicans
unbridgeable. Thus, the Harad conference stipulated by the Jidda agreement
was indeed held in December 1965, but soon reached a deadlock and never
reconvened.3?

Cairo and Riyad failed to bridge the gaps between their Yemeni proteges,
entrenching instead in their clients” positions. The Saudis demanded an expedi-
tious withdrawal of the Egyptian forces from Yemen. Nasir, while committed
in principle to withdraw his forces from Yemen, was unwilling to implement it
before a transitional government was formed, ensuring the republican regime’s
survival. Before the end of 1965 the Saudis had already ceased to participate in
the joint *Peace Commission.” In March 1966, Nasir eftectively cancelled his
agreement with Faisal by announcing that Egypt’s army was ready to remain in
Yemen “even for five years™ and threatening to attack Saudi Arabia.?!

Nasir’s alleged readiness to remain in Yemen might have been influ-
enced by Britain’s announcement in February that it would evacuate the Aden
military base by 1968. Yet what underlined Nasir’s declaration was mainly
opposition to the Saudi monarch’s initiative to convene an Islamic summit
conference in Mecca, for which he had toured several Middle Eastern Muslim
states, including Jordan, Iran, and Turkey, as of December 1965. The partici-
pants in this conference were to be Western-oriented Arab regimes as well as
Iran and Turkey—major non-Arab actors and America’s allies, who main-
tained diplomatic relations with Isracl. The undeclared purpose of Faisal’s
efforts was believed to be the consolidation of a regional conservative bloc
based on Islamic identity, under his leadership and with American backing.32

Nasir viewed Faisal’s move as an attempt to forge an anti-revolutionary
and pro-Western alliance, in the guise of a Muslim-oriented organization, that
meant to ruin his own Arab leadership and challenge his revolutionary ethos.
Faisal’s clarifications that his efforts were intended to include revolutionary
regimes as well failed to convince Nasir, whose political perceptions at this
juncture became increasingly shaped by fears of a well-designed American
effort to besiege him. On February 22, Nasir compared Faisal’s initiative to the
Baghdad Pact. In the next month, Nasir warned that Egypt was on the verge of
suspending its summitry policy and returning to “Unity of Purpose,” advocat-
ing joint Arab action.’3

Underlying Nasir’s growing sense of an American-based political and
strategic siege on Egypt was a series of developments in early 1966, all of
which seemed detrimental to Egypt’s national interests. Faisal’s initiative of
the Islamic conference was followed by the announcement of a British-
American $400 million arms deal with Saudi Arabia in early 1966. The linger-
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ing American response to Egypt’s request for a long-term commitment on
surplus food supplies, which ultimately generated only a six-month agreement
in early 1966; the IMF’s refusal to Egypt’s request for a $70 million loan; a
growing Israeli-Iranian economic and strategic cooperation; and evident coor-
dination between President Johnson’s administration and Isracl. Washington's
growing alienation toward Cairo and support of Nasir’s rivals were perceived
in Cairo as a collusion designed to “unleash™ Israel and other Middle East allies
against Egypt and Syria. The fall of leading nonaligned leaders, such as
Sukarno of Indonesia and Nkrumah of Ghana, is also said to have added to
Nasir’s sense of a Western collusion against him. Whether Nasir genuinely
perceived this series of events as a hostile American-based master plan to
defeat him, or merely used it to explain his inaction toward Israel and the new
ideological warfare against the conservative regimes, is not clear. Conceivably,
Nasir’s attitude in this respect might also have been influenced by Soviet
concern at the U.S. attempt to bolster its position in the region.3+

A new test confronted Nasir with the rise to power in Damascus of the
Syrian Ba'th party’s leftist wing in February 1966, following a coup that
deposed Amin al-Hafiz and ousted the party’s historic leadership of ‘Aflaq,
Bitar, and Razzaz. The new Syrian regime demanded an immediate militant
struggle against both Israel and the Arab “reactionary” regimes, posing a new
challenge to Nasir’s regional policy. On the other hand, Damascus also sought
legitimacy from Nasir as well as protection from Israel, and indicated its desire
to cooperate with the Egyptian leader provided he gave proof of his revolution-
ary attitude and desisted from cooperation with the conservative regimes. To
force Nasir to radicalize his policy toward the Arab monarchies, the Syrians
provoked frequent armed clashes on the border with Isracl and actively assisted
Palestinian sabotage operations against Israeli targets. Damascus vociferously
encouraged the PLO and fiercely attacked the rulers of Jordan, Saudi Arabia,
and Iraq.?3

The growing enmity between Nasir and Faisal had a direct impact on
Egypt-Jordan relations given the latter’s support of Faisal and the counter-
revolutionary forces in Yemen. Another source of animosity in Cairo-Amman
relations was Jordan’s continued reluctance to implement the JAC’s plans
while misusing the funds it provided. Thus, despite the financial aid Jordan had
received from the JAC to purchase Soviet MIG aircraft, Amman announced on
April 2, 1966, its intention to acquire more costly American planes, which in
fact had been given Jordan for nothing. Jordan’s intensifying rift with Shuqairi
was another dividing cause between Nasir and King Husain. In February, Nasir
expressed support for the Palestinian people’s right to wage their own war of
liberation without Arab interruption, though Egypt itself continued to block
such activity from its own territory. Nasir’s verbal attacks on Jordan aggra-
vated the already uneasy relations between the Hashemite regime and the PLO.
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In June 1966, Husain declared that he was breaking oft cooperation with the
PLO because of'its interference in Jordan’s internal affairs. Shuqairi responded
with a barrage of verbal attacks, accusing the king of violating all the summit
resolutions; seeking to erase the Palestinian identity and liquidate the Palestin-
ian problem; and blaming the Hashemites for all the Arab nation’s troubles,
including the loss of Palestine.3¢

The confrontation between Husain and the PLO intensified following
massive arrests of the latter’s members in Jordan. Amman’s efforts to repress
Fatah’s activity in the West Bank caused a growing tension with Damascus. In
June, Syria and the PLO declared that toppling Husain was a precondition for
the liberation of Palestine. Tension mounted in September 1966, when Jordan
gave sanctuary to the Druze General Salim Hatum, following his abortive coup
attempt against the Ba'th regime in Damascus. Nasir’s deteriorating relations
with Riyad and Amman culminated in his call on July 22, 1966, for the
indefinite postponement of all future summit meetings, cancelling the one
scheduled for September in Algiers. Instead of helping the cause of Palestine,
Nasir explained, the meectings had let Arab reactionary regimes attack revolu-
tionary ones. Cairo, he stated, would no longer cooperate with regimes antag-
onistic to his stance, insisting that the liberation of Palestine required a revolu-
tionary solution to be carried out by revolutionary regimes. To demonstrate his
readiness to renew the war in Yemen, Nasir allowed the Yemeni Republican
leader, "Abdallah al-Sallal, to return to San‘a, after having been held in Cairo
under house arrest for nearly a year. No sooner had al-Sallal arrived in San‘a
than he overthrew the government, which had conducted talks with the
Royalists.?7

Syria’s vituperative attacks on Jordan were echoed by Nasir, although
the Egyptian media refrained from denouncing Husain personally until early
September. On December 23, Nasir himself took the lead, asserting that be-
cause Husain, Faisal, and Bourguiba were ready to sell out the Arab nation—as
King "Abdallah had done in 1948—they were untrustworthy and should be
barred from taking part in any summit conference. Nasir’s renewed hostility to
the Saudi regime was now indicated also by the refuge he gave to the deposed
king, Sa'ud. Nasir’s excoriation of King Husain as “the Jordanian whore”
(al-"ahir al-urduni) in February 1967 proved too much, and Jordan recalled its
ambassador to Cairo.®

In late 1966 and early 1967, three high-ranking inter-Arab meetings were
held, highlighting the renewed animosity between radicals and conservatives.
The meetings drew a gloomy picture of the Arab states’ joint action and
preparations for war: Arab states had misused funds allocated for the diversion
plan and the JAC and had failed to live up to their financial pledges for the joint
projects, including the PLO, which had virtually ground to a halt.? Above all,
the March 1967 JAC report to Nasir emphasized the poor defensive capability
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of the Arab states, warning that in case of an Israeli offensive, “Arab lands in
the countries surrounding Israel will be in danger of loss.” This was echoed by
Nasir’s own repeated warnings as late as May 15, 1967, against entering a
“premature war.” 40

Ironically, the collapse of previous summit decisions and instruments
seemed all the more discernible as tension on Israel’s borders with Syria and
Jordan rose. The tension stemmed mainly from Palestinian sabotage actions
and Israeli retaliations, and Syrian-Israeli artillery and air battles. Thus, Israel’s
wide-scale punitive raid on the village of Samu’, south of Hebron, in Novem-
ber, aggravated inter-Arab recriminations and revealed the absence of common
Arab action. Jordan charged that the JAC had failed to come to its aid, while
Egypt pressed at the ADC meeting in December for the admission of Iraqi and
Saudi forces into Jordan. Amman, however, evaded the decision and linked its
implementation to completion of the Arab defense plan. withdrawal of the
UNEF from Sinai and of the Egyptian forces from Yemen, which would free
Egypt’s hands to defend Jordan, and reception of the financial aid pledged to it.
In December, the Saudis announced that given the cancellation of the sched-
uled fourth summit conference, they were dropping their financial support for
war preparations against Israel and for the AL’s administrative machinery.*!

The following ADC session in March 1967 decided in the absence of
Jordan and Saudi Arabia, which boycotted the session, to freeze economic aid
to Jordan. The decision was a severe blow to the JAC, which had been por-
trayed by its CoS "Amir as a “dangerous illusion.” The growing hostility
between the Saudi and Jordanian monarchs and the radicals was expressed in
the former’s attacks against Shuqairi as Nasir’s protege. Since the end of 1966,
calls for Shuqairi’s replacement had been voiced by King Faisal and President
Bourguiba who charged that by his outrageous abuse of various Arab leaders,
the PLO chief was seriously undermining Arab solidarity. The ALC’s session
in March 1967, however, resolved to express support for Shugairi and to
condemn Jordan.+2

The escalating military tension between Israel and Syria following the
coup of February 1966, amid a continued domestic military and party factional
struggle for power in Damascus, was a source of concern to Cairo and
Moscow. Syria’s military weakness and Nasir’s determination to refrain from
being dragged into war with Israel led to Soviet-Egyptian consultations about a
way to offset the dangers latent in Syria’s policy. In a visit to Cairo in May
1966, Soviet PM Kosygin apparently convinced Nasir to meet the Syrians
halfway. The consequent rapprochement between Cairo and Damascus culmi-
nated in resumption of their diplomatic relations and the signing of a mutual
defense pact in November. Nasir’s effort to incorporate Iraq into this pact failed
due to the schism between Damascus and Baghdad. But if the Egypt-Syria
defense pact was designed to mitigate the latter’s militancy and fears and
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provide Nasir with some control over Damascus’ military moves through the
pact’s instruments, the May-—June 1967 crisis showed that it turned into a trap
for Nasir. Damascus persisted in encouraging Palestinian guerrilla activity
against Israel, rejecting Cairo’s offer to deploy its air force units on Syrian soil,
and demanding that Egypt end the UNEF presence in Sinai.*3

The February 1966 coup in Syria aggravated the schism between
Damascus and Baghdad, with Syria’s neo-Ba'th regime assailing the Iraqi
leadership for lacking sufficient revolutionary fervor. Relations between
Baghdad and Damascus deteriorated further as a result of the rapprochement
between Cairo and Damascus and the anti-Ba'th coup of “Arif. In December,
Syria sealed off the oil pipeline of the Iraq Petroleum Company (IPC), which
ran from northern Iraq to the Mediterranean and on which the Iraqis depended
for half their oil exports. The Syrian action was directed against the Western-
owned IPC, seeking to force it to pay higher royalties for oil piped across
Syrian territory. The three-month crisis demonstrated Syria’s utter disregard of
Iraqi interests, as Baghdad’s loss of royalties was about ten times that sustained
by Damascus.**

Just as the internecine strife among the Arab states seemed to have
reached the crisis point, the Middle East political scene was dramatically
altered by heightened military tension between Israel and Syria. This was
sparked by a series of guerrilla sabotage raids by Syrian-backed Palestinian
groups led by Fatah, and exacerbated by repeated artillery battles along the
border, culminating on April 7, when six Syrian fighters were shot down in a
wide-scale air battle that brought Israeli jets over Damascus. This, and Israeli
loud threats to take a large-scale action against Syria because of its backing for
the guerrilla operations, aggravated the latter’s fears of war. Combined with
Soviet reports that Israel had allegedly massed forces for a broad-based often-
sive against Syria, the escalation led Nasir to move, rather demonstratively,
Egyptian troops into Sinai on May 14, 1967. Nasir’s abrupt action set in motion
a rapid escalation to the brink of war and beyond, culminating in a total Arab-
Isracli confrontation.*>

Nasir’s moves ran counter to the position he had enunciated at every
summit meeting: that war with Israel must be postponed until the Arabs at-
tained strategic superiority. Moreover, the high Egyptian command had been
informed by the CoS’s eyewitness report that there were no Israeli troop
concentrations, though it remains unclear whether this information reached
Nasir or his deputy, "Amir.#¢ Evidently, Nasir’s estimate as to Egypt’s military
readiness for war against Israel had remained unchanged even when Jordan
and Iraq joined the military siege against Israel. Nasir had apparently adopted a
defensive approach throughout the crisis, despite the order given to the forces
in Sinai to start an offensive on May 27, which was postponed at Washington’s
and the Kremlin’s urgent appeals to refrain from hostilities. Despite his delibe-
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rate escalation of the crisis, Nasir adhered to what he perceived as a defensive
strategy, hoping to end the crisis without war, through the Powers’ diplomatic
involvement. Indeed, the Egyptian buildup in Sinai lacked a clear offensive
plan and Nasir’s defensive instructions explicitly assumed an Israeli first
strike.#7

It has been argued that Nasir’s decisions in the crisis were at least partly
motivated by his concern over Israel’s nuclear program reflected in
warnings—already proclaimed in December 1960—that the Arabs would go
to war to prevent Israel from obtaining a nuclear weapon. This argument draws
primarily on the Eyptians’ two reconnaissance flights over the Dimona reactor
in May 1967, following their massive deployment in Sinai.*® Israel’s nuclear
capability was indeed discussed at the Arab PMs’ meeting in March 1966,
reflecting Arab-—and American—estimates that Israel could produce a nu-
clear weapon within two to three years. Between February 1966 and February
1967, with Egypt’s missile program halted due to economic constraints, Nasir
repeatedly spoke of a “preemptive war” as an inevitable measure to prevent
Israeli nuclear capability.#? While Nasir’s proclamations to this etfect can be
seen as an indivisible part of the growing inter-Arab schism and his wish to
rally the Arab regimes around his leadership, it still remains unclear what was
the role, if any, of the nuclear factor in the escalation to the June 1967 war. If
the Dimona reactor played any role in the May—June crisis, why was it never
mentioned by Nasir in his diplomatic contacts with the American administra-
tion during that period?>¢

Whatever prompted Nasir’s decisions, they cannot be divorced from his
declining leadership in the Arab world. This ongoing process was fraught with
serious implications not only for his personal prestige but also for Egypt’s
tottering economic situation. His initial decisions to pour his forces into Sinai
and request the removal of the UNEF may have assumed that by creating an
apparent threat to Isracl he could restore his prestige and profit politically
without a bullet’s being fired. But Nasir’s decisions in May 1967 resembled a
spiral series of self-compelled acts dictated by high expectations placed on his
leadership by the Arab world. Indeed, contrary to the Israeli estimate that its
accelerating pressure on Syria would not drag Egypt into the fray, Nasir was
obliged to implement his defense commitment to Syria in order to preserve his
prestige and credibility. Yet, once he made the first step of introducing forces
into Sinai, he found himself obliged by inflamed popular Arab militancy and
rising expectations for his leadership to commit the next step, ever-escalating
the danger of war. Hence, to lend credibility to the influx of forces into Sinai he
was compelled to remove the UNEF from the border, especially in view of his
Arab adversaries’ long-standing demand in this regard. Once Egyptian soldiers
deployed in Sharm al-Shaikh, the strategic southeast tip of Sinai controlling the
waterway to Eilat, Nasir found himself obliged to declare a blockade on Israeli
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navigation through the Straits of Tiran, which to Israel constituted a casus belli.
Israel’s initial response to the massing of Egyptian forces in Sinai might have
been interpreted as hesitant, encouraging Nasir to raise the threshold of risk of
confrontation, while in fact it reflected an estimate that Nasir meant only a
demonstration of power as he had in 1960.!

Yet if Nasir believed that Israel’s threats against Damascus were a reflec-
tion of an American-Israeli premeditated collusion ultimately aimed at him, as
suggested by Heikal, his decisions turned his belief into a self-fulfilling proph-
ecy. Nasir headed to the brink of war without having any specific political goal
save deterring Isracl from attacking Syria. Memoirs of Egyptian figures cast
doubt on Nasir’s control of the decision-making process that led to the May—
June crisis. These sources indicate a hidden power struggle and a mistrust
between Nasir and his deputy, ‘Abd al-Hakim ‘Amir, who is said to have been
seeking a military confrontation with Israel, and whose uninterrupted authority
as the Commander in-Chief of Egypt’s armed forces limited Nasir’s informa-
tion and control of the military scene.>2

Since late 1966, "Amir had been the leading advocate of removing the
UNEF from Sinai, as the UNEF presence had hampered Egypt’s inter-Arab
legitimacy, although Nasir too toyed with that option. Yet Egypt’s request to
the UN on 16 May to remove the UNEF from the border with Israei intended to
leave its presence in Gaza and Sharm al-Shaikh intact, purposely to limit the
risks of escalation that such a step entailed. However, the appeal to the UN was
marked by miscoinmunication and misperception within the Egyptian inner-
most circle, which led to the total withdrawal of the UNEF from Egyptian soil.
The Egyptian decisions between May 14 and 22 seem to have been designed to
respond tc a specific problem, though without being prepared for the worst-
case scenario that those decisions, especially the blockade on the Straits of
Tiran, invited.>3

Nasir’s moves from May 14 on had an immediate effect throughout the
Arab world, generating miiitant enthusiasm that could not be easily contained.
Never had Nasir’s prestige been more overwhelming: a rapprochement be-
tween Iraq and Egypt on the one hand, and Iraq and Syria on the other, was
followed-—immediately after the closure of the Straits of Tiran—by declara-
tions of support from Jordan and Tunisia, both urging that past disputes be
forgotten, and Tunisia also rescinded its boycott of the AL. Even King Faisal
asserted that inter-Arab quarrels would not prevent the formation of a united
Arab stand against the Israeli threat.>+

The crisis led Nasir to declare on May 28 that “the issue today is not the
problem of “Aqaba, or the Strait of Tiran, or UNEF. The problem is the rights of
the Palestinian people. . . . We claim the rights of the Palestinian people in
their entircty.” On May 39, Nasir’s soaring prestige led to King Husain’s
surprising visit to Cairo during which he signed a defense pact with Nasir,
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which Iraq joined a few days later. The king now gave his full consent to
deployment of Iraqi forces in his country and, at Nasir’s urging, a reconcilia-
tion was effected between him and Shuqairi. Husain requested that Nasir
appoint an Egyptian general as commander of the Jordanian front. But none of
this could induce Syria or Algeria to change their attitude toward Husain. The
Syrians acquiesced reluctantly in the Nasir-Husain agreement under which
Damascus became, without having been consulted, an indirect party. Husain’s
sudden crossing of all his “red lines” of the previous three years regarding
entanglement in war with Israel stemmed from the growing doimestic agitation
and pressure on him, particularly from Palestinians. This pressure, and the
growing prospect of war, left the king with no choice but to join Nasir and
share responsibility with him for any future results of the crisis.>?

The growing momentum of the Arab war coalition under a joint com-
mand and the arrival of expeditionary forces from Egypt and Iraq in Jordan
tightened the all-Arab siege on Israel and, with a declared call for the “recovery
of the plundered land of Palestine,” posed a threat to Israel’s very existence.
The closure of the Strait of Tiran resulted in the full mobilization of Israeli
reserve forces which, given its devastating effect on the economy, meant that
unless the Arab siege was removed, an Israeli offensive would be inevitable.
Fruitless international efforts to end the crisis, and a vague American message
of understanding for an Israeli preemptive action, led up to Isracl’s surprising
attack on June 5, 1967. Within six days, Isracli forces captured Sinai, the West
Bank, Gaza Strip, and the Golan Hights.

The wave of Arab solidarity during the crisis led to an unprecedented
resolution by the Arab oil ministers, on June 4-5, to impose an oil boycott on
every country supporting Israel or adversely affecting Arab interests. Yet the
resolution had no solid economic or political basis. As soon as its economic
cost became apparent, the oil producers backtracked. Within less than a week,
Saudi Arabia resumed oil exports—except to the United States and Britain—
quickly followed by Kuwait, Iraq, and Libya. As of late June, Arab oil pro-
ducers led by Saudi Arabia began to call for the revocation of the boycott.¢

Interim Summary

Nasir’s summitry initiative was a major, if temporary, shift in the form
and substance of inter-Arab politics as they had been ever since the mid-1950s.
Nasir’s “Unity of Action” against Israel was a preemptive measure by escala-
tion, reflecting his narrowing options for securing his regional stature. Bogged
down in Yemen and challenged by the conservative regimes, Nasir was under
Syrian threat to entangle him in a war with Israel for which he was not
prepared, or sustain a serious blow to his all-Arab leadership. “Unity of Ac-
tion” represented a conditional retreat from the revolutionary “Unity of Pur-



94 The Decline of the Arab-Israeli Conflict

pose.” The joint Arab plan of action for the sake of Palestine was an alternative
rallying theme to serve Nasir’s thrust for regional hegemony and legitimacy,
but also a device to save him from an untimely war against Israel.

Nasir’s regional policy attested to the intolerable burden of being a
champion and living symbol of Pan-Arabism and, at the same time, a head of
state with limited capabilities. He had to brandish the sword against Israel and
yet preach restraint; to collaborate with the Arab monarchs but keep threaten-
ing them with resumption of his revolutionary policy. This ambivalence en-
abled Syria to hoist the banner of war against Israel and question Nasir’s
legitimacy and claim for Pan-Arab leadership, which eventually forced him to
adopt Syria’s own regional policy. Nasir’s failure to maintain strict control of
the joint Arab plan through inter-Arab financial and political tradeoffs resulted
from the turbulent nature of domestic and inter-Arab politics. His conditional
truce with Saudi Arabia failed to produce a solution to the Yemen war and
underpinned the Saudi effort to challenge his regional standing. The Yemen
war overburdened Egypt’s economy and strained relations with the United
States while Syria—and after 1965, Algeria and other Arab radical states as
well—attacked Nasir’s vacillation about war against Israel and his alignment
with the “‘reaction.”

The net result of this dynamics, exacerbated by Israel’s military response
to the Arab diversion works and guerrilla activity, was Nasir’s return to his
“Unity of Purpose,” indicating a tightening commitment to involve himself in
the contlict with Israel. Despite improved relations with the Soviet Union and a
growing arms supply, Nasir was obsessed with the need to redeem his declin-
ing leadership. In responding to the Soviet alarm concerning Syria in mid-May
1967, Nasir was apparently tempted to take a calculated risk of deterring Israel,
which dragged him to further escalation and turned into a disastrous
miscalculation.

The collapse of summitry notwithstanding, the summits proved instru-
mental in temporarily papering over problems threatening peaceful inter-Arab
relations. The “Arab Solidarity Charter” highlighted the summit’s role as a
mechanism for regulating inter-Arab relations and establishing agreed norms,
even if temporary. The summitry also revealed a correlation between Arab
consensus and the low priority that accrued to the Palestinian issue. Nonethe-
less, since the Arab states’ conflict with Israel was subject to changing domes-
tic and inter-Arab affairs, it provided the Palestinian national movement the
needed space to develop and gather momentum. The PLO was a product of
Arab summitry but also expressed a growing authentic Palestinian nationalism,
aspiring to ensure independence from Arab patronage.
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THE PoLITICS OF REAPPRAISAL AND
ADAPTATION

*. .. therc is agreement between the United States and the Soviet Union to
resolve the problem by political means. This . . . was based on two major points:
an end to the state of war (with Israel) and withdrawal from the occupied Arab
territories, . . . I hope that we all understand that when we talk of political action,
it means not only taking, but giving as well. . . . Is it possible to regain the
occupied land by military means at present? . ... [T]he answer . .. is evi-
dent. . . . Thus we have before us only one way . . . : political action.”

——Nasir at the Khartoum summit conference, August 31, 1967 (Mahmud Riyad,
The Struggle for Peace in the Middle East, London: Quartet Books, 1981, p. 55).

... the pretence of a united Arab effort against Israel has disappeared, and on
the military, political and international levels the only reality is the confrontation
of two states, Egypt and Isracl. The Arab world as a whole is absent from the
scene except as spectators on the sidelines. . . . [W]e cannot be surprised or
indignant if the Egyptian regime decides its policies in the light of its capacities
and interests of Egypt alone.”

—Cecil A. F. Houranti, ““In Search of a Valid Myth,” Middle East Forum, Vol. 47,
(Spring 1971): p. 40.

“The fate of the Arab nation (umma), even the Arab existence itself, is dependent
on the fate of the Palestinian cause.”

—Article 14 of the PLO’s National Charter.






A TURNING POINT IN KHARTOUM

The Dialectic of Defeat

The swift and heavy defeat in the Six Day War was traumatic for the
Arab world. Although named “setback” (nahsa), denoting its indecisive and
limited significance, it triggered a profound soul-searching for the underlying
causes of the Arabs® weaknesses demonstrated in the June crisis, and the ways
to cure them. The ensuing debate in the Arab world revealed a deep ideological
crisis and quest for alternatives. The crisis that had befallen the Arabs was
epitomized by Nasir’s announcement of his resignation on June 9. His admis-
sion of responsibility for the debacle, however, was incomplete. He accused
the United States and Britain of fighting alongside israel, hence his decision to
cut off diplomatic relations with them, which was followed by other Arab
states. Yet it was anything but an admission of the failure of his vigorous
concept of Pan-Arab nationalism, whose main weapon was militant ideology.
Nasir survived his resignation, which was withdrawn under Egyptian mass
pressure—genuine or orchestrated—=but his philosophy did not. A new era in
Arab political life began.!

The results of the Six Day War confronted the Arab collective with an
urgent need to redefine its objectives in the conflict with Israel, as well as to
rethink the concept of war and its role in the overall Arab strategy. Until 1967,
the Arabs had been unable to set a clear program of action against Israel, which
became evident in Nasir’s efforts to legitimate an indefinite postponement of
war. With the occupation by Israe! of Arab national territories and symbolic
assets such as East Jerusalem and the Suez Canal, such inaction was no longer
a viable option. As before, Egypt’s needs and constraints shaped the terms of
the ensuing change. In addition to the loss by mass destruction of arms and
combat units. the loss of the main sources of revenues in foreign currency—the
Suez Canal, the Sinai oil, and tourism—was devastating for Egypt’s economy,
which would hardly grow in the years until the 1973 war.2 Militarily defeated
and besieged by new domestic pressures, Nasir adopted the concept of limited
war which, combined with diplomatic efforts on the international level, was to
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gain time for military recovery, thus keeping all options open for reclaiming
the lost territories.

Such a change, however, had to be made consistent with the Arab na-
tional premises and goals, from which Nasir could not have easily departed and
without which he would have lost further legitimacy in the Arab world. In his
resignation speech, Nasir stated that ““what was taken by force will be returned
by force.” calling for a unified Arab effort and the use of Arab oil to realize this
goal. Indeed, a political settlement with Israel was entirely rejected by Egypt
and Syria, which insisted on unconditional Israeli withdrawal to the pre-war
borders. Thus, they rejected Israel’s official proposals——submitted through the
United States less than two weeks after the war ended—for direct talks on
permanent peace in return for its full withdrawal to the international borders—
save only those modifications needed for security (Jerusalem and Gaza Strip
were not included in the proposal). Indeed, Isracl’s carlier decision to annex
East Jerusalem to its territory and its administrative actions in the West Bank
and Gaza might have hardened the Arab line. In retrospect, however, it is
doubtful whether such a radical turnabout from war to peace could have been
made so shortly after the war, against the backdrop of a humiliating military
defeat inflicted by Israel and the drive for a joint Arab etfort to recover “the lost
territory and Arab honor.™?

Recovering the lost territories was given priority at the expense of the
Palestine issue, although without spelling this out explicitly. This was defined
by Nasir’s phrase, “elimination of the traces of aggression and restoration of
the rights of the Palestinian people.” Nasir’s phrase was ambiguous enough to
permit a wide range of interpretations of the Arab objective, from an Israeli
withdrawal from the territories it had captured in the Six Day War to a broader
interpretation that entailed the elimination altogether of the State of Israel,
which, by Arab standards, constituted an act of aggression by its very exis-
tence. Nasir's ambiguity was meant to placate Arab extremists while simulta-
ncously demonstrating a pragmatic approach for the international community.
Such a stance was also instrumental for gaining the three to four years required
to prepare for another war.*

Egypt’s new approach to the conflict with Israel was based on the prem-
is¢ that the international community would not look favorably on Israel’s
occupation of Arab territories, especially in view of the wide international
advocacy of a political settlement for the Middle East crisis. By adopting a
combination of power and diplomacy, Nasir sent a message of political realism
as well as of perseverance and insistence to redeem his declining leadership.
Nasir, however, perceived war as a prominent and necessary means in the
thrust to recover Sinai from Israel, hence the priority he gave to rebuilding the
Egyptian armed forces. It reflected a realistic conclusion that no matter what
the prospects of recovering the lost territories by diplomatic means were, the
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minimal requirements would oblige a restoration of Egypt’s military capability
and continued armed pressure on Israel. Resumption of the military option
would also strengthen his bargaining position toward Israel and promote his
legitimacy on both domestic and regional levels. To realize this end Nasir was
willing to turn fully toward the Soviet Union even at the expense of eroding the
hitherto sacrosanct value of absolute Egyptian sovereignty, by offering
Moscow military and naval facilities in Egypt. As of June 9, Egypt began an
intensive process of absorbing Soviet arms and experts, amidst a gradual
escalation of hostilities in the Canal area, which enabled Nasir to gain time and
sustain international pressures to respond to diplomatic solutions of the crists.

Nasir’s ambiguous definition of the Arab objective in the conflict with
Israel reflected a key lesson the Arabs had learned from their inability to drum
up international support for their cause before the 1967 war, which was due to
their crude slogans calling bluntly for Israel’s annihilation. Yet the innovative
terminology also generated Arab disagreement. Highly visible at Arab postwar
meetings was a clash of views between Jordan and Egypt—both having lost
territories and vital resources in the war—and Syria supported by Algeria and
the PLO. For Nasir and Husain the paramount objective was to secure the
return of the territories—if possible, by diplomatic means-—with the liberation
of Palestine taking second place. The PLO advocated the reverse order, fearing
that Arab states would make political concessions to Israel in order to obtain
their land, and in so doing would set back the Palestinian cause. Syria, Algeria,
and Iraq renounced diplomatic efforts, adhering to a continued armed struggle
against Israel and the liberation of all of Palestine—not just the return of the
newly occupied territories.?

Ironically, Nasir—and King Husain—triggered a renewed debate
around the concept originally raised by Bourguiba in 1965. Their antagonists,
notably Syria and the Palestinians, reasonably argued that the combination of
limited war and diplomacy would compromise the Arab strategic goal of
eliminating Israel, hence they demanded continued military struggle. The in-
cremental process would not be allowed to reach its final goal, they argued,
since by adopting diplomacy the Arabs would have to acknowledge Israel and
refrain from the use of force. The gap between these two concepts—a new
phenomenon in the Arab attitude to Israel—was to reflect itself in the divided
and volatile inter-Arab relations in the years to come. Yet Nasir’s own ap-
proach was still marked by intrinsic inconsistency between the incremental
process and the absoluteness of the objective.©

The priority given to Egypt’s national interest over the Pan-Arab issue of
Palestine was clearly defined in Egypt’s strategic war goal. elaborated by its
General Command and approved by the government in November 1967 on the
basis of the Khartoum summit resolutions. It was phrased as the “liberation of
the occupied land of Sinai . . . till the Egypt-Palestine border, and political use
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[emphasis added] of the success for restoration of the Palestinian people’s
rights.™”

The Arab debacle, mainly the losses sustained by Egypt, led to a new
inter-Arab alignment, both in structure and substance. Ideological disputes
were shelved to facilitate a framework for cooperation between confrontation
states, headed by Nasir’s Egypt, and the conservative oil-producing countries
whose chief spokesman was King Faisal. Nasir remained the key Arab actor,
yet his eroded prestige and the heavy economic damage inflicted on Egypt as a
result of the war forced him to accommodate his conservative adversaries.
Nasir’s need for urgent economic support could only be met by the conserva-
tive oil producers, and his willingness to accept a “political action” in the
conflict with Israel caused a rupture with Damascus, substantially weakening
the revolutionary camp. Nasir’s new agenda brought him into close alignment
with King Husain, who served as a convenient bridge to the oil-producing
monarchies and the United States, but also served as an excuse for adopting a
political process on the grounds of the need to redeem the Palestinians in the
West Bank and East Jerusalem from Israel’s domination.

Syria continued to head the line of militancy in the conflict with Israel
and antagonism toward the conservative regimes, as well as to Egypt and Iraq.
Syria’s military, territorial, and economic losses in the war were relatively
limited compared to Egypt’s and Jordan’s. However, its political leadership
had been afflicted by severe internecine strife, which was aggravated consider-
ably as a result of the war. More than ever before, Syria’s militant attitude in the
contlict with Israel served as powerful leverage for raising Syria’s prestige and
legitimacy on both domestic and regional levels. Yet Syria’s intransigent mili-
tancy was also meant to serve its own national security goals in the conflict. By
pressuring Nasir to preserve his commitment to the Palestine issue, Syria
sought to prevent its own isolation in the face of Israel as well as undermine
Nasir’s new alignment with King Husain and other conservative regimes.®

That Egypt’s regional policy was approaching a substantial change was
evident from the debate conducted in its state-owned press regarding future
foreign and domestic policies, obviously to test the Arab public opinion’s
response and prepare it for the change. The contending views urged a dialogue
with the United States and greater democratization of Egypt’s political life, as
opposed to continued socialist revolution and reliance on the USSR.” Nasir
himself adopted a pragmatic middle way, whose first evidence was to surface
in the Khartoum summit.

In Search of a Collective Postwar Strategy

The Khartoum summit was preceded by laborious efforts to resolve
entrenched inter-Arab disputes which not even the war had dislodged. The
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major obstacle lay in Syria’s and Algeria’s uncompromising revolutionary line
and their refusal to take part in collective Arab endeavors of any kind unless
they were based on struggle against the monarchies, the West, and Israel. This
stance was a calculated affront to Nasir, who had no choice but to abandon his
revolutionary orientation and agree to collaborate with regimes only recently
anathema to him in order to tap financial aid for his tottering economy, as well
as to secure their political support. Nasir was possibly encouraged to adopt this
line due to the financial aid Egypt had received from Kuwait even before the
war, and the grants given to it in the immediate aftermath of the war by Kuwait,
Libya, and Algeria. By early July, these grants to Egypt alone reached at least
$60 miilion. Yet the scope of aid was a far cry from Nasir’s expectations from
the oil-producing states, particularly from Saudi Arabia. Nasir intended to
claim a price for his willingness to collaborate with the oil-producing monar-
chies. On July 23, he stated: “*We should meect in a summit conference so that
everyone will face his responsibility. . . . We do not ask anyone to give more
than he can, but neither shall we accept less than what he can give.”!0

Thus, Nasir responded with alacrity to the call for a summit meeting
issued just after the war by Sudan’s President al-Azhari, declaring that the
common struggle against Israel must override differences between the Arab
states. Nasir was reluctant to meet his yesterday’s adversaries so shortly after
his defeat, while residues of the past still prevailed. Indeed, the Saudis seized
the opportunity to stipulate that a summit conference be preceded by the total
withdrawal of Egypt’s forces from Yemen. Several Arab governments objected
to the idea of a summit conference at this juncture, proposing instead a meeting
of FMs in Kuwait in order to prepare the Arab case for the Soviet-initiated
emergency session of the UNGA to debate the Middle East crisis.!! Although a
summit meeting was eventually held, a series of inter-Arab meetings was
necessary to overcome deep antipathies and define a new order of collective
Arab action.

Even at the FMs’ meeting in Kuwait on June 17, it appeared that Egypt
and Jordan were bent on employing diplomatic means to regain the territories
captured by Israel. King Husain was the leading advocate of this approach,
calling for a summit conference at which a joint Arab strategy would be
worked out along these lines. Failing this, he said, he would consider unilateral
action to solve Jordan’s problems. Husain's diplomatic orientation won
Egypt’s support and was given concrete expression in the FMs’ decision to take
part in the UNGA debate, at which King Husain himself would be the senior
Arab representative. Yet the UNGA proceedings underlined the disparity be-
tween Jordan and Egypt, on the one hand, and the radicals—Syria, Algeria,
and the PLO—who urged the USSR to adopt an unbending line against Israel
on the other.!?

Nasir’s new posture notwithstanding, a mini-summit of “revolutionary”
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states was held in Cairo on July 13—106, attended by the presidents of Egypt,
Syria, Iraq, and Algeria. Nasir failed to convince Syria and Algeria to drop
their opposition to a summit conference in return for further cooperation on his
part. The two ultra-radical regimes remained adamant in their refusal to attend
any inter-Arab meeting in which the “reactionary™ states also participated.
However, Irag’s and Algeria’s stand was mitigated following their presidents’
short visit to Moscow, which firmly opposed any idea of resuming the war and
fully supported a diplomatic option under UN acgis. At this meeting, Nasir
endorsed the resumption of Arab oil sales to the West in return for financial aid
from the oil producers to the confrontation states.!?

For the conservative regimes, while they were pleased with Moscow’s
response, the Cairo meeting was a warning signal that Nasir——his defeat
notwithstanding-—was liable under Syrian pressure to renew his ideological
campaign against them. However, Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, and Libya were also
seeking a legitimate way to rescind the oil embargo imposed on the United
States and Britain for their alleged active participation in the Israeli attack at
the outset of the war—an embargo that was costing them dearly in oil reve-
nues. Such a step could only be taken if sanctioned by a collective Arab
decision shared by the main confrontation states. These concerns were at the
background of Nasir’s call on July 23 for a summit conference in order “to
share the burden of the battle.” Nasir adopted a conciliatory tone toward the
conservative regimes, declaring that the era of exporting the social revolution
was over. !

Pursuant to the Cairo mini-summit and Nasir’s call, all Arab FMs con-
vened in Khartoum on August 15, with the ALSG Hassuna and PLO chief
Shugqairi also participating, indicating a collective willingness to iron out major
differences regarding the full summit. Although Sudan was the formal host of
the meeting, Egypt played the leading role in establishing the principles for a
common Arab action and backed Sudan’s proposal to hold a summit meeting
shortly. At the FMs™ meeting, readiness was expressed to use diplomatic means
in the contlict with Israel since the military option was infeasible. At the same
time, it was stressed that no concessions had to be made to Isracl—indeed,
cconomic and political pressure needed to be brought against that country
while an effort was being made to rehabilitate the Arab armies and build a
viable military option.'s

The tension between Egypt and Saudi Arabia was indicated by the indi-
rect character of the discussions they conducted regarding the settlement of the
main dividing issues: financial aid and the Yemen conflict. Tunisia undertook
to put forth the positions of the conservative oil-producing states, taking care to
avoid accusations of shirking responsibility in the all-Arab struggle against
Isracl. Similarly, Sudanese PM Mahjub apparently acted at Egypt’s behest in
suggesting the establishment of a tripartite committee to recommend to the
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summit how to resolve the Yemen crisis. The Saudis, secking to capitalize on
Egypt’s enfeebled position, made their assent to such a committee contingent
upon the prior definition of its role in overseeing the evacuation ot Egyptian
forces tfrom Yemen. Although the Yemen issue was deferred to the summit
meeting, the Egyptians made no secret of their urgent wish to settle the dispute,
in order to render the summit’s interference in this issue unnecessary.

The changing inter-Arab atmosphere was indicated by Shugqairi’s isola-
tion and marginality. His very presence at the conference irked Tunisia and
Saudi Arabia, while the Egyptians were at pains to restrain him. In his
memoirs, Shuqairi relates that Tunisia, Saudi Arabia, Morocco, and Libya tried
to block his invitation to Khartoum because of his outspoken extremism and
calls for a continued war until the complete liberation of Palestine. Shuqairi’s
proposal that the Arab states recognize East Germany and break off relations
with Western countries did not even reach the floor.'¢

[raq’s traditional interest in using rhetorical extremism concerning the
Palestine conflict to establish its Arab leadership came to the fore in its pro-
posed plan to exert economic pressures on the Western powers. These were to
include an oil embargo against the United States, Britain, and West Germany,
withdrawal of Arab deposits from U.S. and British banks and nationalization of
foreign monopolies in Arab countries. An Arab development fund was to be
established to prop up Arab economies and assist the military effort. The Iraqi
plan was forcefully seconded by Syria, while Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, and Libya
objected. The plan failed to gain Egypt’s support, however, significantly weak-
ening the radicals’ bargaining position. The disagreement concerning the use
of Arab oil against Israel’s Western allies remained unchanged in a conference
of Arab oil, finance, and economic ministers held in Baghdad August 15-20 to
consider the Iraqi plan.'?

The differences between the radicals and the conservative regimes, espe-
cially on the use of oil against the West, remained unresolved in the FMs’
meeting, held on the summit’s eve to draw up the final agenda. Egypt adopted a
noncommittal position toward either side, which turned out to be most benefi-
cial. While it encouraged the oil monarchies to persist in their objection to the
Iraqi plan, it maintained the radicals’ pressure on the oil states to use their
wealth for the benefit of the Arab collective, tforcing the reference of this issue
to the summit. The same treatment was accorded to far-reaching draft resolu-
tions presented by Shuqairi to increase the PLO’s military capability and
freedom of action.'®

Egypt set the tone of the meeting but failed to mitigate the radicals’
alienation from its results. At the conclusion of the FMs” deliberations, Syria
announced its boycott of the summit conference in protest against the Arab
states” inaction on using the oil weapon against the United States and Britain.
Algeria, which found itself isolated on this issue, took a noncommittal stance.
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The official agenda approved for the summit hinged on the vaguely-worded
goal of “elimination of the traces of Isracli aggression” by joint Arab economic
and political effort, including the possibility of resuming the war.!®

A settlement of the Yemen dispute was universally perceived as a pre-
condition for the success of the entire summit. Yet it was not even on the
agenda, presumably because it was seen as a bilateral issue falling under the
exclusive purview of Faisal and Nasir. In fact, before the summit was con-
vened, Nasir and Faisal achieved an agreement on the unconditional with-
drawal of Egypt’s forces from Yemen which may have been tacitly linked to an
understanding on Saudi financial guid pro quo. Morecover, Nasir began to
withdraw Egyptian forces from Yemen even before the summit began, al-
though it was only on August 30 that he and Faisal concluded a formal agree-
ment, following behind-the-scenes talks under Sudanese PM Mahjub’s media-
tion. The agreement’s main terms were: withdrawal of Egyptian forces from
Yemen, phasing out Saudi aid te the Royalists, and assistance to realization of
Yemen'’s right to full independence and sovercignty in line with its inhabitants’
will. Implementation of these terms would be supervised by a threce-member
commission consisting of representatives from Egypt, Saudi Arabia, and
Sudan’s president whose work was to be completed within three months. The
Nasir-Faisal accord was reached over the protests of Yemeni President al-
Sallal. Unlike the Jidda Agreement, however, it aveided questions such as the
form of the regime to be established in Yemen.20

The New Arab Agenda
The Khartoum summit confererice focused on three main issues:

1. Shaping a realistic policy to gain international support for the Arabs’

demand that Israel withdraw completely from the teiritories occupied in

June 1967. At the same time, Arab national honer and principles in the

conflict must be preserved, first and foremost vis-a-vis the Palestinian

issue.

The extent of freedom of action to be accorded the confrontation states to

solve their problems unilaterally as opposed tc their obligation to act

within the framework of the joint Arab effort.

3. The most effective way to utilize the oil weapon: whether to try to under-
mine the West’s economy, or use oil revenucs to increase aid to the
confrontation states and support for the Arab struggle against Israel.2!

o

The inferiority of the radical regimes at the summit was demonstrated by
their minority and low representation. Although Iraqi President "Arif attended,
Algeria’s delegation was led by FM Buteflika, while Syria boycotted the
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proceedings. This situation stemmed largely from Nasir’s tactical shift toward
the conservative oil producers and his ability to garner support for his new
approach that while another war with Israel remained an option, it was not
feasible at present and must be deferred until such time as the Arab armies
“could stand on their own feet.” Until then, Arab states had to use international
diplomacy, and pressure by the superpowers and the UN, to bring about the
return of the territories occupied by Israel. Peacemaking, or indeed any form of
negotiation with Israel, was ruled out. In line with this gambit, calls for a
renewal of hostilities should be played down and extreme language, liable to
lose the Arabs support in the international arena, should be avoided.

Nasir explained the need for a more flexible Arab policy toward Israel as
stemming from the United States—USSR talks and agreement on the principle
that the Arabs should end their state of war with Israel in return for the latter’s
withdrawal from the occupied territories.22 While Egypt could wait patiently
until its military capability was rebuilt to wage another war against Israel,
Nasir said. every possible political means should be explored and used to
restore the West Bank and Jerusalem, even if it entailed Arab concessions.
Thus, Nasir sanctioned King Husain’s request to be granted the right to act
independently to recover the West Bank through third-party intermediaries,
including a tacit acceptance of Isracl, if the possibility arose in practice.

Given Syria’s absence and the low profile maintained by Iraq and Al-
geria, Shugqairi assumed the mantle of chief spokesman for the radical camp,
advocating an unabated armed struggle against Israel. But he found himself
isolated, running afoul not only of the conservative leaders, who were
displeased at his very participation in the deliberations, but also Nasir. The
PLO leader’s militancy collided head-on with the position of Nasir and Husain,
whose paramount goal was to retrieve their lost territories.

Shugqairi’s primary concern was to prevent a possible separate settlement
between Jordan and Israel in which the former regained the West Bank in
return for ending the state of war against Israel, thus pushing the Palestinian
issue aside. This concern was amplified by Nasir’s apparent support for Hus-
ain’s inclination to launch an independent diplomatic initiative to restore Jor-
dan’s sovereignty in the West Bank—though the king insisted that any agree-
ment should be part of a comprehensive settlement. Shuqairi made a clear
distinction between the Palestinians and the rest of the Arab world regarding
the Palestine cause. It was, indeed, the problem of all Arabs and everyone was
entitled to defend it and discuss its resolution, but only the Palestinians were
entitled to make concessions on it, and even this would need the sanction of an
all-Arab summit consensus. He warned Arab leaders not to make concessions
at the Palestinians’ expense, spelling out the principles for solving the Palestin-
ian problem: No peace or negotiations with Israel or recognition of its con-
quests; no agreement on any settlement adversely affecting the Palestinian
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cause; no ceding of any territories or undertaking unilateral solution by any
Arab state to the Palestinian problem: the Palestinian pcople possessed the
supreme right to their homeland.2?

Shuqairi also urged that Palestinians in the West Bank and Gaza Strip be
instigated to rise up against the Isracli occupation, with PLA units to be
infiltrated into the territories and resistance bases established. Husain, how-
ever, opposed the idea of an armed struggle, insisting that only a political
solution would ensure the end of Isracl’s occupation. Two days after the sum-
mit meeting, Jordan’s king voiced over Amman Radio his adamant opposition
to resuming guerrilla activity. This, he said, had been the main cause of the
1967 War, and renewing such operations would give Israel a pretext to retain
the occupied territories and oppress the inhabitants. >

Shuqairi’s motion to the conference put equal emphasis on the liberation
of Palestine, but the Arab leaders maintained that it should be left for the future
and so concluded their talks after discussing the first three topics. The summit’s
core resolution pertaining to the conflict with Israel undertook to unite Arab
efforts “'in a political action on the international and diplomatic levels in order
to eliminate the traces of aggression and ensure the withdrawal of Israel’s
forces from the Arab territories it occupied after June S, subject to the funda-
mental principles adhered to by the Arab states: no peace with or recognition of
Israel, no negotiation with it and adherence to the Palestinian people’s right for
their homeland.” Although Shuqairi had every reason to feel personally humil-
iated and politically abandoned, he had had an obvious impact on the summit’s
resolutions, particularly the adoption of the three prohibitions regarding future
Arab-Israeli relations. Shugairi himself walked out of the conference and re-
fused to sign the concluding communique, protesting the failure to formulate a
plan for total confrontation with Isracl, including diplomatic and economic
sanctions against the West. In his memoirs Shugqairi takes credit for the three
“nays” among the conference resolutions, maintaining that the conference had
refused to approve a fourth “nay” he had proposed: No separate negotiations
between an Arab state and Israel—a stipulation that would have accorded the
PLO effective veto power over any settlement.=3

Shugqairi’s hard line at the summit must be seen as part of his desperate
efforts to shore up his political position as the PLO’s chairman, which had been
in a constant decline since the beginning of Fatah’s guerrilla activities in 1965
but suffered a serious blow in the wake of the war. Confronted with Nasir’s
alliance with King Husain, the soaring prestige of the Palestinian armed strug-
gle. and strengthening calls by PLO’s leading figures for his resignation, Shuq-
airi endeavored, in vain, to forge an alliance with the Palestinian armed groups,
notably Fatah, which would preserve his overall leadership of the PLO.2¢

On the economic issue, Nasir had his way, with Sudan’s Premier Mahjub
serving as his tacit spokesman regarding the volume and modalities of finan-
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cial support to the confrontation states. Faisal rejected the original. Egyptian
proposal that oil producers be given a quota for providing aid based on their
revenues but accepted the principle of extending financial aid to the confronta-
tion states. Nasir’s proposal—that the oil boycott against the United States,
Britain, and West Germany be ended, with part of the ensuing revenues used to
underwrite Arab military and political programs—gained majority support and
was strongly endorsed by Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, and Libya. In Syria’s absence,
only Egypt and Jordan were pledged assistance, signalling that Syria would
have to discuss financial support directly with the oil producers. In practice, the
summit left the issue of maintaining diplomatic relations with Britain and the
United States to the discretion of each participating country.>”

The final communique stipulated that the Arabs would work as a united
bloc to eliminate “the consequences of the aggression.” To this end, all Arab
resources would be mobilized and aid proffered “to the Arab countries whose
revenues were directly affected by the war.” The conference thus accorded
legitimacy to resuming oil sales to the West in the name of the struggle against
Israel. The amount of financial aid the oil producers would undertake to make
available was to be shared—albeit not equally-—by Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, and
Libya. Thus, from the middle of October these three countries were to pay £50
million, £55 million, and £30 million, respectively, in quarterly installments
until “all consequences of the aggression are eliminated.” Of the total aid of
£135 million, Jordan was allotted £40 million, most of which was meant to
enhance the West Bank population’s “steadfastness.” and more specifically, to
maintain the Hashemite king’s posture there. Another noteworthy resolution
linked to oil use approved a Kuwaiti plan to establish an Arab foundation for
social and economic development.2®

The amount of aid the Arab oil producers had been willing to grant Egypt
reportedly exceeded Nasir’s expectations. Following the summit, Egypt’s offi-
cial media justified the decision to lift the oil embargo on the grounds of its
potential economic and social damage to Arab oil producers. Indeed, under the
circumstances of Arab defeat and Nasir’s declared determination to continue
the military pressure on Israel, the oil monarchies could hardly refuse to help
him financially, or withstand the temptation to acquire a leverage on him
through such aid. Both Iraq and Algeria opposed the renewed supply of oil to
the West and played to the end the rhetoric of purist Arab nationalism. Aware
of being outnumbered by Egypt and the conservatives, Algeria and Iraq could
afford to manifest such a position, which would be well accepted at home and
at the same time justify their refusal to share the collective economic burden of
support to the confrontation states. Baghdad urged that the Arabs break
diplomatic and economic ties with the United States and Britain, a proposal
that encountered stiff resistance, notably from Jordan, Tunisia, Lebanon, and
Saudi Arabia. But Iraq itself~—which, in contrast to Algeria, announced that it
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would maintain its embargo on the delivery of oil and natural gas to the United
States and Britain even after the conference—proved less than credible in
implementing this decision. Shortly after the summit conference concluded,
Iraqi President "Arif declared that his country was resuming oil shipments to
both Western states (though diplomatic and trade relations remained frozen),
ostensibly in order to utilize the revenue to beef up Arab armies.2?

Isolated among the confrontation states, Syria stated that it intended to
implement only the conference’s “positive” resolutions. Thus, Damascus
would participate unconditionally in the effort “to eliminate the traces of the
aggression.” In practice, the Syrians continued their support of Palestinian
guerrilla activities and infiltration into Israel, though mainly through the
Lebanese and Jordanian territories. In a blatantly anti-Nasirist stance, Syria
called for the resumption of armed struggle, the severance of all political and
economic relations with the United States and Britain, and the withdrawal of
all Arab deposits from banks in those two countries.39

The Khartoum conference marked the beginning of a shift of Arab per-
ception of the conflict with Israel from one revolving on Israel’s legitimacy to
one focusing on territories and boundaries. This was underlined by Egypt and
Jordan’s immediate acceptance of UNSC Resolution 242 (November 22,
1967), which was to become the cornerstone for future peacemaking efforts in
the Arab-Israeli conflict. Yet the Khartoum recognition of the need to employ
diplomacy and international pressure on Israel as the main instrument to re-
trieve the occupied territories, did not include the option of a settlement with
Israel, even in return for the territories. The overriding goal of Nasir-and
Husain was to drum up international support from both the Eastern and West-
ern blocs to force Israel to repeat the pattern of its 1957 withdrawal from
occupied Sinai. Yet in spite of the strong support of the superpowers and Third
World states for a political settlement that would at least end the state of war
with Israel, the Arab leaders remained captives of their own ideological and
domestic constraints. The new Arab strategy was underpinned by the false
assumption that Israel’s withdrawal from the occupied territories could be
delivered by the United States, with little say from lIsrael itself. The three
“nays” might have provided for the summit’s successful end and consensual
decisions, but by excluding Israel from the diplomatic thrust they effectively
doomed their strategy to failure. Israel, having entertained hopes for direct
negotiations with the Arab states. border rectifications, and peace, saw the
“nays” of Khartoum as renewed evidence that not even the defcat and loss of
territories had induced the Arabs to modify their long-standing hostility toward
the Jewish state. Though the absence of decisions on renewal of the war was
not overlooked, Israeli media and leaders perceived the Arabs’ new approach
as unrealistic tactics designed to gain time to prepare for a new round of
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violence, which made the occupied Arab territories all the more crucial for
Israel’s defense.?!

The post-1967 years indeed witnessed a diplomatic stalemate, rapid
military recovery and build-up of the Egyptian armed forces, and intensive
effort by Nasir to promote inter-Arab military cooperation. These years also
witnessed an unprecedented intensity, scope, and diversity of hostilities in
between the all-out wars in the Arab-Israeli conflict. Yet this military escala-
tion, combined with diplomacy, indicated a new Egyptian approach to the
conflict with Israel. In hindsight, this intensified violence proved to be a crucial
clement in the process of adjustment to the limits of capabilities and departure
from the lure of romantic visions.

The Khartoum summit also signalled a turning point in inter-Arab rela-
tions. Above all, the distinction which had been drawn between revolutionary
and conservative regimes was seen to be outmoded, as Egypt dropped its
ideological slogans, which had torn the Arab world apart. This was most
dramatically shown by Egypt’s turnabout on the Yemen issue. The entire
remaining Egyptian expeditionary force was withdrawn and Cairo pointedly
refrained from seeking to gain influence in the Arabian Peninsula—most
notably in the Federation of South Arabia, which acquired independence in
November 1967. "Abdallah al-Sallal, who more than anyone symbolized the
Egyptian involvement in Yemen, was deposed. However, two years elapsed
before Riyad granted recognition to the Republican regime in Yemen.

Egypt’s failure in the Yemen conflict, compouinded by the fact that it was
now receiving quarterly payments from the oil monarchies, attested to the
decline of Nasirism and Egypt’s standing in the Arab world. along with Saudi
Arabia’s growing political strength. The financial aid proffered by the oil-rich
states on the periphery of the Arab world to the resource-poor core confronta-
tion states rendered a central element in the post-1967 Arab regional order,
even though it soon became a new bone of contention in inter-Arab relations.






THE BELEAGUERED NASIR

In Quest of Joint Arab Action

The Khartoum summit heralded the collapse of Arab consensus against
the employment of diplomacy in the conflict with Israel, which then became
the main dividing issue among Arab states. By late 1967, collective Arab
activity had once again returned to the back burner, giving way to growing
contention over the UNSC Resolution 242 and the mediation mission of Gun-
nar Jarring to the Middle East that it spawned. Nasir’s official acquiescence to
international mediation notwithstanding, he could not allow Egypt’s military
defeat and his own weakness to shape the conditions of a political settlement of
the crisis. Besieged by growing domestic unrest that challenged his authoritar-
ian regime, with his regional stature on the decline, Nasir had an urgent interest
in resuming hostilities against Israel as a key to securing his own political
survival and Egypt’s regional primacy.! Thus, for the three-year period until
his death, Nasir’s strategy in the conflict with Israel was based on increasing
military pressure while keeping the door open to international mediation.

The Nasir-Husain alliance, based on joint endorsement of Resolution
242, sustained Arab criticism. Yet it also limited the Hashemite king’s freedom
of action regarding a separate or directly negotiated peace settlement, whose
prospects he had revealed to be meager through direct secret talks with Israeli
top officials since September 1967.2 Having accepted Resolution 242, both
Egypt and Jordan advocated convening a summit conference as early as possi-
ble to obtain broad Arab backing for their position. A summit conference
scheduled for January 1968 was deferred indefinitely due to inter-Arab
disagreement.?

Two major obstacles stood in the way of a new summit meeting and joint
Arab action. First, Syria and Algeria adhered to their refusal to maintain formal
contact of any kind with the conservative states. Secondly, Syria and Saudi
Arabia—representing two poles of the Arab world’s political spectrum—
objected to a summit meeting to discuss Resolution 242. Syria rejected the
essence of Resolution 242 and called for the Arabs to desist from their efforts
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to regain the occupied territories by political means. It called for resuming the
“war of liberation.” assuming the stance of patron for the Palestinian armed
struggle against Israel. The PLO and the armed Palestinian groups that mush-
roomed after the war dismissed the resolution out of hand for its implicit
recognition of Israel’s right to exist “within secure and recognized bound-
aries.” and for overlooking their national rights, referring only to “a just settle-
ment of the refugee problem.”™ Riyad’s motives were different: it sought to
avoid Egyptian requests for added financial aid to meet its military needs. At
the same time, however, it sought to prevent Nasir from using the summit to
reassert his regional leadership by drumming up broad support for his strategy
of regaining the occupied territories by politicai means.

The conservative oil producers appeared ready to adopt a militant pos-
ture toward Israel and to help the confrontation states financially up to a level
sufficient to keep the radical regimes preoccupied with that effort rather than
with inter-Arab conflicts. This tactic, however, was liable to increase Egypt’s
already heavy dependence on the USSR and the latter’s regional influence,
which would not be to the conservatives’ benefit. From their standpoint, a
situation of *no war and no peace” was thus the optimal one. Faisal cited the
Khartoum resolutions to support his case, pointing out that as long as the Arabs
persisted in efforts to resolve the Middle East crisis by political means, the
Khartoum resolutions remained in effect. Since those resolutions placed re-
sponsibility for dealing with the conflict exclusively on those states who opted
for this policy, inter-Arab deliberations at the summit level were not needed.?

Another source of discontent among Arab states concerned the funds oil
producers were to give to Egypt and Jordan. The Khartoum resolutions had not
specified the aid’s longevity, manner of transfer, or precise purpose. This gave
way to bitter difterences over the recipients’ request that the aid continue as
long as the results of the war had not changed. Although the oil producers did
finally agree to prolong their financial aid beyond the first year, they forced the
confrontation states into a more subservient attitude by insisting that they
submit an annual formal request for a renewal. Moreover, they required that the
money be transferred directly to the foreign banks through which payments for
military procurement were made, to ensure that the money was not siphoned
off for other purposes.?

Reassured about Soviet strategic backing and massive support for re-
building Egypt’s armed forces, Nasir embarked on escalating military opera-
tions against Israel along the Canal. By mid-1968 it took the form of an
ongoing limited operation that included mainly artillery fire and commando
raids. At the same time, Nasir turned to the Arab world to enlist military and
cconomic support for the battle against Israel. Nasir’s strategy required en-
hanced miiitary cooperation with the eastern-front states—Jordan, Syria, and
Irag—and among those countries themselves, in order to enhance military

N
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pressure on Israel and minimize the danger of a full-scale Isracli attack on
Egypt. In September 1968, the “Eastern Command™ (EC) was indeed estab-
lished, with Iraq at the helm. Practically, however, this was a paralyzed body,
as political and ideological antagonisms among its member states, consider-
ably aftected by domestic turmoil and the struggle for power, precluded eftfec-
tive military cooperation. Damascus-Baghdad relations went from bad to
worse following the Ba'th ascendancy in Iraq in July 1968. Henceforth, the
long-standing rivalry between them turned into a bitter political and ideologi-
cal struggle in which each side claimed to be the authentic representative of the
Ba‘th’s Pan-Arab nationalism, accompanied by mutual subversive efforts and
vitriolic propaganda. Jordan’s relations with Syria and Iraq were also at log-
gerheads due to the former’s advocacy of a political solution and the latter’s
military and political support for the PR. Their growing military and political
buildup on Jordanian soil was a threat to the Hashemite regime in which the
king found himself bound to acquiesce, but it became another focus of inter-
Arab contention.©

Friction between the three EC states was tempered somewhat following
the seizure of most of the power in Syria by DM General Hafiz al-Asad, in
March 1969, although a full takeover was accomplished only in late 1970. The
army-party struggle for power in Syria had an indirect impact on Damascus’
inter-Arab policy, as well as on its strategy in the conflict with Israel. Contrary
to the party’s revolutionary strategy of “popular armed struggle,” the army, led
by Asad, conceived the war against Israel as one to be fought by an alliance of
the Arab regular armies. Guerrilla warfare was to be subordinated to Syria’s
military plans, to avoid the risk of provoking an untimely war with Israel.
Unlike the antagonistic approach advocated by the neo-Ba'th leadership, Asad
sought to promote military cooperation with other Arab states, allowing a
token Iraqi force to enter southern Syria. In addition, an Iraqi division and a
Saudi brigade were stationed in Jordan as part of the EC. Yet Egypt’s efforts to
convince the EC states to fight and thus pin down large numbers of Israeli
troops came to naught due to the basic mistrust among them.”

Nasir’s thrust to mobilize active Arab military and economic support
took on greater urgency following the breakdown of the UN-sponsored
diplomatic efforts based on Resolution 242 and his decision to open, in April
1969, a wide-scale “war of attrition” along the Suez Canal. Israel, in response,
escalated the war and, as of July, began employing its air force against Egyp-
tian targets west of the Suez Canal. Equipped with advanced American F-4
fighter-bomber aircraft, Israel adopted, from late 1969, a strategy of deep-
penetrating bombing raids against Egypt aimed at forcing Nasir to cease hos-
tilities. The intensity and damage of these bombings, demonstrating Israel’s
unchallenged superiority in the air, forced Nasir to appeal to Moscow for a
strategic, all-inclusive, ground-to-air defense system, following which two
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fully equipped Soviet air force brigades and an air defense division became
actively involved in the battlefield as of April 1970.%

The War of Attrition prompted a joint diplomatic effort by the four
permanent SC members—the United States, the USSR, Britain, and France—
while Washington began direct talks with Jordan and Egypt, which underlined
the latter’s readiness for a settlement even without Syria.” Nasir, however,
continued his efforts to activate the EC, but to no avail. In August, a joint
political command was established with Syria, reflecting Asad’s growing in-
fluence on Damascus’ decision-making, but also the hollowness of the EC.
Egypt’s standing alone in the battle against Israel provided Nasir with a strong
claim for collective military and financial Arab support. A summit meeting
was therefore required to unite the Arab world around Nasir’s plan as a way to
step up pressure on the West—and especially the United States—to force
Israel to withdraw to the lines of June 4, 1967.

During the escalating War of Attrition, in Summer 1969, Nasir renewed
his call for an Arab summit meeting, stating that the failure of international
mediation efforts had created a new political situation that urged joint Arab
action. To allay Riyad’s apprehensions, Nasir emphasized that he was not
necessarily seeking new undertakings for financial aid, nor asking any Arab
country to act beyond its means and capabilities.!® But despite intensive con-
tacts with Arab leaders, only Jordan and Sudan backed Nasir’s plea, while the
Saudis remained unmoved in their opposition to a summit meeting.

The inter-Arab deadlock came to an end when, on August 21, a fire broke
out in Jerusalem’s al-Agsa mosque, the third most sacred shrine for Muslims,
and Egypt pounced on the opportunity to lead a regional and international
outcry on the matter. The immense rallying power of Islamic sentiment was
demonstrated in the general Arab response to Nasir’s call. Within a few days,
Arab FMs gathered in Cairo, with even a low-level Tunisian delegation par-
ticipating, despite Bourguiba’s official boycott of the AL. Faisal apparently
gave his consent to the meeting in return for Nasir’s assent to the convening of
an Islamic summit meeting, which the Saudi leader had long been seeking as a
political framework to counter the radical camp.!!

At the meeting, Egypt and Jordan repeated their request that an Arab
summit conference be convened at the earliest possible date. With Egypt’s
backing, the PLO filed a similar motion, calling for upgrading military and
economic aid to the PR to let them step up operations against Israel. The Saudis
countered by proposing an Islamic summit to consider the ramifications of the
al-Agsa blaze and discuss measures to be taken against Isracl. Egypt’s attempt
to trade off support of the Saudi proposal in return for Riyad’s approval of a
separate Arab summit conference was met by a strict refusal. The Saudis
adhered to their attitude that an Arab summit was not needed as long as the
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Arab world was not ready for a substantive discussion of war against Israel.
The debate offered further testimony to Nasir’s waning leadership in the Arab
world and the concomitant growing strength of Saudi Arabia. Finally, it was
resolved that an Islamic summit would be convened by Saudi Arabia and
Morocco. A decision on holding an Arab summit conference was deferred until
November, when, at Egypt’s insistence, the ADC was to meet for the first time
since the 1967 War.

Cairo’s lackluster performance at the FMs’ meeting was partially offset
by a mini-summit mecting of the confrontation states that opened in Cairo on
September 1. Attending the meeting, the first of its kind since the Khartoum
summit, were Nasir, King Husain, Syrian President al-Atasi. and Iraqi DPM
Mahdi "Ammash (Lebanon was not invited). Sudan’s and Algeria’s rulers also
arrived in Cairo at the end of the meeting to confer with Nasir. Although the
meeting’s keynote was the enhancement of military cooperation between the
confrontation states, it failed to resolve the difficulties blocking effective ac-
tivation of the EC against Israel. Jordan maintained that it was already doing its
part by assisting the PR; Syria cited “strategic difficulties” on the Golan
Heights; and Iraq pointed to its lack of common border with Israel. Syria, Iraq,
and Jordan, eager to avoid commitment to military operations against Israel,
competed in playing up their help for the PR’s activities. Strategically, it was
agreed, the Lebanese border with Israel constituted the optimal sector for
expanding the front against Israel by the PR. The emphasis placed on Palestin-
ian military activity against Israel from southern Lebanon came against the
backdrop of continued governmental crisis in this country, generated by the
controversial presence of armed Palestinian groups on Lebanese soil and ac-
tivity therefrom against Israel.

In the absence of Lebanon, this decision was practically worthless. Yet it
demonstrated the conference’s cynicism in projecting its failure to reach effec-
tive strategic resolutions on the weakest of all the Arab confrontation states,
wrapping it in praise for the PR’s activity. The resolutions adopted were
declarative and with no practical meaning, such as the need to coordinate inter-
Arab action in the event of Israeli reprisal raids for operations carried out by the
PR. The meeting also reminded the oil producers of their obligation to step up
aid to the confrontation states. According to the concluding statement, all Arab
states must redouble their hitherto inadequate efforts to put all their resources
at the campaign’s disposal.!?

The Islamic summit meeting that convened in Rabat on September 22,
1969, was far from a resounding success. Only twenty-five of the thirty-five
invited countries sent delegations and no more than ten heads of state turned
up. Syria and Iraq boycotted the conference altogether on ideological grounds.
The conference indeed showed the disparity between the radical states—Iled by



116 The Decline of the Arab-Israeli Conflict

Egypt, which sought to enlist material and moral support for the struggle
against Israel—and the non-Arab Muslim states, which were quite content to
demonstrate purely verbal and definitely non-binding solidarity in the wake of
the al-Agsa fire. Turkey, Iran, and other non-Arab Muslim states rejected the
Arab states” attempt to embroil them in practical undertakings directed against
Israel. They were also unmoved by the lobbying of the Arab states to obtain
full status for the PLO in the meeting; the most they would allow the PLO was
an observer status. In sum, the Islamic summit, at which some 300 million
Muslims—nhalf the world’s total Muslim population-—were represented, con-
tributed little to the Arab cause. It did, however, help smooth the way for an
Arab summit meeting.'?

On November 10, Nasir opened the ADC meeting in Cairo with the
declaration—aimed pointedly if tacitly, at Saudi Arabia—that war was un-
avoidable. The focal point was a comprehensive military report submitted by
Egyptian DM General Fawzi, analyzing the need for a successful Arab war
with Israel. The gist of the report was that all Arab states would have to
contribute their share to the war effort and that it would take at least three years
before such war could be launched.!* The report was approved and referred to
the forthcoming summit conference, to be held in Rabat on December 20, to
determine each couniry’s share in the war preparations. To that end, every
country was requested to outline the commitments it could feasibly undertake.

The Saudis objected on the grounds that the meeting should not take
place while UN envoy Gunnar Jarring and the Powers were trying to work out a
Middle East settlement. However, after the ADC declared that attempts to
solve the Middle East problem peacefully had failed irrevocably, and follow-
ing Syria’s assent to a summit meeting, Riyad also accepted Nasir’s initiative.
The ADC resolutions would serve as an agenda for the fifth summit, focusing
on full Arab military and political mobilization against Israel; supporting the
PR and the inhabitants of the occupied West Bank and Gaza Strip; and con-
demning the United States for supplying arms to Israel.!>

The Saudi position at the ADC meeting indicated its deference not only
to the powerful joint stance of Egypt and Syria. Coups in Sudan and Libya
bringing to power pro-Nasirist regimes under Ja'far al-Numairi and Mu'ammar
al-Qadhafi, respectivelv, and the PLO-Lebanon Cairo Agreement, concluded
under Nasir’s auspices in late November, had enhanced the Egyptian presi-
dent’s prestige, as had the escalation of fighting along the Suez Canal. Riyad
had no desire to run afoul of Nasir, who seemed to be riding a new wave of
popularity. Indeed, by its very agreement to hold a summit conference—
however unenthusiastically given—Riyad tacitly recognized the reascendancy
of Nasir and Egypt in the Arab world, while making it clear that no additional
aid would be offered to the confrontation states.
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Ambiguous Strategy, Deadlocked Action

The ADC’s recommendation notwithstanding, vigorous diplomatic ma-
neuvering by Egypt, Jordan, and Morocco was required to ensure participation
by most Arab leaders, foremost by King Faisal. To placate the Saudi king,
Egypt released previously frozen Saudi deposits in Egyptian banks and pro-
posed expanded bilateral economic cooperation. Nasir also tried to mediate a
border dispute between Saudi Arabia and the PDRY to ensure that the latter
would not raise the matter at the summit conference. These conciliation gam-
bits were capped by Nasir’s invitation to Faisal to meet him in Cairo prior to
the summit meeting for talks that could determine the conference’s outcome.

Nasir wanted from Faisal a carte blanche for his policymaking in the
conflict with Israel: to accept Egypt’s involvement in the international media-
tion efforts based on Resolution 242 without diminishing its eligibility for
Saudi financial aid for military purposes. Faisal, for his part, did not wish to be
pushed into using the oil weapon against the West or be obliged to increase
substantially his financial aid to the confrontation states. At their meeting,
however, it was apparent that residues of past mutual suspicion and animosity
still remained. The Saudi king reportedly complained about Nasir’s continued
subversion against the Saudi regime, accusing him of abetting sabotage opera-
tions by Palestinians against the TAPLINE oil pipeline running from Saudi
Arabia to the Mediterranean in southern Lebanon. Nasir dwelt on the great
importance he attached to maintaining good relations with Riyad, assuring
Faisal that he was not in the habit of intervening in the internal affairs of any
Arab state, least of all Saudi Arabia. The two leaders failed to overcome their
differences and arrived in Rabat without mutual understanding.'®

Syria and Iraq encountered the summit with their own problems. Syria’s
continued party-army struggle for power resulted in a decision to participate in
the summit conference at a ministerial level only. Baghdad, which ever since
the July 1968 coup had been dominated by a coalition of the army and the Ba'th
civilian, anti-Syrian wing, could not seem to take a less militant position than
Syria and thus decided to follow the Syrian example and name its DM as head
of the delegation. Thus, although the ultra-revolutionary regimes backtracked
somewhat from their principle of rejecting collaboration with “reactionary”
regimes, inter-Arab differences reduced the prospects for forging a strong
coalition advocating effective resolutions concerning the military option
against Israel.!”

Nasir’s perspective and his expectations for the summit, as well as his
concept of war as a means to achieve a political settlement, were encouraged
by Heikal’s editorials in al-Ahram suggesting that Israel and the Arabs were
inevitably heading toward a new war. Heikal argued that Israel had been unable
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to impose its version of peace on its neighbors while the Arabs could renew the
war due to their decisive edge over Israel in resources and strategic depth. The
Arabs, he concluded, would be able to impose their will on Israel if they
utilized their resources sensibly and formulated a war doctrine consistent with
regional and international affairs.!'®

Cairo indicated its attitude by rejecting the American initiative for an
Isracli-Egyptian peace settlement based on Resolution 242 and modelled on
the 1949 Rhodes armistice talks—separate and indirect——with Jarring’s medi-
ation. The American initiative, named after SoS William Rogers, was triggered
by the Arab decision to hold a summit and intended to soften its rhetoric and
resolutions. However, even though the American proposal met the key Arab
demands, Egypt rejected the Rhodes formula and insisted on applying the same
principles also on the Jordanian and Syrian fronts, a stand tantamount to a
demand for a comprehensive settlement. At the same time, Cairo’s media
continued to lobby for the idea of war while publicly excoriating Washington’s
Middle East policy and rejecting the American proposal to hold talks with
Isracl.1”

Two days before the summit convened, a plan for an Isracli-Jordanian
peace settlement was presented to the parties by Washington, based on the
same principles and modalities as the one carlier offered to Egypt. The plan
implied separate tracks of negotiations, proposing, inter alia, that Israel and
Jordan share responsibility for a unitied Jerusalem; that the refugee problem be
resolved through repatriation or resettlement with compensation; and that the
agreement come into force only after the attainment of peace between Israel
and Egypt. Yet despite King Husain’s unequivocal commitment to a political
scttlement and his discussion of the plan with the U.S. ambassador to Morocco,
he found himself obliged to join the summit’s conclusion asserting that peace
efforts had failed. The vigorous rejection by both Egypt and Israel of the
American proposals doomed it, at least for a time. The summit itself offered no
otficial response to the American proposal, a silence Jordan chose to interpret
as Arab consent to its exploring the subject further.2¢

Meanwhile, the ultra-radical camp, which had been advocating immedi-
ate war, was not sitting idly by. On the eve of the summit meeting, the leaders
of Iraq, Libya, Sudan, and the PDRY met in Algeria, at Boumedienne’s initia-
tive. The meeting appeared to be an effort to press the Saudi king to comply
with Nasir’s wishes. But the Algerian president’s stand at the summit was to
show that the gathering in Algiers meant to enhance his political posture as a
radical lecader, even at the expense of Nasir’s interests. Thus, Algeria expressed
support for the PDRY’s cause in its border dispute with Saudi Arabia and its
discussion at the summit, despite the Saudi monarch’s threat to walk out of the
meeting if the case should be raised. Notwithstanding this rhetoric, however,
the summit deliberations focused chiefly on Nasir’s war intentions and conse-
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quent requests for generous financial aid to enable the Arabs to prepare for war.
The debate indicated a clash of interests between the confrontation states, led
by Nasir, and oil-producing Saudi Arabia and Kuwait. Nasir struck a pose of
ambivalence on the war-or-peace question, which indicated his determination
to keep all options open. Yet this ambivalence divided the confrontation states
and exposed Nasir to vitriolic criticism from both radicals and conservatives.
Above all, it enabled the prospective financiers to avoid an explicit refusal of
his needs and focus instead on pressing for a clear strategy.

Nasir elaborated on the overwhelming economic burden of the struggle
against Isracl—which, he said, could be made to withdraw from the territories
only by pressure and force. The summit was thus asked to approve General
Fawzi’s report, which sparked a fierce row among the heads of state due to the
huge financial outlays entailed—>500 million Egyptian pounds—and its rec-
ommendation to increase Egypt’s and the EC’s combat troop strength to 1.4
million altogether. Egypt’s plan seemed like a thinly veiled ploy to extract
funds from the oil producers. Skeptics argued that even if the plan’s objectives
were attained within the allotted three years, Israel’s strength would remain an
unknown factor.2!

The Egyptian plan provoked another disagreement over the allocation of
the joint financial and military effort among the Arab states, intended to be
under Egyptian control. The participants rejected Egypt’s proposal to cast all
Arab undertakings in the form of contractual obligations with the AL supervis-
ing their implementation, arguing that the ACSP was sufficient. Inasmuch as
this pact had not been implemented, they argued, it would be pointless to create
other instruments that would meet the same fate. In any event, Nasir remained
unwilling to give a definite undertaking that the funds he requested would be
earmarked for waging war against Israel in the near future, speaking rather of
comprehensive preparations to last about three years. Iraq and Syria also
refused to commit themselves to joining in a war in the immediate future.

Boumedienne was the most outspoken critic of Nasir, taking advantage
of his ambivalence to proclaim Algeria’s readiness to rally behind Nasir’s
command if he were only specific about war aims and timetable. Syria—still
not a beneficiary of the oil producers’ aid—and Iraq played their own game of
militancy with an eye on securing Arab funds on grounds of their active part in
the joint military effort. Thus, while identifying with Egypt’s main line of
augmenting the financial aid to the confrontation states—which Iraq claimed it
was—each of them capitalized on its own share of the EC military burden.

Nasir’s far-reaching requests for financial aid deterred the Saudi and
Kuwaiti monarchs, who were willing to adhere to their commitment made at
Khartoum but refused to pay more. King Faisal and the Kuwaiti Amir main-
tained that their current financial aid to Egypt and Jordan had already become a
heavy burden on their economies, claiming that it constituted 11 percent (£50



120 The Decline of the Arab-Israeli Conflict

million) and 4.5 percent (£55 million) of their budgets, respectively. Faisal also
reminded the summit of the Saudi brigade deployed in Jordan. He was willing
to continue the financial support, yet repeated his humiliating demand that he
be apprised of how the money was spent and for what purposes. Libya’s
Qadhati, attending his first summit meeting, was also reluctant on further
support for Egypt. The new Libyan leader offered to increase his share by only
£10 million, although following further consultation with Nasir, he was willing
to pay £20 million for special arms deals.=?

The focal point of King Husain’s remarks was the adverse effects to
Jordan of the Palestinians’ use of its territory as a base for raids against Israel.
He also submitted a long list of arms and other equipment, including fighter
aircraft, that Jordan needed. Lebanon echoed Jordan in complaining about the
deleterious effect of the Palestinian presence on its territory and asked for
financial aid.

Despite feverish consultations and mediating efforts played mainly by
the hosting king, the gap between Nasir and the Arab financiers remained
unbridgeable. Tension reached a crisis point when Nasir, frustrated and humili-
ated by the summit’s rebuff of his requests, unleashed a furious tirade in the
plenary session of the heads of state. The issue was not money, Nasir asserted,
but that all Arabs—not just Egypt——must share the burden of war. With £120
million in revenues from the Suez Canal and another £10 million from the
Sinai’s oil, his country could forego Arab aid. On concluding his remarks,
Nasir stalked out of the meeting, followed by the Iragi and Syrian delegations,
whose excuse was that the summit had ignored their concerns.2?

Nasir was soon lured back to the discussion by King Hasan for a further
attempt to resolve inter-Arab differences, only to have it end with a hopeless,
irreconcilable split between two interest-driven parties. Five states— Algeria,
Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, Tunisia, and Morocco-—were unwilling either to ap-
prove the Egyptian plan or come up with a compromise formula acceptable to
all sides. Nine states—Egypt, Syria, Iraq, Jordan, Libya, Lebanon, Sudan, the
PDRY, and Yemen—supported a draft resolution under which each Arab state
would spell out the troops and arms it could allot for the campaign. Since a
joint statement was out of the question, a brief, testive final session was
convened, from which the delegations of Syria, Irag, the PDRY. and Yemen
absented themselves. King Hasan, in a short. off-the-cuff statement, said the
conference had opened the eyes of the Arab leaders, and expressed the hope
that another summit meeting could take place soon. Hasan gave his blessing to
the struggle of the Palestinian people and urged them to stand fast in the
knowledge that the entire Arab world was behind them. Indeed, the PLO
emerged highly prestigious at Rabat. The Arab states” inability to formulate an
agreed strategy directly benefitted the PR, whose unequivocal, strongly enun-
ciated position stood out in bold relief against the backdrop of confusion and
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vacillation in the Arab world. The “honorable goal,” as King Hasan described
the Palestinian cause in his concluding speech, was the only issue on which the
Arab rulers could close ranks, at least declaratively, especially when dissent
prevailed at their summit.2*

Nasir concluded bluntly that the summit ““achieved nothing, and we
should have declared its failure instead of bemusing our people with false
hopes.” It did, however, result in augmenting Arab financial aid to the confron-
tation states and the PR. Hence, the amount set at the Khartoum conference
would be increased by £35 million, with Libya paying £20 million of the extra
sum, Saudi Arabia £10 million, and Kuwait £5 million. It was far less than
Nasir had requested, especially in view of the staggering cost of the arms
procured from the USSR, even though they were acquired at half-price. The
amount of aid allotted to the PLO was £26 million. of which £11 million was
designated for steadfastness (sumud) of the inhabitants of the occupied West
Bank and Gaza Strip, to be funneled through the PLO.2*

The Saudi-PDRY border dispute was not raised at the summit, thanks to
Nasir’s influence on the PDRY leaders. Another victim of the changing bal-
ance of power between Nasir and Faisal was North Yemen, whose delegate
complained that Saudi Arabia was continuing to aid the Royalists. Faisal
dismissed the charge as an internal Yemeni matter, and refused the mediation
attempts of Iraq and Algeria. The conduct of the Yemeni-Saudi conflict illus-
trated the center-driven nature of the summit meetings and the primacy of the
conflict with Israel. It equally showed the disdain and neglectfulness that
peripheral Arab countries would face if they were embroiled in a conflict with
onc of the central Arab actors.

The refusal of the Gulf oil monarchies to meet Nasir’s request for in-
creased financial aid indicated their concern that he reinstate himself as an all-
Arab leader. Indeed, the summit’s impasse reflected chiefly Nasir’s failure to
rally the Arab leaders behind him and the subsequent leadership vacuum in the
Arab states system. While Israel was engaged in intensive deep-penetration air
raids against Egypt, with only King Husain supporting the diplomatic option
and the eastern front states split and unwilling to pursue war against Israel,
Nasir’s isolation and weakness in the Arab world was more visible than ever.
Nasir’s analysis of Israel’s invincibility—a view reinforced by the Soviet call
for restraint in military activity against Israel and its hesitation to supply the
arms requested by Cairo—underpinned his ambiguous strategy, in which both
war and diplomacy appeared inconclusive.2¢

Nasir’s ambivalent concept of action in the conflict with Isracl not only
failed to enlist adequate Arab support, but unified radicals and oil monarchs
against it. A bizarre coalition of Boumedienne and Faisal, with Iraqgi backing,
was formed against Nasir, demanding that he either go to war or forfeit Saudi
aid. Boumedienne’s sudden animus was apparently the result of Egypt’s coor-
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dination with Libya and Sudan, which Algeria viewed as liable to upset the
power balance in North Africa. Faisal, in a gambit worthy of Machiavelli, was
actually trying to prod Nasir into launching war and thereby be rid of him.
Failing this, he wished to show that Nasir was insincere about the war option,
hence that any increase in aid was unjustified. Nasir, however, called the
Saudis’ bluff by announcing that he would go to war if the Arab states under-
took to provide the specified economic and military aid. Nasir was well aware
that the rich Arab rulers would never agree to transfer the huge sums he needed
and, in a Machiavellian ploy of his own, may have wished to exploit this
certain refusal in order to justify his adherence to the political solution option
he had been advocating ever since the Six Day War.2”

Nasir’s willingness to attend the closing session despite the rejection of
his economic requests attested to his enfeebled standing and increased depen-
dence on Saudi Arabia and Kuwait. Against this backdrop, Nasir visited Al-
geria en route home from the conference, where he met with Boumedienne,
followed by a stopover in Tripoli where a tripartite agreement of cooperation,
later to be known as the “Tripoli Charter,” was concluded between Nasir,
Qadhafi, and Numairi. This accord was pounced upon by the Egyptian press in
its campaign to play up the conference as a forum for Egyptian achievements
and to conceal Nasir’s devastating failure at Rabat.28

Nasir’s failure at the Rabat summit spurred his efforts to reactivate the
EC, leading to a mini-summit meeting in Cairo on February 7, 1970, of the
leaders of Egypt, Iraq, Jordan, Syria, and Sudan. However, since no substantial
change had occurred on either domestic or inter-state tensions, each of the EC
members remained locked into its previous positions and the talks bore no
fruit. Jordan and Syria reiterated their refusal to let Egyptian and Iraqi air force
units deploy on their soil, while Iraq said it could not commit additional forces
to the EC due to rising tensions on its border with Iran. The primary reason for
the Cairo summit’s failure, however, lay in the disagreement among the EC
member states regarding a political settlement. Syria and Iraq remained ada-
mantly opposed, preempting Husain’s desire to adopt the American peace plan,
while Nasir, steering a middle course, endeavored to keep the door open for
turther U.S. diplomatic initiatives. Nasir’s own non-committal stance was once
again the main stumbling block to reaching an agreement on an Arab military
plan. Under these circumstances—and given the continuing massive U.S. arms
shipments to Israel—the participants concluded that the EC lacked the mini-
mum forces needed to function effectively. Nonetheless, the meeting’s deci-
sion to escalate military operations on the ecastern front intensified armed
clashes in the Syria-Israel border area and Israeli air strikes in retaliation. Yet
these incidents resulted primarily from Palestinian guerrilla operations
launched from the Golan Heights, indicating Syria’s continued army-party
struggle for power, while the EC remained essentially dormant.2”
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Another effort to mend fences between the confrontation states was
made at a mini-summit meeting held in Tripoli on June 21, to mark the U.S.
evacuation of Wheelus air force base. The meeting was attended by the heads
of state of Egypt, Iraq, Jordan, Libya, and Syria, and ministers from Sudan and
Algeria. Their discussions centered on a grandiose military plan, drawn up by
Iraq and Libya, for the total mobilization of the Arab world’s resources and the
transfer of forces from the Egyptian sector to the eastern front. Although the
plan was approved in principle, it was worthless in view of the lack of agree-
ment on war objectives. Nasir, in his May | speech, made an implicit call to
open a dialogue with the United States, and Husain emphasized the need to
retrieve the occupied territories as the primary objective. In contrast, Iraq and
Syria would not budge from their position that the war’s purpose was “the
liberation of all Palestine,” adding that only through combat (gital) could the
Arab-Israeli conflict be resolved.3¢

The Tripoli meeting, which bore a strong anti-American tenor, came two
days after a new American initiative was officially submitted to Israel and
Egypt, requesting the parties to agree to a three-month cease-fire and renewed
talks under Ambassador Jarring’s auspices on the basis of Resolution 242. The
American initiative was a result of a renewed American diplomatic thrust
toward a Middle East settlement, which had been prepared through direct
contacts with Israel and Egypt. Washington’s new effort was prompted by
Israel’s deep-penetrating bombings, which resulted in the direct involvement
of Soviet military in the War of Attrition, and its modest goals retlected the
lesson of the Rogers plan’s failure. Nasir and Isracl showed willingness to
cooperate with Washington against the background of an increasingly costly
and inefficacious war for both parties in the wake of the massive deployment of
Soviet air defense units on Egyptian soil in April and the heavy losses they
inflicted on Israel’s air force. Nasir welcomed Washington’s resumed efforts,
and, according to the Soviets, was willing to end the state of war with Israel
with the signing of an agreement.?!

Practically, the American initiative applied only to the Egyptian front,
since Jordan and Israel had been committed to a cease-fire between them, and
Syria had never accepted Resolution 242. In view of the PR guerrilla warfare,
however, it was essential that Jordan and Egypt be committed to halt Palestin-
ian operations from their soil. On July 22, 1970, following a visit to Moscow
where the cease-fire proposal was discussed, Nasir announced his acceptance
of the American initiative, typically without having consulted with or notified
any of his Arab partners, including King Husain, who soon followed suit.
Nasir’s acceptance of the American initiative was apparently meant to gain
time for further preparations for war, and was combined with a decision to
withdraw Egypt’s air force from Syria and disconnect from the EC. The cease-
fire was to enable Egypt to deploy anti-aircraft missiles along the Suez Canal,



124 The Decline of the Arab-Israeli Conflict

thus gaining further depth of air defense and preparing for a future crossing
operation under its umbrella. Reportedly, he had little hope—""one chance in a
thousand”—that the American initiative would bear fruits.

Isracl’s acceptance of the American initiative was harder to obtain. Aside
from further American commitments for arms supplies, Israel received a presi-
dential assurance that no pressure would be applied on it to accept the Egyptian
views on borders and refugees, effectively giving Israel a veto power over any
peace proposal. Soon after a cease-fire prevailed along the Suez Canal on
August 7, however, it was verified that Egypt had moved missiles into the
Canal Zone in violation of the standstill provision. One month after the cease-
fire began, Israel, whose acceptance of the Rogers’ Plan had occasioned a
breakup of its national coalition government, announced its refusal to attend
the Jarring talks unless the Egyptian violation was rectified. With Egypt’s
rejection of this demand, the American initiative was virtually doomed.3

Nonetheless, the acceptance by Nasir and Husain of the American initia-
tive had far-reaching consequences on inter-Arab relations and the Arab
world’s approach to the conflict with Isracl. Egypt and Jordan quickly came
under verbal fire from Syria, Iraq, Algeria, and the PLO. In Jordan, tension
between the Hashemite regime and the PR soared, bringing both sides to the
brink of a violent showdown. As the inter-Arab rift intensified, Qadhafi recon-
vened the Tripoli conference on August S, including a PLO delegation, to
unsuccessfully discuss the EC. Iraq and Algeria absented themselves following
Egypt’s declaration that its decision to accept the American initiative was final.
Algeria demonstrated its objection to Naisr’s decision by recalling its brigade
from the Suez Canal front. While rebuffing Arab criticism of his decision to
accept Washington’s June initiative as intervention in Egypt’s internal affairs,
Nasir was nevertheless careful not to aggravate his relations with the PLO or
with Iraq. Thus, when King Husain met with him in Egypt on August 21, Nasir
took an uncommittal position concerning the refusal of the PR and the Iraqi
expeditionary force in Jordan to respect the cease-fire.33

To mitigate Palestinian criticism, Nasir summoned the PR’s leadership
and explained his policy. He strongly argued in favor of U.S. diplomacy based
on Resolution 242 (while developing the military option) and urged the PLO
leaders to be realistic and accept a mini-state solution in the West Bank and
Gaza Strip rather than seeking the liberation of Palestine as a whole. Nasir also
asserted to the PLO leaders that he had warned King Husain not to use force
against them. Nasir’s efforts, however, fell on deaf ears, as the PLO continued
its attacks against Egypt. In reaction, Egypt shut down the Cairo-based PLO
radio station and expelled Palestinian agitators from the country.?4

Just as the American initiative came to its deadlock, the focus of regional
and international attention turned to the ensuing Hashemite-Palestinian crisis
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in Jordan, which became the battleground for inter-Arab differences over the
strategy in the conflict with Israel.

The Palestinian Resistance: Glory and Crisis

The 1967 war resulted in boosting Palestinian nationalism, reshaping its
institutional frameworks, and enhancing its role in the Arab-Israeli conflict.
Most discernible was the rapid growth of Palestinian “self-sacrificers”
(fida’ivvun) guerrilla groups and expansion of their wartare against Israel. For
these groups, the regular Arab armies’ defeat provided a golden opportunity to
put themselves at the forefront of the armed struggle and substantiate their
claim that the Palestinians should be the vanguard in the Arabs’ war against
Israel. Furthermore, the occupation by Israel of the West Bank and Gaza Strip
seemed to provide them with the opportunity to wage a popular liberation
struggle along the lines of classical guerrilla warfare from within their indige-
nous social and territorial base.3?

Palestinian guerrilla warfare captured the Arab world’s iimagination,
boosting the Palestinians’ prestige and material opportunities, which in turn
had an immediate impact on their operational capability. Apart from its fresh
popular nature, the PR’s soaring prestige in the Arab world was underpinned
by three major factors: First, the salience of Palestinian guerrilla activity on
[srael’s borders, against the background of reluctance of Jordan, Syria, and Iraq
to use their armies on the eastern front. In effect, the Palestinian guerrilla
warfare provided Syria and Jordan with an excuse to claim that they were
implementing their share in the joint Arab effort against Israel by enabling the
Palestinian armed groups to use their territories for attacks against Israel and
sustaining Israel’s military retaliations. This helped establish the PR’s status as
a confrontation force in the conflict with Israel with all the moral attributes that
entailed in the Arab world.

Second, the implicit overlapping of the Arab claim for recovery of the
Arab lands occupied in 1967—including the Palestinian-populated West Bank
and Gaza Strip—and the claim for recognizing the Palestinian people’s na-
tional rights for liberation and self-determination. Early in 1968, Heikal wrote
that “The Palestinian question has become the principal focus of contemporary
political, social and national Arab action.”3¢ Thus, the PR became the Arab
regional “trump card” over which central Arab states sought to gain control,
through patronage, media, financial and military support, to serve their own
interests. The growing activity of Palestinian guerrilla groups and Israel’s
reprisals substantiated their claim for political representation of the Palestinian
people, including in the occupied territories whose liberation seemed to be the
PR’s exclusive practical concern. This, in turn, had an immense influence on



126 The Decline of the Arab-Israeli Conflict

the development of the PLO from a symbol of an abstract Palestinian entity to a
national liberation movement whose aims were defined in specific political
and territorial terms.

Third, the structural and ideological changes undergone by the PLO after
the war as a result of its bankruptcy under Shuqairi’s leadership. These changes
essentially turned the PLO from an AL-based political instrument into an
authentic, all-Palestinian national umbrella organization for political, civilian,
and armed Palestinian groups. The process was expedited by the war results,
which highlighted the PLO’s irrelevance and inept leadership while boosting
the fida’i Palestinian groups that were still not incorporated in the organization.
In December 1967, Shuqgairi had been forced to resign amid growing pressure
by Fatah on the PLO’s new leader, Yahya Hammuda, to allocate wider repre-
sentation to the armed Palestinian groups in the organization. The PLO was
forced to acknowledge these groups due to their soaring popularity among
Palestinians and Arabs alike, particularly after the large-scale Israeli raid on
their bases at Karama in the Jordan Valley in March 1968, and their threat to
establish a rival Palestinian national movement.37

In the PNC’s fourth meeting, held in Cairo in July 1968, half of the
members represented fida’i organizations, which had an essential bearing on
the PLOs new strategy and role in the conflict with Israel. These changes were
reflected in the revised Palestinian National Covenant which indicated a quest
for sovereign Palestinian nationalism on an equal footing with other Arab
states, as opposed to the Pan-Arab character of Shuqgairi’s PLO. The new
Covenant also highlighted the Palestinian armed struggle as a strategy, indicat-
ing the PLO’s commitment to resist any political compromise with the State of
Isracl. Within seven months, Fatah had gained control of the PLO, and its
leader, Yasir ‘Arafat, was elected chairman. At about the same time, "Arafat
accompanied Nasir on his visit to Moscow, where he was introduced to the
Soviet leadership. Nasir’s championing the PR was intended to serve an urgent
need to recover his fallen legitimacy in the Arab world and rebuff his rivals’
criticism. More specifically, Nasir sought to foster Fatah’s prestige and politi-
cal stature as the central power and Egypt’s main agent of influence in the PR
movement against the radical Ba'th-based and Marxist factions.’®

Other Arab regimes competed for influence within the PR, turning it into
a mirror of inter-Arab cleavages. Syria and Iraq, in particular, became directly
involved in the PLO’s internal affairs by establishing their own Ba‘th-based
Palestinian organizations—al-Sa‘iqa (1968) and the Arab Liberation Front
(1969), respectively. The PLO itself became a competing political power in the
region due to its military and political presence, but mainly by assuming the
role of a national authority for the Palestinians in the Arab countries. The PR
came to play a greater role in the political and social affairs of its own cause,
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which was bound to threaten, if not to diminish, the Arab states’ say on the
matter, aggravating Arab-Palestinian frictions and mutual resentment.

The Rabat summit unmistakably reflected the remarkable meta-
morphosis of the Palestinian issue since 1967. The media’s attention was
focused at Yasir “Arafat, who turned up in full military uniform, representing
eight fida’i factions. While in previous summits the PLO was considered an AL
institution—nhence of an inferior status—this time it was accorded equal foot-
ing with the member states. “Arafat was given a place in the front row, among
the kings and presidents, and the Palestinian flag was displayed as prominently
as all the others.3?

Yet these gestures manifested just as well the tendency of politicians to
demonstrate cheap declarative support for the PR as an indispensable source of
legitimacy in Arab political life. In line with this posture, Sudan’s new leader,
Numairi, who delivered the opening keynote address, called for lifting all
restrictions placed on the PR in the countries bordering Israel. Numairi was
clearly referring to Lebanon, where the heads of the Christian-Maronite com-
munity, apprehensive of being dragged into conflict with Israel by the implica-
tions of the PR’s activity, pleaded with the Arab leaders to show consideration
for Lebanon’s unique character and communal structure. Numairi asserted that
it was the activity of the PR that would restore the Arab nation’s honor, which
had been trampled in June 1967. King Hasan, who as the leader of the host
country served as conference chairman, also emphasized the overriding
character of the Palestinian issue, declaring, “The fate of Palestine and the soil
of Palestine are the first thing and the last thing.™40

The PLO’s main thrust at the summit was to enhance its status as a
national representative of the Palestinians in the West Bank at King Husain’s
expense, primarily by obtaining control over allocating the “‘steadfastness
funds.” The PLO’s euphoria was indicated by "Arafat’s far-reaching claims that
it should be integrated into the overall Arab military strategy, giving it part of
that operation’s budget plus a say on inter-Arab decisions in the military
sphere. In this context, he called on the summit to issue an official statement to
the effect that efforts to settle the conflict politically would be abandoned.
Underlining the PLO’s continuity in spite of the radical changes it had recently
undergone, ‘Arafat reminded the summit that some Arab states had still not
fulfilled their commitments to the organization since 1964. He also insisted
that Arab states allow the PLO to establish bases and recruitment offices on
their soil, stressing that he was neither begging them to allow him freedom of
action nor agreeing on their right to regulate it. Restrictions on its anti-Israeli
operations from areas bordering Israel should be lifted. He also called on the
Arab states to establish formal diplomatic relations with the PLO, since it was
representing ninety-seven percent of the PR movement.



128 The Decline of the Arab-Israeli Conflict

The Arab leaders, in marked contrast to their inability to reach agreement
on the Egyptian military plan, were united on the Palestinian cause. Indeed,
they outbid cach other in stating fervent support for the PLO. Boumedienne
urged that the PLO be regarded as the exclusive spokesman for the Palestin-
ians, and Numairi stated that the world must recognize the legitimacy of the PR
movement. One idea was to convene a special conference at which the Arab
leaders would declare their adoption of the PLO’s proposal ot a Democratic
Palestinian State open to members of all faiths.*!

The Arab rulers went out of their way to praise the PR, reflecting their
need for a subsutute for the lost spirit of Pan-Arab nationalism. The PLO
embodied an authentic version of the Arab national ethos of popular struggle in
defiance of toreigners, at a time of morale crisis at the ruling elites” level. Yet
the PR was also a threat to Arab regimes due to its social and political revolu-
tionary atuributes. That the PLO was urged to form a Palestinian government-
in-exile—apparently by Tunisia and Algeria, with Nasir’s tacit backing—
might attest to Arab regimes’ wish to institutionalize the PLO’s political status
as the nucleus ot a Palestinian state, which would obligate the PR to define its
aims in terms acceptable to the world community. A major reason for the
summit’s bolstering the PLO was the USSR’s change of attitude toward it.
Soviet-PLO relations were evidently on the agenda in Egyptian Vice-President
Anwar al-Sadat’s visit to Moscow shortly before the summit meeting, follow-
ing which a PLO delegation was invited to visit Moscow.*2

"Arafat’s request to allow intensified military and political activity by the
PR was generally supported, especially by radical states where Palestinian
activity had been tightly controlled or nonexistent. Arab leaders agreed to
channel the “steadfastness funds™ to the inhabitants of the occupied territories
via the PLO, overriding King Husain’s opposition. Husain’s warning that
henceforth the PLO would be responsible for the salaries of former Jordanian
government officials in the West Bank, hitherto paid by Jordan, remained
unheeded. Practically, the king showed no intention of implementing his threat
as it would further weaken his own position in the West Bank. Nasir’s unflag-
ging support for the PLO at the summit seemed to have indicated cooled
relations with Husain. Given growing tension and armed skirmishes in Jordan
between Jordanian troops and the PR, Nasir’s firm support for the PLO bore
serious implications for Jordan’s domestic politics.

The growing Palestinian military presence in Jordan and Lebanon and
attacks therefrom on Israel resulted in painful Isracli retaliatory raids aimed at
tforcing these governments to prohibit the use of their territories for guerrilla
activities. The collision between the revolution and the state was incvitable, as
the PR endeavored to create its autonomous bases of power in Jordan and
Lebanon while those states attempted to impose their authority on the PR. By
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mid-1969, the PR was on the brink of an all-out confrontation with the sov-
ereigin governments of Jordan and Lebanon.

In Lebanon, the PR’s armed activity generated a prolonged political
crisis—one of the most critical in the country’s history as an independent state.
Israeli retaliations in the border area triggered intra-Lebanese tensions along
factional and political lines. The eight-month crisis came to a head in early
November, when a series of armed clashes occurred between the Maronite
militia, accompanied by regular Lebanese army units, and Palestinian fighters.
Syria hovered over all these developments, pressuring Lebanon’s government
to desist from attacking the Palestinians and deepening the cleavage between
Maronites and Sunni Muslims regarding the PR’s military presence on
Lebanese soil. The crisis was eventually resolved through the Cairo Agree-
ment, signed under Nasir’s auspices near the end of November by PLO’s new
chairman Yasir "Arafat and Lebanese army commander-in-chief General Bus-
tani. The agreement formally recognized the Palestinians™ right to maintain
political and military presence on Lebanese soil, though within specified areas,
and their right to operate against Israel from Lebanon’s territory, subject to
coordination with the Lebanese army. The Palestinian refugee camps in
Lebanon in effect won recognition as autonomous enclaves.*3

The Hashemite contlict with the PR was much more profound given the
PLO’s growing claim to represent the Palestinian people, thus undermining the
very legitimacy of the Hashemite regime, whose domain-—even without the
West Bank—was inhabited by a large number—if not a majority—of Palestin-
ians. They were also at loggerheads concerning a political settlement that
might return Hashemite sovercignty to the West Bank, while the PR sought
liberation by force, which would assert its claim for this territory. From the
PR’s viewpoint, Jordan was the ideal “*Hanoi™: inhabited by a large Palestinian
population, the longest Arab border with Israel, and relatively easy access to
the Occupied Territories. Yet with the failure to move the battle into the West
Bank and Gaza, the PR entrenched in Jordan’s territory, primarily in refugee
camps as its main bases of power. Despite growing tension and sporadic
violent clashes involving the government army, the king’s hands were tied by
virtue of the large Palestinian population, his alignment with Nasir, and support
of Syria and Iraq for the PR, coupled with the presence of an Iraqi division
deployed on Jordanian soil. Under this Arab umbrella, a dual rule developed in
Jordan in which the PR practically established a “'state within a state,” which,
by February 1970, the regime was virtually forced to acknowledge. But what
turned the PR-Jordan showdown inevitable was the provocative and extrava-
gant challenge of the Hashemite sovercignty by the PR, especially the Marxist
PFLP led by George Habash. The PFLP maintained that “the road to Palestine
passed through Amman,” defining the liberation of Jordan from the Hashemite
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regime as a prerequisite to the liberation of Palestine. Its revolutionary attitude
and innovative operations implicated other factions, including Fatah, which
were compelled to follow suit or lose prestige.*

In June 1970, armed clashes broke out between Jordan’s army and the
PR, in the most serious crisis the Hashemite autherity had ever faced. The
crisis was mediated by an inter-Arab committee established by the Tripoli
conference, which led to an agreement that reasserted the PR’s freedom of
action and supported Jordan’s immune sovereignty. However, as in the case of
sarlier agreements, institutional and ideological divisions, and competition
among Palestinian factions, turned this agreement into a virtual dead letter. The
June crisis apparently brought King Husain to a decision to eliminate the
Palestinian threat to his regime, the timing of which was expedited by the
cruption of an inter-Arab dispute over the American initiative.

The showdown was patently sparked by further provocations to Jordan’s
sovercignty by the PR. In late August, an urgent PNC meeting in Amman
tacitly declared Jordan as a Jordanian-Palestinian state, following which the
PLO’s Central Committee called for the overthrow of the Hashemite regime.
The situation escalated with the PFLP’s four airline hijackings on September
6--9, of which three were forced to land in Jordan, where the hijackers threat-
ened to blow up the airplanes and their occupants unless Israel released Pales-
tinian prisoners. The PFLP operation was apparently meant to trigger a con-
frontation with Jordan’s regime, thus forcing friendly Arab regimes to
intervene on behalf of the Palestinians. The hijackings, which met with re-
served and uneasy Arab reactions, left King Husain little choice but to turn to
arms. Hence, in the final analysis, whether or not Husain misinterpreted
Nasir’s stand as a “green light” to use massive force against the PR, by late
August—early September the PR itself had created a crisis that forced the king
to launch his offensive with or without Nasir’s approval. His visit to Cairo,
however, was instrumental in creating the impression of collusion with Nasir
against the PR.#3

The oftensive against Palestinian strongholds, most of them situated in
the refugee camps in Amman, alarmed the Arab regimes irrespective of their
political systems or ideologies. Engulfed by a wave of sympathy for the Pales-
tinians, they fiercely denounced King Husain. Expectedly, the universal outery
against Jordan served to restore some semblance of unity in the fragmented
inter-Arab alignment. Acting at the behest of Tunisia’s PM, Nasir convened an
urgent summit meeting in Cairo on September 21 with the participation of
seven other heads of state (Syria, Sudan, Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, Libya,
Lebanon, and PDRY) and Tunisia’s PM. Iraq and Algeria boycotted the
meeting. ¢

The meeting was held two days after the Jordan crisis had assumed
international dimensions. The Syrians had invaded Jordan with armored divi-
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sion strength and captured the area of Irbid in the north. However, due to a
schism between the leaders of Syria’s army and ruling party about the military
intervention, the armored force had received no air defense, exposing it to
Jordanian air attacks that had forced the Syrian column to retreat. Involved in
the crisis by the United States, Israel was requested to provide an air shield to
Jordan against the Syrian invasion, and massed troops in the Jordan Rift Valley,
threatening possible intervention by the Iraqi force in Mafraq. The United
States warned Moscow to refrain from intervening in the crisis and requested
the Soviets to tame their Syrian client. Units of the American Sixth Fleet were
ordered to the eastern Mediterranean. The Iraqi force stationed at Mafraq
maintained neutrality—despite Iraq’s pledge to defend the Palestinian
guerrillas—reportedly as the result of coordination between Asad and Saddam
Husain, the strong man in Baghdad.*7

On the military front, Husain’s forces overran the Palestinian positions in
Amman, while on the political front the king engaged in delaying tactics,
seeking to complete the military job before mounting Arab pressure forced him
to stop. He sent his newly appointed PM—a Palestinian—General Da’ud, to
Cairo’s summit, where he defected under intense pressure. As the situation of
the PR worsened, so did Husain’s own political situation: Kuwait and Libya
announced the suspension of financial aid to Jordan (stipulated in the Khar-
toum summit resolutions); Libya broke diplomatic relations; and Tunisia re-
called its ambassador from Amman. The Cairo summit called on Jordan’s
monarch to halt the slaughter of Palestinians, and sent Numairi to Amman to
arrange for a cease-fire, which came into effect on September 24. Three days
later, Husain arrived in Cairo, following growing pressures by Arab heads of
state who were hoping to work out a new agreement with the king.#8

Husain and ‘Arafat finally signed an agreement, initialled by the repre-
sentatives of the eight states attending the summit meeting. A committee
headed by the Tunisian PM was appointed to oversee the agreement’s imple-
mentation and to impose collective Arab sanctions on whichever side violated
it. Although the accord did not reflect the Jordanian Army’s military advantage
on the ground, Husain was induced by Nasir to accept it and to avoid his
isolation in the Arab world. The Cairo Agreement showed that although
Nasir’s power and prestige had been seriously eroded since the 1967 war, he
was still the primary leader in the inter-Arab arena. It was also his final
achievement: on September 28, a day after signing the accord, he died.*?

Nasir’s death notwithstanding, in October, Jordan and the PLO signed
three memoranda dealing with the PR’s presence in Jordan, but also including
important political provisions. Thus, in the October 13 accord, Jordan ac-
knowledged that “Only the Palestinian people, represented by the Palestinian
revolution, has the right to determine its own future.”¢ In practice, however,
the king continued his thrust to eliminate the PR’s presence in Jordan, taking
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advantage ot the confusion and lack of a leading power in the inter-Arab arena
following Nasir’s demise. The September crisis turned Hashemite Jordan
anathema to Syria, Egypt. Libya, and Iraq. Yet Iraq’s decision in March 1971 to
pull its forces out of Jordan, and the heating up of the domestic power struggle
in Damascus, removed the last constraints on King Husain regarding further
blows against the PR. In July 1971, the Jordanian army conducted a com-
prehensive mopping-up operation, restoring Hashemite authority over the
country as a whole, with the PR’s decimated forces, weapons, and headquarters
transferred to Syria and Lebanon.

The new Jordanian oftensive prompted attempts by Qadhati to summon
an urgent Arab summit meeting, with only partial success. Except for Qadhafi
and "Arafat, only five heads of state attended, from Syria, Egypt, Yemen, and
PDRY. "Arafat and Libya demanded that the Arab states break off relations
with Jordan and that it be expelled from the AL. Yet the meeting contented
itself with a call to settle the Jordan crisis and implement the Cairo agreement,
in addition to extending further financial, military, and moral assistance to the
PR. The demand that sanctions be imposed on Jordan was rejected. The Tripoli
meeting effectively did little more than express verbal support for the PR, as
none of its resolutions—including those on financial and military support—
were binding.™!

That the meeting produced such indecisive results pointed to the partici-
pants’ recognition of their limited ability to reverse the process, and their
disagreement on prioritics of collective action. In retrospect, the new rulers of
Egypt and Syria might even have felt relieved at the blow to the PR, especially
in view of their efforts to stabilize their shaky domestic positions. On Qadhafi’s
part, the meeting was an indication ot his aspiration to assume a central role in
regional Arab politics through patronizing the Palestinian cause as a means to
consolidating his domestic and inter-Arab position.



THE RoAD TO THE OCTOBER WAR

With Nasir’s death, and the simultaneous end of the War of Attrition and
the September crisis in Jordan, the Middle East entered a new era in both inter-
Arab relations and Arab strategy in the conflict with Israel. The symbolic
conjunction of Nasir’s demise and the crackdown on the PR in Jordan was
accompanied. two months later, by another blow to the revolution in the Arab
world when Hafiz al-Asad seized power in Syria, ending long army-party
strife. The ascendancy of new regimes in two central Arab states paved the way
for a new inter-Arab alignment away from Nasir’s overshadowing image,
boosting the strategy of phases in the conflict with Isracl, which he had en-
dorsed but only haltheartedly followed.

The elimination of the PR’s presence in Jordan, the withdrawal of the
Iraqi expeditionary force from that country, and most of all, Jordan’s deter-
mination to prevent the use of its territory for further military activity against
Israel all but inflicted a death blow on the EC. The Egypt-Jordan coalition
came to its end and was replaced by Egyptian resentment toward the Jordanian
monarch. Despite the blow to its presence in Jordan, however, the PR gained
growing international attention due to its intensified armed struggle against
Israel and international terrorism, and the rising influence of Arab oil in world
politics. Indeed, Arab governments were bound to accelerate their efforts on
behalf of the PLO’s international recognition to compensate for their military
inaction along Israel’s borders and Egypt’s enhanced diplomatic efforts in the
conflict with Israel.

The early 1970s witnessed a diminished range of collective Arab policy-
making through institutionalized inter-Arab forums. Neither the AL’s forums
nor a full-fledged summit—which failed to convene in the four years before
the October war—was an essential framework for political or military cooper-
ation. Instead, new bilateral alignments were to underpin the emergence of an
Arab war coalition. By and large, it reflected continuity rather than the change
in Egypt’s (diminishing) role as a supreme power in regional Arab politics
since 1967. Nasir’s death heralded the start of a transitory period in which
newly emerged regimes turned to revising previous ideological and strategic
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concepts against the backdrop of strict constraints, a changing regional balance
of power, and a new global atmosphere. Nasir’s painful failure at the Rabat
summit indicated the futility of convening this forum unless it had been suffi-
ciently prepared to produce the results intended by the leading actors.
During and after the PLO’s expulsion from Jordan, attempts were made
by Tunisia, Egypt, and Libya to convene a summit conference to discuss
Jordan’s abuse of the Cairo and Amman agreements. King Husain, too, seized
on this tactic, urging that a summit be convened to consider overall Arab
strategy in the conflict with Israel. Such a meeting would divert attention from
his problems with the PR and reassert Jordan’s indispensable role in any
political settlement with Israel, especially in the light of Sadat’s initiative of
February 1971 for an Isracli-Egyptian interim agreement in Sinai. The king
was also anxious to throw cold water on Sadat’s recently mooted idea to
establish a Palestinian government-in-exile, which could boost international
recognition of the PLO and undermine Jordan’s clainmi for the West Bank.

Sadat’s Futile Diplomacy

The main reason for the wait-and-see attitude in the Arab world—a
stance most Arab leaders found convenient—was Sadat’s ambiguous strategy
in the conflict with Israel. The de facto prolongation of the Egypt-Israel cease-
fire, combined with Sadat’s assertion that 1971 would be *“the year of deci-
sion,” led to some bewilderment among Arab leaders: Was Egypt bent on
breaking the cease-fire or on launching a new political initiative? Sadat’s
lingering over a decision on a war initiative was a result of two major factors,
both of which underlined his independent diplomacy. First, his futile diploma-
tic efforts and contacts with Washington, which revealed the low priority the
United States had been giving to peacemaking in the Middle East due to
perceived Israeli military eminence and the unbridgeable gap between Arab
and Israeli positions. Second, his uneasy relations with the Soviet Union over
the supply of offensive weaponry and the very idea of turning those arms
against Israel.! Finally, it was Sadat’s frustrated diplomacy that led him to the
inevitable decision to go to war—despite Soviet procrastination and reluctance
on arms supplies—as a last resort, to catalyze a diplomatic settlement to the
conflict.

Sadat succeeded Nasir by virtue of being the vice president, but it was
not until May 1971 that he assumed full authority as Egypt’s president, follow-
ing the removal of his Nasirist rivals from the state’s centers of power-—the
presidency, the ruling party, and the armed forces. Sadat’s effort to free himself
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foster alignment with the urban bourgeoisie and the new middle class, as well
as the Muslim Brotherhood, for whom Pan-Arabism was anathema. Interna-
tionally, Sadat adopted Nasir’s independent diplomatic course. Shortly after
his ascendancy, Sadat asserted to Washington his interest in advancing the
diplomatic efforts, and in November he agreed to cxtend the cease-fire for
another three months. Sadat’s etforts thereafter to resume the diplomatic efforts
under American auspices reflected his awareness of the absence of a realistic
military option for retrieving Sinai due to Israel’s military eminence.” Sadat’s
diplomatic effort, however, suffered from extremely narrow margins due to his
serious domestic constraints—Nasir’s overshadowing image; a longstanding
economic austerity; almost-full military mobilization since 1967 and yet inac-
tion, resulting in rapidly dwindling credibility, as expressed by student riots at
the end of 1971.

In January 1971, Isracli and Egyptian ideas concerning an interim settle-
ment, focusing on partial Israeli withdrawal from the canal, were discussed
with the U.S. government. On February 4, amidst pressure from the military to
resume the war of attrition, Sadat announced the cease-fire’s prolongation by
another month, during which a partial withdrawal of Israeh forces from the
canal—to the El "Arish-Ras Muhammad line, as specified later—would be
realized and work toward reopening the Suez Canal for navigation begun.
Sadat explained that this would be the first step in a comprehensive implemen-
tation of all the provisions of Resolution 242 according to an agreed upon
timetable. Five days later, Isracl’s PM Golda Meir publicly responded in favor
of Sadat’s approach. Nonetheless, the Egyptian initiative never left the ground.
On February 7, Jarring, launching his last mediation effort, submitted to [srael
and Egypt an aide-memoire suggesting full Israeli withdrawal to the interna-
tional border, security arrangements, and Egyptian acceptance of peace with
Israel. The Jarring proposals, which ignored Sadat’s initiative, effectively con-
firmed Egypt’s interpretation of Resolution 242. No wonder Israel responded
in the negative while Cairo welcomed the new proposals—although not with-
out additional conditions regarding withdrawal from the Gaza Strip and settle-
ment of the Palestinian refugee problem.?

In the absence of U.S. presidential willingness to exert pressure on Israel
the gap between the two parties remained unbridgeable. Israel conceived the
interim settlement as an indefinite cease-fire, securing its free passage in the
canal in return for partial withdrawal of its forces and demilitarization of the
evacuated territory. Apart from demanding direct negotiations with the Arabs,
Israel refused to return to the pre-June 1967 border even in return for peace
with Egypt, adhering to Resolution 242°s formula of the right of all states in the
region to “sccure and recognized borders.” In contrast, Egypt was prepared to
end the state of war with Isracl—the practical meaning of the term “peace” in
Sadat’s rhetoric—and to allow Israel free navigation in the canal in return for
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full implementation of Resolution 242. Sadat objected to a separate settlement,
insisting—in accordance with Moscow’s position—that any interim agree-
ment should be part of a comprehensive one based on full Israeli withdrawal to
the pre-1967 borders and solution of the Palestinian problem. Any interim
settlement, including a military disengagement, was to be temporary and
linked to a comprehensive settlement. In March. Sadat announced his refusal to
prolong the cease-fire, declaring 1971 as “the year of decision,” either for war
or pcace. Practically, the cease-fire was preserved and diplomatic efforts
continued.*

By June 1971, the interim agreement diplomacy came to its futile end.
Further talks between FM Riyad and SoS Rogers in September of that year
proved no more fruitful. The end of the Vietnam war led to increasing Arab
pressure on the U.S. president to undertake active involvement in Middle East
peacemaking. In April 1972, Sadat started communicating with the White
House through secret intelligence and Saudi channels. Reportedly, Sadat as-
sumed that the United States had the ability to pressure Israel to accept a
political settlement that Egypt would approve.® Yet a breakthrough in Wash-
ington’s Middle East diplomacy-—even after Sadat’s “bombshell™ of expelling
Soviet combat personnel and military advisers in July 1972—proved still
unrealistic. Further contacts with Washington, including two secret meetings
(February and May 1973) between Sadat’s and Nixon’s national security ad-
visers, Hafiz Isma'il and Kissinger, made it clear to Cairo that Washington
perceived the gap between Egypt and Israel as too wide for the United States to
bridge. Washington was willing to play an active role in the peacemaking
process if Egypt moved further toward Israel’s position. Meanwhile, Kissinger
advised the Egyptians to refrain from a military move that could bring the
Arabs another defeat. The first meeting confirmed that a military initiative was
inevitable. On April 5, Sadat established a war cabinet under his presidency, in
which a specific decision on war was made. though it was by no means
irreversible as the second Kissinger-Isma'il meeting showed.©

With the failure of the efforts to reach an interim settlement in early
1971, international peacemaking diplomacy effectively came to a standstill.
This was a reflection of a de facto cease-fire along the Suez Canal and the
Jordan River, as well as of the growing intimacy in the relations between
Washington and Jerusalem, which resulted in unprecedented levels of military
aid to Israel. Israel and the United States seemed to share the conviction that
regional stability could be secured by Israel’s military edge over any Arab
coalition, and that Sadat had no real military option.”

Egypt’s military capability indeed fell short of securing such an option or
balancing Israel’s power, representing Cairo’s rocky relations with Moscow,
whose growing interest in a detente with the United States dictated an avoid-
ance of confrontation in the Middle East. Moscow did seek to consolidate its
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relations with Egypt’s new regime, especially in view of its departure from
Nasir’s domestic and foreign policies and its development of a dialogue with
Washington. The Soviet-Egyptian Treaty of Friendship and Cooperation,
signed in May 1971, was the result of Sadat’s initiative following the failure of
the American mediation efforts. Yet while the Treaty was bound to deepen
American and Israeli reservations as to an interim agreement, it failed to meet
Egypt’s expectations for adequate arms supplies. Moscow’s practice of pro-
crastination and delay in supplying Egypt the requested offensive weaponry
according to a specified timetable became a source of bitterness among the
highest Egyptian political and military echelons.®

Egypt’s frustration at Moscow’s Middle East policy was aggravated by
the May 1972 Nixon-Brezhnev summit in Moscow, which indicated that the
USSR had given up its Middle East clients in return for detente with its
American counterpart. With diplomatic peacemaking efforts stalemated, Sadat
had every reason to be concerned lest the detente between the two superpowers
freeze the Middle East situation indefinitely in a “no war—no peace” mode. It
would also explain the Soviet reluctance to supply Egypt the advanced weap-
onry it had requested and to support a limited military action to trigger a
diplomatic process. Against this backdrop Sadat ordered, on July 8, the expul-
sion of some eight thousand Soviet combat personnel and military advisers
from Egypt. The decision had been advocated—aside from Saudi Arabia—by
the high military command and was discussed with the Kremlin in April during
Sadat’s visit. Its main significance, however, lay in removing an obstacle to an
independent Egyptian decision to go to war. Sadat allegedly meant to indicate
to Washington that he was willing to rid himself of Soviet influence and thus
deserved more active U.S. diplomatic support in the peacemaking eftort. The
decision indeed led to an immediate invitation from Kissinger to open a secret
dialogue on a Middle East settlement, which bore no fruit.”

Despite the ensuing freeze in Egypt-Soviet relations, in November 1972
Sadat instructed the new war minister, Ahmad Isma‘il "Ali, to begin military
preparations for war with the existing means at Egypt’s disposal. The new
appointment and decision to prepare for war was necessary to stabilize the
domestic arena and bring the Egyptian General Staff into line with the Presi-
dent’s concept of a limited war aimed at securing a foothold on the east bank of
the canal. In his directions to the military, Sadat emphasized—with some
exaggeration—that what was needed for breaking the political stalemate was
the “‘canal crossing and occupation of ten centimeters™ of Sinai.!?

The growing Soviet-Egyptian tension, which culminated in the blow
inflicted by Sadat on Soviet prestige in July 1972, prompted Moscow’s effort
to reinforce its relations with other Arab clients. In April, the Soviet Union
concluded a Treaty of Friendship with Iraq, followed by substantial arms
supplies. In July, Moscow concluded with Syria a $700 million arms deal,
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tollowing which the number of Soviet military advisers in that country soared
dramatically. This set in motion a continued process of warmer Syrian-Soviet
relations, even without a formal treaty between them. Morcover, in March
1973, a new arms deal. unprecedented in its financial volume, was reached
between Egypt and the USSR, the cost of which was to be covered mostly by
the Arab oil states. Although the main part of this deal would not be imple-
mented until the October war, its very adoption—cnabling the return of 1500
2000 Soviet military advisers to Egypt—and an early supply of ground-to-
ground SCUD missiles, enhanced Egyptian confidence in its own military
capability. Hence, the USSR did play a central role in Arab preparations for
war, which, by April-May 1973, gathered a discernible momentum. Indeed,
despite Moscow’s adherence to diplomatic resolution of the conflict, and inter-
est in detente with the United States, the supply of advanced weapons to Arab
clients was necessary to preserve its influence in the area, especially in the face
of Egypt’s determination to go to war. In the case of Syria, this could be
justified by the repeated manitestations of Israel’s air force’s superiority in
clashes with Syria triggered by Israel’s retaliations to PR operations.!!

Jordan, the PLO, and the Occupied Territories

In September 1970, King Husain managed to save his throne, but the
price—which he might have eventually paid anyway--—was a deep erosion of
his claim to represent the cause of the occupied West Bank. Held responsible
for massacring the Palestinians and preventing them from resuming activity on
Jordanian soil, King Husain was resented and isolated by his Arab counterparts
as well as by many Palestinians in the occupied territories. It was in this
context, and due to Israel’s decision to hold municipal elections in the West
Bank, that the king moved to limit his losses by announcing, in March 1972,
the United Arab Kingdom plan. The plan proposed the establishment of a
federation between Jordan and Palestine, namely, the two banks of River
Jordan, which were to assume autonomous executive and legislative au-
thorities, leaving open the possibility of including Gaza in the kingdom as well.

By offering ostensibly equal status to an autonomous Palestinian unit in a
joint federation, the king meant to reassert his claim for the West Bank/Gaza
Strip and recover his eroded prestige. Apart from the significance of Jerusalem
for the Hashemite regime, highlighting its continued involvement in the con-
flict with Israel was essential as a source of legitimacy and ensurance of
continued Arab financial aid. However, the outrageous reactions the king’s
plan faced, including Cairo’s decision to sever diplomatic relations with Am-
man, pointed to the plan’s perceived anachronism in the Arab world. Yet King
Husain, once released from the PR burden and his obligation toward Nasir, and
encouraged by American military and economic aid, exercised more indepen-
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dence in his regional policymaking. The unprecedented stability and economic
progress that marked the period after September 1970 enabled the Hashemite
regime to rebuild Jordan’s political and socio-economic bases, and reinforce its
own authority and stature as the source of power and political legitimacy in
Jordan.!2

The erosion of the Hashemite Kingdom’s claim for the West Bank came
to be reflected by the rising status of the PLO as the representative of the
Palestinian people, a trend accounted for mainly by Sadat. Motivated by a
necessity to enhance his political legitimacy—especially against the backdrop
of prolonged military inaction against Isracl-—and to preserve his alliance with
Syria, Sadat demonstrated the utmost support for the PLO’s claim to be the
exclusive representative of the Palestinian people. Moreover, Sadat sought to
bring the PLO into line with *state-like™ thinking and win its mainstream’s
support for his own strategy of phases in the conflict with Israel. Sadat thus
took further Nasir’s concept of Palestinian nationalism and the link between
people and a specific territory by emphasizing the PLO’s status as the sole
representative of the Palestinian people: suggesting that the PLO establish a
Palestinian government-in-exile; and calling on the PR and the PLO to
accept—as a first stage—the establishment of a Palestinian state in the West
Bank and Gaza Strip, an idea that had been raised by Palestinian figures in the
West Bank since 1967. Sadat made an effort to promote international recogni-
tion of the Palestinian national claim for sovereignty over the West Bank and
Gaza Strip. Though the PLO did not accept these ideas, they unmistakably
undermined King Husain’s claim for the West Bank. Hence, at Hafiz Isma‘il’s
talks with Kissinger, the former raised the possibility that King Husain might
be the Arab party for a settlement on the West Bank cven though he might not
ultimately govern it. In 1973, Egypt officially adopted Bourguiba’s call for the
establishment of a Palestinian state based on the 1947 UN partition resolution,
capitalizing on the international legitimacy of the idea and tacitly accepting a
“reduced” Isracli state.'?

Sadat’s thrust to secure international recognition of the Palestinian na-
tional dimension in the conflict with Israel coalesced with the growing echoes
of PR military operations. The 1970—71 Palestinian trauma in Jordan resulted
in the adoption of a radical political attitude by the PLO’s mainstream against
the Hashemite regime. This was combined with the resorting by Fatah—
operating under the title “Black September”—to international terrorism
against Jordanian, Israeli, and Western targets, along with other Palestinian
groups. Palestinian international terrorism had a strong publicity effect through
the world media, which forcefully raised the Palestine cause onto the world
agenda. Palestinian guerrilla activity continued sporadically to use Syria’s
territory, but it was Lebanon that became its mainstay. Having gone through
the Jordanian experience, the PR turned to entrench itself in Lebanon by
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cultivating close cooperation with Lebanese opposition movements, particu-
larly the Muslim militias. In the absence of war between Israel and the Arab
states, the PR’s activities both along Israel’s northern borders and abroad—
triggering massive Israeli retaliations against Palestinian bases in Lebanon and
Syria and clashes with the latter’s armies—was the main expression of hos-
tilities in the conflict in the years 1971—73. Israel’s raid on the PR’s headquar-
ters in Beirut, in April 1973, generated another Lebanese-Palestinian crisis
following the Lebanese army’s attempt to restrict the military activities of the
PR. This effort, however, was undercut by Syrian intervention on the PR’s
behalf. !+

Emergence of the 1973 War Coalition

Contrary to the paucity of collective Arab activity before the October
war, far-reaching changes were occurring on the bilateral level, without which
neither the war nor its political aftermath would have been possible. Egypt
assumed the central role in forging a new pattern of inter-Arab alignments by
serving as the axis for a trilateral coalition with Syria and Saudi Arabia.
Although Nasir’s disappearance from the scene in itself had a positive effect on
Cairo’s relations with Damascus and Riyad, of even more importance to the
ensuing tripartite coalition was Asad’s final seizure of power in Damascus and
his pragmatic approach to inter-Arab relations.

Most important, however. in shaping the new inter-Arab alignment was
Sadat’s concept of inter-Arab relations. Once his position as president had been
secured, Sadat focused his regional policy on achieving a concrete and practi-
cal goal, namely, consolidation of Egypt’s relations with its necessary partners
in a war coalition, should such war become inevitable. Sadat showed consider-
able skepticism about the Arab states’ willingness to share with Egypt the
burden of war with Israel without entangling him in undesired commitments
and bickering. He represented a new concept of inter-Arab relations that per-
ceived cooperation—including reception of material aid—with any Arab part-
ner conditional on mutual respect for each other’s sovereignty and independent
decisions.

Sadat and Asad differed in their political philosophies and type of leader-
ship. Yet they shared a fresh political approach in inter-Arab politics, which
can be best defined by their departure from compulsive Pan-Arabism in favor
of pragmatic cooperation. The main difference between the two figures hinged
on the strategy in the conflict with Israel that was to surface in the aftermath of
the October war. Sadat was a master tactician to whom strategy served mainly
as a source of legitimacy, a proclamation of intentions under which practical
policymaking was to be shaped according to opportunities and constraints
rather than being rigidly limited by ideological principles. Sadat’s strategic
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goal in the conflict with Israel-—a comprehensive settlement based on Resolu-
tion 242, and the establishment of a Palestinian state in the West Bank and
Gaza Strip—was to be adhered to but without allowing it to preclude interim
settlements, even if they meant political concessions to Israel. Indeed, even
before the 1973 war, Sadat unmistakably spelled out his willingness to end the
state of war with Israel in return for its withdrawal to its pre-1967 war borders.
In contrast, Asad represented the concept of continued struggle against Israel
until its final elimination, though without precluding the use of diplomacy as
long as it was not to compromise the strategic goal. Thus, his tactics were
rigidly linked to the strategic aim, stemming from an overall perception of the
struggle against Israel as a “zero sum” conflict, which determined its resolution
primarily by military means.'s

Induced by Syrian military inferiority in the face of Israel, Asad was
determined to forge a coalition with Egypt and other Arab states to avoid
isolation and perhaps to prevent a potential separate Egyptian-Israeli settle-
ment. Since the paramount goal was the struggle with [srael, military coordina-
tion among the confrontation states was a sine qgua non irrespective of ideologi-
cal and political differences. Asad’s inter-Arab policy was indicated by his
joining the federation of Egypt, Sudan, and Libya under the Tripoli Charter
only two weeks after the coup that brought him to power. The Charter paved
the way for the foundation, in April 1971, of the Federation of Arab Republics
(FAR), comprising Libya, Egypt, and Syria, shortly after Sudan announced that
it intended to cease activity in the earlier framework. The FAR stipulated full
political, military, and economic union, representing Egypt’s needs for re-
gional support in the post-1967 years. For Syria, however, given its geographic
separation, the union’s main purpose was to prevent Syrian isolation, and to
serve as a source of regional Arab legitimacy, and political backing. Yet the
FAR proved totally ineffective, one reason being the subsequent falling-out
between Sadat and Qadhafi.!®

Egypt’s quest for a partner in tangible inter-Arab military cooperation
was thus limited to Syria, with whom high-ranking military contacts had been
maintained since early 1971. Indeed, Syria’s opposition to settling the conflict
with Israel on the basis of Resolution 242 did not prevent a rapid rapproche-
ment between the two new leaders. Syria also refrained from criticizing
Egypt’s diplomatic efforts based on Resolution 242. Asad’s assent to Egypt’s
proposal for a military initiative was preceded, however, by an apparent mod-
eration of the Syrian position on a political settlement. In March 1972, while
emphasizing the need for combined military and political action, Asad stated
that Resolution 242 would be acceptable if it was understood as a framework
for total Israeli withdrawal to the 1967 lines and the restoration of the Palestin-
ian people’s rights. Whatever the two countries’ divergent views on a political
scttlement, Asad could hardly turn down the opportunity for a joint military
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initiative with Egypt, which would serve his regime’s domestic needs and
achieve just what Damascus had been advocating for years.!”

Despite intensified Egyptian preparations for war and coordination ef-
forts with Syria, it was only in April 1973—following the failure of diplomatic
efforts with the United States—that Sadat and Asad, in their secret meeting at
Burj al-"Arab in Egypt, agreed on a common platform and timetable for launch-
ing a coordinated attack on Israel. But even at the initial stage of political
coordination differences of interest surfaced. Egypt’s military situation dic-
tated a limited war goal, namely, crossing the canal and occupying a secure
bridgehead along the east bank to a depth of between ten and twelve km. Syria
insisted that Egypt commit itself to take over the strategic Gidi and Mitla
passes—thirty km deeper into Sinai—which, if realized, would remove a
strategic obstacle on Egypt’s way to liberating Sinai as a whole. To ensure
Syria’s participation in the war, Sadat ostensibly accepted Asad’s condition and
instructed his military aides to prepare a plan for reaching the passes and
redefine the war goal accordingly. Practically, however, it was only a facade
meant to satisfy the Syrians. Recognizing that the idea of reaching the passes
was militarily theoretical, the Egyptian GHQ’s revised plan—Ilater revealed by
CoS Shazli as sheer deception-—remained in fact unchanged in its limited
goals. '8

The offensive was to be launched in surprise, following a deception plan
based on the Egyptian armed forces’ repeated crossing maneuvers, from one of
which an attack was to be developed, held between May and October. In May,
such a maneuver caused an Israeli military alert, but only in late August was
the final date for the offensive—codenamed “Badr™—confirmed in a meeting
between Sadat and Asad in Damascus shortly after a conference of their GHQs
had been held in Alexandria to finalize the joint military plan.'”

The Egyptian-Syrian rapprochement coincided with a basic change in
Egypt-Saudi relations. Egypt’s declining standing in the Arab world, resulting
from its defeat in 1967 and growing economic dependence on the Arab oil
states, was already much in evidence at the Rabat summit, when Saudi Arabia
and Kuwait spurned Cairo’s appeals for increased aid. Nasir’s dcath and
Sadat’s ascendancy paved the way for Riyad and Cairo to establish a different
pattern of relations firmly based on mutual interests and respect for sov-
ereignty. An impoverished, enfeebled Egypt, without Nasir and his ambition
for regional hegemony, no longer threatened Faisal. The Saudi monarch would
gain leverage over Egypt directly-—through generous financial aid—and indi-
rectly, by lobbying for American support of Sadat’s political claims in the
conflict with Israel.

A paramount objective of Faisal was to distance Egypt from both
Qadhafi’s radicalism and Soviet influence. Faisal deplored Egypt’s total re-
liance on the USSR, although the Saudis could discern that Sadat was far less
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committed to Moscow than his predecessor and that his aftinity for them was
grounded in practical military needs: given the proper inducements, they were
told, Cairo would terminate its alliance with Moscow. For his part, Sadat was
amenable to opening a new chapter in relations with Faisal, based on equality
between their countries and recognition of Riyad’s leading position in the
Arabian Peninsula. Improved relations between the two regimes was both
spurred and reinforced by personal understanding and secret contacts between
the two leaders. Ever since his ascendancy, Sadat, a devout Muslim, had been
battling against Nasir’s ideological and institutional legacy, which was anath-
ema to the Saudi monarch. Faisal was instrumental in bringing about an under-
standing between Sadat and the Muslim Brotherhood, whose renewed activity
was expected to enhance Sadat’s domestic stature. Indeed, following the So-
viets’ expulsion, Sadat’s relations with the Saudis and other Gulf monarchies
were tightened, leading to the latter’s growing financial aid for Egypt’s arms
procurement from the Soviets as well as from Britain. Altogether, Arab finan-
cial aid to Egypt for military purposes, primarily from Kuwait, Qatar, and Abu
Dhabi, reached $1250 million of which $700 million was paid directly to
Moscow in Egypt’s arms deal of March 1973, most of which was fulfilled
during the war.20

The early 1970s witnessed a dramatic rise in the role and influence of
Arab oil producers in the world’s energy market and politics. The change was a
result of rapidly surging demand throughout the world for oil that could be
supplied almost exclusively from Middle East sources. It was particularly the
case in the United States where a decline in oil production and reserves,
compounded by a monetary crisis, intensified its dependency on Middle
East—mostly Arab—-oil. Against this favorable backdrop, a revolutionary
change occurred in the old pattern of relations between Middle East oil-
producing countries and the concessionaire companies. The former consoli-
dated their national control over their oil resources and, while jacking up oil
prices, succeeded in securing for themselves a growing share of the revenues.?!

Initially pushed by radical Libya and Algeria, the Arab oil producers’
block, led by Saudi Arabia, played a pivotal role in this trend, which was
accompanied by intensified threats to cease oil supply to the Western world due
to its pro-Israel stance in the Middle East conflict. Particularly Qadhafi, and
from late 1972 King Faisal as well, were active in pressuring Black African
states to sever diplomatic relations with Israel. Under these circumstances, the
Saudis were ready to play their part in cooperating with Egypt’s war plans. By
the end of August 1973, Faisal informed Sadat that he would be willing to use
oil as a weapon in the campaign against Israel provided a war was of sufficient
duration for the West to experience the full impact of the oil shortage.22

Following Sadat’s decision to prepare for war, the Egyptian GHQ, in
conjunction with the new ALSG Mahmud Riyad, embarked on a systematic
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effort to seek the active participation of Arab forces in the anticipated battle. In
meetings of the ADC held since December 1971, pledges for unprecedented
contributions of combat units had been underwritten by the Arab states, though
most of them were to be implemented only after war had begun, while others
were never implemented. By and large, these pledges were obtained through
bilateral meetings with Arab heads of state—conducted by Riyad and Egypt’s
CoS Shazli. They totalled fourteen squadrons, one armored division, and some
armored and infantry brigades. The ADC meeting in December 1972 con-
cluded. inter alia, to establish an Arab organization for arms production.??

Sadat and Asad sought to induce King Husain to take part in the war, or
at least to undertake to detend his territory against a possible Isracli attempt to
outflank the Syrians. Despite Sadat’s and Asad’s acrimonious relations with
King Husain and his repeated refusal to use his land for waging war against
Isracl, on September 10, the three leaders held a mini-summit meeting in Cairo
at King Husain’s proposal. Asad and Sadat might have sought to mend their
fences with the king and oblige him to take an active part in the war, while for
Husain it was an opportunity to gain Syria and Egypt’s renewed recognition. It
is doubted, however, that Asad and Sadat would have realistically expected the
king to be ready for war less than a month before its defined D-Day, or that he
had been fully inforimed about its details and timetable. Egypt’s and Syria’s
reluctance to share fully their military plans with the king was vindicated by his
reported secret visit to Isracl on September 25, in which he warned PM Golda
Meir about the war that Syria and Egypt had been planning, though without
specitying its date.>*

The priority Sadat gave to building a war coalition and his insistence on
refraining from joining inter-Arab disputes over marginal issues was man-
ifested in his sour relations with Qadhafi. Sadat was interested in Libya’s
financial and material aid but showed little patiecnce for Qadhati’s pressures to
realize unity with Egypt while encroaching on Egypt’s sovereign decisions on
foreign policy. Qadhafi’s drive to be involved in the Palestine issue and, as of
early 1972, to establish umity with Egypt, represented his own security needs in
the face of both domestic and external threats. Qadhafi sought to establish
Egyptian economic dependence on Libya and was uncomfortable about
Sadat’s rapproachement with Asad and Faisal becausc it seemed to diminish
his own standing vis-a-vis Egypt. As a revolutionary, Qadhati rejected Resolu-
tion 242 and as a devout Muslim, who considered communism heretical, he
missed no chance to discredit the Soviets and their arms, though it did not
prevent him from underwriting a large part of Egypt’s purchases from them.2*
Sadat’s strained relations with Qadhati explain why the latter was not informed
of the secret war plan until the last minute, despite his considerable material
contribution to Egypt’s war eftfort in the form of weapons, oil deliveries, and
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financial aid. Sadat’s troubled relations with Qadhati culminated in a crisis
during the 1973 war and set the tone for their mutual hostility during the rest of
Sadat’s presidency.>¢

Arab eftforts to consolidate the Third World’s support against Israel be-
tfore the October war culminated in the ONAS conference convened in Algiers
on September 5. With seventy-eight countries taking part, the Arab leaders
unanimously called for concrete political measures against Israel, in what was
to become the main form of Arab political warfare in the conflict with Israel
after October 1973. The resolutions adopted at the conference included support
for the Arab confrontation states and readiness to assist them with all means in
liberating their lands. The conference constituted a major Arab success, reflect-
ing the growing influence of Arab oil and the concomitant fear of many
African countries that they would lose access to Arab energy sources unless
they acted to isolate Isracl and express solidarity with the Arab cause. The
conference also called for ending U.S. military and other aid to Israel, and
recognized the PLO as the sole legitimate representative of the Palestinian
people. However, the Arabs’ key achievement lay in engineering resolutions
encouraging Black African states to cut diplomatic relations with Israel. In-
deed, twenty-two African states did so either during or immediately after the
war (eight states had severed relations before the war) when further prodded by
Sadat following the crossing of the Suez Canal by Israeli forces, as an act of
solidarity with an African sister-state made a victim of aggression.2”

Uniting for War

The outbreak of war in the Middle East on October 6 (the Jewish Day of
Atonement) was a strategic surprise to Israel, whose military establishment had
adhered to its estimation that Egypt was not prepared for war and hence did not
intend to wage it. The war also took most of the Arab leaders by surprise.
Nonetheless, the Egyptian and Syrian offensives” initial success and the rela-
tive length of the hostilities generated immense enthusiasm and solidarity in
the Arab world, demonstrating the compelling force of enmity toward Israel.
The immediate result was an outpouring of military, economic, and political
assistance to the embattled Arab states on a scale not previously seen.

Nine Arab states (Iraq, Algeria, Jordan, Libya, Morocco, Tunisia,
Kuwait, Sudan, and Saudi Arabia) dispatched forces and weaponry to the
front—albeit token in a few cases. Saudi Arabia and Kuwait, as well as
Morocco, failed to meet their pledges to send Lightning and F-5 squadrons,
respectively, but did send land forces. Other Arab states lived up to their
promises and in some cases even exceeded them. On the whole, the total
magnitude of Arab expeditionary forces was significant: ten squadrons, one




146 The Decline of the Arab-Israeli Conflict

armored and one mechanized division, five armored and two infantry brigades,
and two infantry battalions.=®

Regardless of its enmity to Damascus, Iraq sent the largest expeditionary
force—two armored/mechanized divisions and four squadrons to the Syrian
front and another squadron to the Egyptian front. King Husain withstood heavy
external and domestic pressure to open a third front, on the grounds of fear that
retaliatory Israeli air strikes would decimate his forces. Yielding to the pres-
sures, he sent two armored brigades to the Syrian front after confiding his
decision to Israel. Morocco also sent an armored brigade to bolster the Syrians.
Although inter-Arab military coordination on the battlefield proved faulty, the
Iraqi and Jordanian expeditionary forces, which sustained heavy losses in the
battles of October 12 and 13 respectively, played a crucial role in helping
contain Israel’s counterattack and preventing it from making even deeper
inroads into Syrian territory.2

On the Egyptian front, the main contribution of Libya’s, Algeria’s, and
Iraq’s expeditionary squadrons was in providing air assistance to ground oper-
ations. Additional Arab forces operating on the Egyptian front included a
Libyan armored brigade and a Kuwaiti infantry battalion that had already been
deployed in Egypt before the war, and an Algerian armored brigade that arrived
on October 17, though neither of these units took an active part in the war.
After the cease-fire went into effect, a Sudanese infantry brigade arrived in the
front.

For the first time in the annals of the Arab-Israeli conflict the oil weapon
was used eftectively, even though no cohesive or comprehensive boycott plan
had existed before the war started. Sadat, anxious to avoid Nasir’'s mistakes,
did not ask any Arab state to make a prior commitment to wield the oil weapon,
believing they would follow the Saudi lead once the war began. Still, it was not
until October 10 that Sadat approached the Saudis with a request to use the oil
weapon, as a countermeasure to the American’s air-lifted support for Israel. On
October 16, Arab oil ministers convened in Kuwait and proclaimed an em-
bargo on petroleum shipments to the United States and Holland. Tagged on to
the embargo was an ultimatum: it would be rescinded only after Israel with-
drew from all Arab territories occupied in 1967 and the rights of the Palestin-
ians were guaranteed. To pressure other countries, it was decided to cut their oil
supplies by five percent per month until the Arabs’ terms were met. Beyond
economic calculations, the oil producers’ decisions were made to demonstrate
their own contribution to the war effort and to ensure their immunity in the face
of Arab radicalism.3? Algeria, Saudi Arabia, the UAE, and Qatar supported the
war effort financially as well. The former offered Moscow $200 million to
underwrite emergency military aid for both Egypt and Syria, while the Gulf
monarchies gave Egypt the same amount as a grant.*!

But even while the fighting still raged, it was apparent that Arab unity
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was far from solid. The initial spirit of Arab solidarity and euphoria faded
shortly after Israel had retrieved the military initiative (and more so because of
Sadat’s war diplomacy), giving way to mutual recriminations and bitter inter-
Arab differences over both the operative and the strategic goals of the war and
its desired course. Qadhafi publicly assailed Sadat’s conception of a limited
war and called for total war. Husain remained adamant on keeping his territory
out of the war, overriding appeals by Sadat to permit PR’s raids from Jordan
against Israel, as well as Soviet encouragement to enter the war under their air
umbrella. Saudi Arabia and Kuwait, the chief repositories of foreign currency
reserves, were also the chief wielders of the oil weapon—-others used it spar-
ingly, if at all. Thus, Libya and Iraq, their radical postures notwithstanding, did
not join the boycott, on grounds of disagreement with Sadat’s war diplomacy.
Their calculations were partly economic—a chance to increase their revenues,
as Iraq stepped up its oil output in this period—and partly political: to show
their displeasure at Saudi hegemony in this domain.32

Most significantly, ruptures in the united Arab front appeared between
Syria and Egypt, the two main protagonists and partners. The Syrians, who had
scored impressive achievements in the Golan Hights during the first two days
of the war, allegedly asked the Soviets to arrange a cease-fire which was
objected by Cairo. By October 9, the Syrians had been turned back to the
Purple Line amidst fierce Israeli air raids against in-depth strategic targets,
while the Egyptian forces in Sinai continued to dig in, showing no intention of
advancing their offensive further to the east as had been agreed beforehand.
The Egyptian pause was perceived in Damascus as a blunt breach of Sadat’s
commitment to advance his forces’ offensive to the Sinai passes. The Syrian
demand that Egypt launch an immediate charge toward the passes grew in rage
and became unavoidable for Sadat following Isracl’s offensive on October 10—
11, which brought its armored forces within gun range of Damascus’ suburbs.
However, Sadat’s orders to his GHQ to wage the requested offensive faced
strong objection from the Egyptian field commanders and, when eventually
executed on October 14, it ended with disastrous results for the Egyptian
armored forces. The Egyptian offensive—Ilater presented as a political deci-
sion undertaken to help the beleaguered Syrians—paved the way for the Israeli
counter attack and the canal crossing into Egypt’s territory on October 16.33

Above all, it was the timing and conditions of the cease-fire, and the
independent manner that marked its acceptance by Egypt, that caused the
discord between Cairo and Damascus. Almost from the beginning of the war,
Kissinger, now SoS, maintained direct communications with Egypt in an at-
tempt to obtain a cease-fire and return to the pre-October 5 lines. Egypt re-
sponded by demanding an Isracli pledge of full withdrawal to the pre-1967
boundary within a specified time limit. In return, Egypt repeated its willingness
to end the state of belligerency as soon as the withdrawal was completed, to be
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followed by a peace conference. Though neither the United States nor Israel
would accept such conditions, the tone of the Egyptian message, pledging to
refrain from expanding the fighting into Israel and threatening Western inter-
ests, was interpreted by Kissinger as inviting continued dialogue.34

The October war was marked by unprecedented American and Soviet
involvement with their respective clients as well as between them in managing
the crisis and preventing repercussions on their own relations. This took the
form of efforts to bring about a cease-fire, and, on October 9—10, a Soviet air
and sea lift of arms to Syria and Egypt, followed by an American air lift to
Israel, which prolonged the fighting and allowed Israel to turn the military
situation in its favor. Despite the Powers’ crisis-management efforts, however,
a point of declaring nuclear alert by the United States was reached when, on
October 24, the Soviets threatened to intervene militarily to prevent Israel—
which had renewed its offensive toward Suez in spite of the cease-fire ordered
by the UNSC two days carlier—from fully surrounding, and perhaps destroy-
ing, Egypt’s Third Army in the Suez southern sector.?3

Egypt’s conditions for a cease-fire, fully supported by Moscow, re-
mained intact until October 19, when the Israeli forces” growing penetration
west of the canal forced Sadat to accept a cease-fire in place. Sadat notified
Asad on October 19 of his intention to accept a cease-fire on the existing lines.
The Syrians, however, felt deceived by their war ally, accusing Egypt of acting
unilaterally. By so doing, Damascus claimed, Egypt forced Syria to break off
hostilities before having retrieved any of the territory Israel had captured in
1967. The Syrian dilemma was further aggravated by Iraq’s rejection of the
cease-fire ordered by UNSC Resolution 338 as of October 22, which, in
addition to reaffirming the need to implement Resolution 242, also called for
immediate negotiations between the parties concerned to reach peace settle-
ment “under appropriate auspices.” Baghdad threatened-—and, when Syria
accepted the cease-fire, lived up to its threat—to remove its troops from Syria
in the name of “'the rights of the Palestinian Arab people” and *“serious military
and security matters.”’3¢

Interim Summary

The 1967 war compelled the Arab states to undergo a process of adapta-
tion to the new strategic reality on both collective action toward Israel and
inter-Arab relations. By and large, the changes were a reflection of Egypt’s
new constraints and choices. Its vacillation and dilemmas kept the whole Arab
system in limbo, just as its decisiveness and action drew in other Arab states
behind its lead. Egypt’s diminished regional power and prestige after 1967
notwithstanding, the course of regional politics in the period until 1973 still
underlined its centrality to shape the parameters of new inter-Arab relations
and alter other Arabs’ attitudes in the conflict with Israel.
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The defeat and loss of national land sustained by the regimes identified
with militant Pan-Arabism and social revolution enabled the oil-rich conserva-
tive regimes to acquire further legitimacy and regional influence. The growing
flow of oil revenues to the Arab producers gathered momentum in the early
1970s, though its full impact on regional politics was to appear in the wake of
the October war. That Egypt and Syria acknowledged Saudi Arabia as a partner
in the Arab wartime coalition attested to its enhanced international standing as
OPEC’s leading power, in addition to its ability to foot the bill for the anti-
Israel military and political campaign. Economic calculations were apparently
prevalent in the Saudi decision to apply an oil embargo during the war, which
boosted Riyad’s prestige in the world as a whole.

The altered pattern of inter-Arab relations was increasingly shaped by
the confrontation states’ financial needs and the ability of the Gulf monarchies
to provide the required aid. The result was to enhance the concept of raison
d’état in the Arab world. Moreover, the Arab states had been forced into an
ongoing effort of mobilization and war to retrieve their lost national territories,
specifying state identity and the link between people and their homeland. This
effort, which entailed internal as well as external struggle, helped to promote
state legitimacy and the entrenchment in power of the ruling elite. Hence, the
expulsion of the PR from Jordan was not only another blow to the revolution in
the Arab world, but also a point of departure for rebuilding the Jordanian state
around its Hashemite regime.

Between 1967 and 1973, the attitude of the confrontation states toward
Israel had undergone an essential change, from a conflict over existence before
1967 to tacit acceptance of Israel within its 1967 borders on the basis of
Resolution 242. For the first time since 1948, Isracl possessed territorial assests
that could be exchanged for peace with its Arab neighbors. Unlike Nasir’s
ambivalence to diplomacy, Sadat manifested a bold tendency toward diploma-
tic settlement with Israel through American involvement. Yet the Arabs’ mili-
tary defeat and Israeli military edge generated a psychological gap between the
two sides that proved unbridgeable by diplomacy. Ironically, Sadat’s willing-
ness to end the state of war with Israel in return for the 1967 borders under-
pinned the decision to wage the October 1973 war as a starter for a negotiated
settlement.

The rise of the PLO as an actor in Arab regional politics indicated above
all a striving for independent national standing and liberation from Arab col-
lective patronage, which in fact was used to legitimate inaction. In contrast to
the Khartoum resolutions, the post-1967 PLO struggled to impose its own
priorities over the Arab states regarding the recovery of their occupied territo-
ries. The PR’s collision with the Hashemite and other regimes represented an
effort to shift the Palestine issue from its abstract inter-Arab concept to a
territorially based national issue represented by its own people.
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The defeat and military inaction forced the Arab regimes to prop up their
legitimacy by rhetorically competing in their support for the PR. Each of these
states, however, sought to prevent PR operations from its own territory and did
its utmost to throw the burden of “hosting” the PR——namely, facing Israeli
retaliations and harboring “a state within a state”—-on others. Jordan, and
ultimately Lebanon, the weakest of the confrontation states, tinally paid the
price. In the process, Arab support, the PR guerrilla warfare, and Israel’s
retaliations all helped to catapult the Palestinian issue to the forefront of the
international agenda and promote the PLO’s status as an authentic national
representative of the Palestinian people.
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THE PoLiTIiCS OF THE PEACE PROCESS

“The enthusiastic slogans of the [Pan-]Arab idea . . . cause more disagreement
than consent. . . . We should not lose the opportunity for cooperation. . . . We
have to realize that the road to unity might be long . . . rejecting cooperation in

the name of a noble cause would bring nothing but a deepened division.”

—Sadat’s “October [1973] Document”

“[T]he issue is not recovering a piece of land, but the way this land is re-
covered. . . . [t is preferable for us that our land remains occupied than recover-
ing it at the expense of our national dignity . . .”

-——Asad to Sadat at their last meeting, Damascus, November 1617, 1977, on the
eve of Sadat’s visit to Jerusalem (quoted in Karim Bakraduni, A/-Salam al-
Mafqud, Beirut, 1984).

“Do we not see that some of our rulers . . . give to their individual states a priority
cqual to, or even higher than, that which they give the Zionist problem, thus
allowing themselves to be distracted from remedying the greater, more inclusive
danger by attaching undue importance to the lesser, temporary danger?”

—Constantine K. Zurayk, The Meaning of the Disaster; Khayat's College Book
Co.. Beirut, 1956, p. 15.






THE DivisivE PEACE DipLOMACY

Opportunities and Constraints

Anwar al-Sadat’s diplomatic maneuvering kept the inter-Arab system off
balance in the two years following the Yom Kippur War. Egypt’s policy fluctu-
ated as it attempted to pursue its own interests via separate interim agreements
in growing disregard of Syria, Jordan, and the Palestinians. Yet this policy had
to be restricted to prevent damage to Egypt’s pivotal status in the Arab world or
risk a cutback in the Arab economic aid that helped Sadat to stabilize his
domestic arena.

Sadat was obviously motivated by Egypt’s domestic pressures, which
had been nurtured by years of economic depression and a cessation of in-
frastructure development for as long as preparations for war had taken prece-
dence. But his actual conduct and decision-making in the peacemaking process
reflected a combination of his personal powers of persuasion and his elevated
prestige in Egypt and the Arab world as a result of the war. What enabled Sadat
to conduct his policy was a host of objectively favorable conditions that
distinguished him from his Arab partners and provided him with wider margins
of political mancuverability internationally as well as domestically. First, even
though the war ended with almost a military disaster for Egypt, Sadat, unlike
Asad, managed to score a political victory due to the Egyptian forces’ success
in holding on to most of the eastern bank of the Suez Canal. Second. Sadat was
ready for a strategic shift from the Soviet orbit to the United States which he
perceived to be the key to the recovery of Sinai. Sadat’s pragmatism and
interest in a settlement that would serve Egypt’s national interest enabled him
to accept Kissinger’s “'step by step” peacemaking strategy and separate interim
agreements. Third, the geostrategic depth provided by the sizable and scarcely
inhabited Sinai to both Egypt and Israel oftered better opportunities than other
occupied Arab lands for the American peace strategy. Fourth, Egypt’s regional
weight and leadership, coupled with a centralized decision-making process
embodied by the president and an apolitical military establishment, gave Sadat
room to implement his own perception of the peace process despite his rivals’
criticism.
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Asad had to cope with an entirely different reality. The peace process
was far less crucial for Syria, either economically or strategically. Asad shared
neither Sadat’s diplomatic experience with the United States nor his authorita-
tive presidential decision-making ability. Representing the "Alawi minority and
the Ba'th ideology, Asad’s regime was inherently challenged by radical oppo-
nents at home as well as by his hostile radical neighbor Iraq. Syria’s politicized
military elite and its strong commitment to radical Pan-Arab ideology made
any settlement with Israel extremely complicated, slow, and conditional on
agreeing in advance on the final objectives. Syria’s long-cultivated self-image
as the standardbearer of Arab nationalism and carrier of the banner of uncom-
promising struggle against Israel had the paradoxical effect of fanning Syria’s
own fears of isolation in the Arab world in the face of the Israeli military threat.
Unlike Sadat with his reliance on diplomacy and his tactical approach, Asad
rigidly adhered to the strategic goal, insisting that Israel would give up territory
only under military pressure produced by a unified Arab front. Similarly to
Sadat, however, he perceived peace with Israel as a state of non-belligerency,
in return for Israel’s full withdrawal to the pre-June 1967 borders and “restora-
tion of the Palestinian national rights.”!

[srael’s peacemaking policy and its essential understanding with the
United States on its strategic goals intensified inter-Arab differences. Jerusa-
lem gave priority to a settlement with Egypt, which would divide the Arab
front and diminish considerably the threat of another Arab offensive even if no
further progress in the peace process were to be made. In contrast to Sinai, the
limited size and strategic significance of the Golan Heights, the religious and
national attachment to the West Bank, and the proximity of both to Israel’s
populated areas rendered these territories difficult objects for compromise and
interim agreements. Israel’s intimate contacts and willingness to negotiate
separately with Jordan regarding the future of the West Bank added further
weight to Syria’s and the PLO’s anxiety lest they be left behind in the inequita-
ble inter-Arab race to retrieve their occupied territories from Israel. To prevent
such a scenario, Syria led the strategy of a collective approach in the diplomatic
process aimed at preserving ““*Arab solidarity,” which would guarantee a com-
prehensive settlement.?

Notwithstanding the discrepancies between each Arab party’s oppor-
tunities and constraints in the diplomatic process with Israel, inter-Arab rela-
tions in the post-1973 era were also shaped by the powerful impact of Arab oil
at both regional and international levels. Whereas opportunities for individual
territorial gains from Israel tended to divide the Arab states, the latter’s policies
had also been motivated by expectations for direct financial aid from the
conservative oil producers, as well as for a coherent use of Arab oil power
internationally in support of the Arab cause. Sponsored by a center group of
conservative regimes, Arab oil served at this stage as a cementing force for
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joint Arab action by those directly involved in the diplomatic process with
Israel. Ultimately, Arab oil power proved a secondary consideration in deter-
mining the decision-making processes by the Arab actors involved in the peace
process. Asad assumed the lead of ensuring simultaneous progress in recover-
ing occupied Arab territories. This meant mainly blocking Sadat’s independent
diplomatic thrust, which caused stress and growing polarization in the Arab
regional system. The claim for Pan-Arab conformity was to be reasserted and
selfishly exploited by Syria, the PLO, and other Arab radical actors in the name
of Palestine, the Arab nation’s most honorable common cause.

The postwar Arab strategy in the conflict with Israel was formalized in
two summit meetings held at Algiers and Rabat, in November 1973 and Octo-
ber 1974 respectively. Whereas the Algiers summit had legitimized the use of
diplomacy in the pursuit of the Arab goals, the main task of the Rabat summit
was to work out the guidelines for the Arab parties in the diplomatic process.
During this period the Arab system demonstrated an unprecedented ability to
iron out differences and work together under the direction of a core coalition
comprised of Egypt, Syria, Saudi Arabia, and Algeria. The key element in this
coalition was no doubt the Cairo-Riyad alliance, which was difficult to chal-
lenge by other combinations of inter-Arab alignment. Underpinning this al-
liance was Sadat’s and Faisal’s agreement on fostering close cooperation with
the United States to take advantage of its growing influence on Israel and
willingness to act as an “honest broker™ in the Arab-Israeli conflict; the need to
enlist Western European support for Arab political goals while keeping the
USSR at arm’s length; and the need for the PLO’s institutionalization and a
modification of its political attitude, to ensure it a place at the negotiating
table.’

Diplomacy Legitimated: A Strategy of Phases

On October 16, Sadat publicly announced his concept of postwar peace-
making diplomacy by referring to an international peace conference that would
include the states involved as well as the PLO. Yet the circumstances under
which the war ended—with Israeli forces positioned west of the Suez Canal
and encircling Egypt’s Third Army and the city of Suez—called for an urgent
and separate solution, even at the cost of souring relations with Syria. Thus, the
Kissinger-Sadat meeting in Cairo on November 6 resulted in a substantive
understanding on resuming diplomatic relations between Egypt and the United
States, the “step by step” peacemaking strategy, and convening a peace con-
ference in Geneva in accordance with Resolution 338. The desperate situation
of the Third Army obliged Sadat to accept a POW exchange and to open direct
military talks with Israel on a separation of forces in the Suez Canal sector.

To ensure Arab support for these moves, Egypt—with active Saudi



156 The Decline of the Arab-Israeli Conflict

backing—began lobbying for a summit conference that would legitimate Arab
participation in the peace conference. An integral part of Sadat’s concept was
Arab adherence to Palestinian national rights and the promotion of the PLO’s
status as the representative of the Palestinian people at the expense of Jordan,
which was meant to legitimate the Arab states’ new strategy toward Israel. The
summit was also to support steps that would ensure regional and international
backing for the Arab diplomatic struggle with Isracl, primarily the use of Arab
oil wealth to step up cooperation with African countries.#

To this end, Egypt had to mend fences with Syria, overcome Libyan and
Iraqi opposition to any settlement with Israel, and resolve the PLO-Jordan
controversy over representation of the Palestinians in the diplomatic process.
In part, these problems were solved even before the summit was held, as both
Libya and Iraq announced that they would absent themselves from the meeting.
Despite their uneasy relations, Sadat and Asad met in Cairo before proceeding
to Algiers and came to a provisional agreement that Syria would support
Sadat’s line in return for Egypt’s pledge to work for a political settlement in the
Golan as a parallel to a Sinai settlement. Sadat had no desire to open the
question of participation at Geneva to general discussion at the Algiers summit,
preferring to let the confrontation states, together with Saudi Arabia and Al-
geria, decide the matter. Still, the vagueness of the resolution passed on this
subject—"political action complements and is a continuation of the military
battle”—might have indicated underlying differences on procedural as well as
substantive issues relating to the Geneva Conference. Syria, despite its accep-
tance of Resolution 338, continued to harbor reservations concerning the very
concept of a political settlement with Israel. Asad’s main concern was to
commit Sadat to common progress on all Arab fronts and to prevent Egypt
from negotiating a separate settlement with Israel. Asad thus urged a maximal-
ist interpretation of Resolutions 242 and 338, to include the restoration of the
Palestinians’ rights and the participation of the PLO in the peace conference.?

The summit approved a substantial change in Arab strategy, referring to
“the interim goal (a/-hadaf al-marhali) of the Arab nation,” which was defined
as “the complete liberation of all the Arab lands occupied in June 1967.”
including “Arab Jerusalem,” and “commitment to the restoration of the na-
tional rights of the Palestinian people in accordance with the PLO’s decision.”
The adoption of a strategy of phases created new guidelines for handling the
conflict with Israel reinforced by collective Arab legitimacy for diplomatic
action. The resolution ostensibly implied that the Arabs had not relinquished
their long-term goal of liquidating Israel as a whole. Yet the very absence of the
three “Nays” of Khartoum provided the Arab actors concerned with maneu-
verability in the diplomatic process that had never been available before.

Without direct reference to the international peace conference, the final
communique expressed the Arabs’ “readiness to participate in reaching a just
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peace” on the basis of two “firm and fundamental™ conditions: Isracli with-
drawal from all occupied Arab territories including Jerusalem, and “the recov-
ery by the Palestinian people of its established national rights.” In effect, the
Algiers resolutions accorded the confrontation states freedom to decide to take
part in a peace conference on condition that they unswervingly adhere to the
goals of the interim phase. Arab participation in a peace conference could not
be construed as constituting tacit recognition of Israel but only recognition of
borders, based on Resolution 242, implying that the Arabs were willing to end
the state of war with Israel. Significantly, no long-term goals beyond the
interim phase had been addressed by the summit.©

The adoption of a phased struggle against Israel was indeed a realization
of Bourguiba’s concept, which he had flaunted defiantly to Nasir in 1965,
turning the Algiers summit into a personal triumph for him. The Tunisian
president was the PLO’s most ardent supporter at the conference, calling for
the organization to be reaffirmed as the sole legitimate representative of the
Palestinian people and urging the PLO to establish a government-in-exile that
would speak for the Palestinians in the international arena.

Although the Algiers summit was marked by a bitter PLO-Jordan dispute
over representation of the Palestinians, overall it was characterized by a broad
consensus vis-a-vis the subsequent Arab strategy in the conflict with Israel.
Arab solidarity in the struggle with Israel was given practical expression to a
degree previously unknown, drawing considerable encouragement from the
successful use of the oil weapon. Yet, although it was decided that military and
economic aid to the confrontation states would continue, no specific quotas
were set and nothing was concluded about stepping up aid to Egypt and Syria
beyond its pre-war level. Four men were perceived as the emblems of the Arab
world’s new-found military, economic, and diplomatic clout: Sadat and Asad
represented the confrontation states, Faisal led the way in wielding the oil
weapon, and Boumedienne, a leading revolutionary figure, was credited with
the wide support of the ONAS for the Arab cause and with the atmosphere of
solidarity at the summit held under his chairmanship. The four emerged as the
Arab core coalition, whose significance was expressed by the summit’s ability
to redefine a core issue such as the Arab strategy in the conflict with Israel.”

The absence of Iraq and Libya from the summit, due to their unbending
opposition to any political settlement with Israel, heralded the emergence of an
Arab “Rejection Front” encompassing as well extremist Palestinian factions
(notably the PFLP). The Rejection Front hoped and expected that Syria would
also affiliate itself with their stand, particularly in view of Damascus’ refusal to
attend the Geneva Conference. Asad, however, could hardly afford such a
stand. His alliance with Egypt and Saudi Arabia was his only hope of obtaining
a decent disengagement-of-forces agreement on the Golan Heights despite the
unfavorable outcome of the war on his front.
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Sadat’s Serpentine Diplomacy

At Algiers, Sadat and Asad managed to coordinate their positions, but
soon afterward the wartime coalition sustained repeated blows due to Sadat’s
independent diplomacy which, once again, manifested the priority he gave to
Egypt’s interests over Syrian and Palestinian needs. Sadat failed to stand up to
his commitment to Asad at their December 10 meeting that military disengage-
ment on Egyptian and Syrian fronts would be simultaneously concluded before
the Geneva Conference was convened. Under Kissinger’s urging, Sadat agreed
to participate in Geneva before a disengagement agreement was achieved, and
cven without Asad. Furthermore, contrary to Syria’s position, Sadat agreed to
drop any mention of the Palestinians from the text of the invitation to the
conference and to refrain from raising the issue during the meeting. His con-
sent to dividing the forum into bilateral subgroups was another indication of his
separatist tendency. It was against this backdrop that Syria opted to abstain
from the Geneva conference that opened on December 21, if not to deter Cairo
from participation, at least as a manifestation of Damascus’ independence and
a protest against Sadat’s separate peace diplomacy.®

The Geneva Conference marked a historical turning point in the Arab-
Israeli contlict, highlighted by the precedent of Egypt’s and Jordan’s willing-
ness to convene officially with Israel in the same room. The need of the Arab
participants to ensure domestic and all-Arab legitimacy was fully expressed in
their presentations, which had an intransigent tone. Therefore, Kissinger in-
creased his efforts to reach an Israeli-Egyptian agreement on disengagement of
forces despite protests from Syria, Libya, Iraq, the PLO, and even Jordan,
against Sadat’s separate policy, which was said to be shattering Arab unity. In a
last, desperate ploy, Asad insisted that no accord be signed until an agreement
was also worked out for the Golan Heights, but Sadat went ahead and signed
the disengagement agreement with Israel on January 18, 1974, in disregard of
its implications for Syria’s national security. The separate agreement cvoked an
angry Arab response. Syria accused Sadat of betraying the common Arab
cause. Libya demanded the return of the 25 Mirage aircraft it had lent Egypt for
the war, ceased oil deliveries, and cancelled its commitment to supply financial
aid, made in Khartoum. Algeria announced the recall of its expeditionary force
from the Suez front, saying it was no longer needed.”

To enhance its own bargaining position vis-a-vis the United States, the
Arab world, and Israel, Syria started border artillery clashes along its cease-fire
line with Israel. Cairo, in the meantime, having attained its initial goal and
wishing to contain the renewed hostilities on the Syrian front, moved to soothe
the feathers it had ruftled in the Arab world and to work together with Syria to
secure a parallel accord on the Golan front. After all, Sadat realized that an
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Israeli-Syrian agreement was a precondition for progress toward an additional
Sinai settlement.

A new complication—firm U.S. pressure on Algeria, Saudi Arabia, and
Egypt to terminate the oil embargo as a condition for American mediation
between Syria and Isracl—Iled Sadat to summon a four-state mini-summit in
Algiers on February 12—13, 1974. At the meeting, Asad was urged by his
counterparts to adhere to disengagement and to start by giving Kissinger a list
of Israeli POWs. In return, the meeting issued a joint communique that effec-
tively linked the lifting of the embargo to progress in the negotiations for an
Israeli-Syrian disengagement of forces. Further American pressure led the
meeting of Arab oil ministers in Vienna on March 18 to finally resolve to end
the embargo on oil deliveries to the United States, leaving the embargo on
Holland intact. The decision to end the embargo before any Israeli-Syrian
agreement had been reached was a blunt manifestation of Syria’s weakness vis-
a-vis the close Sadat-Faisal alliance. Following this achievement for U.S.
policy, Kissinger resumed his shuttle diplomacy and after more than a month
of tough exchanges an Israeli-Syrian disengagement-of-forces agreement was
signed on May 31, 1974, in Geneva under the official umbrella of the interna-
tional peace conference.!?

Sadat’s remarkable success in tilting the Arab alignment in his favor was
primarily due to the close alliance with King Faisal and other conservative
regimes. It also represented the isolation of rejectionist Iraq and Libya and
especially the antagonism provoked in the Maghreb by the fiasco of Qadhafi’s
abortive agreement to merge with Tunisia, signed in January 1974. Having
done his duty by Syria with respect to a disengagement-of-forces agreement,
Sadat, in accord with Kissinger, sought to conclude a similar settlement on the
Isracl-Jordan front that would preserve the diplomatic momentum and pave the
road for an agreement on a deeper Israeli withdrawal from Sinai. Obviously,
the PLO was precluded as a partner to such an agreement, although Sadat did
his part to help enhance its international recognition, including mediating
toward a PLO-American dialogue, assisted by Morocco. Israel and the United
States, however, perceived Jordan as the only Arab partner concerned with the
West Bank and vetoed any PLO participation in the diplomatic process.!!

Sadat was encouraged to incorporate King Husain in his diplomatic
efforts when the United States accepted the king’s request to engineer an
agreement with Israel similar to those concluded with Egypt and Syria. Sadat’s
Jordanian option had been shaped by his search for partners in “step by step”
diplomacy and awareness of the inadmissibility of the PLO. But it soon proved
unrealistic from a regional Arab viewpoint, resulting in final formalization of
the PLO’s exclusive status as the representative of the Palestinian people.
Underlying Sadat’s failure was the eroded legitimacy of the Hashemite regime
in the Arab world following Husain’s war against the PR in Jordan and his
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failure to wage war against Israel on his own front in 1973. Furthermore,
because the Jordaman front had remamed inactive during the war, an Isracli-
Jordanian agreement would perforce take on a political character. It was the
most sensitive Arab-Isracli front, since it was directly bound up with the
Palestinians” national claims and constituted the heart of Biblical Land of
Isracl (eretz Israel), which had become the core of the Isracli nationalists’
political platform.

In fate 1973, Kissinger had discussed in Amman and Jerusalem the
possibility of an interim settlement on the West Bank. Yet despite tacit coopera-
tion in some respects between Israel and Jordan, the prospects for an accord
were paradoxically slim. To maximize Arab acceptance of an agreement with
Isracl, King Husain had to wait until Egypt and Syria reached military agree-
ments on their own fronts, and then to ensure a tangible territorial achievement
that would enable him o sustain an agreement with Israel against Arab crit-
icism. Israel, however, was unwilling to discuss territorial concessions—
primarily for domestic reasons—suggesting a ““tunctional settiement.” namely,
a Jordanian authority over the population, but without sovereignty, in parts of
the West Bank. Thus, when Kissinger renewed his diplomatic etforts in June—
July 1974 in an attempt to stimulate a possible interim agreement along the
Jordan River, the gap between the parties was unbridgeable. Husain could not
lag behind Egypt and Syria and sign an accord that would not include Israeli
withdrawal. The king calied for an agreement with Israel based on a mutual
withdrawal to an average distance of 6—8 kilometers from the Jordan River,
with joint supervision of its bridges. To his Arab rivals, Husain reiterated that
only Jordan could restore the West Bank to Arab hands, following which the
Palestinians could choose whatever political framework they wished. Israel’s
government rejected these ideas, arguing that in the absence of war with Jordan
in 1973, it was prepared to discuss only a final peace settlement.!>

On July 16—-18, amid American efforts to convince Israel to accept
Jordan’s proposal, Husain and Sadat held talks in Alexandria on what appeared
to be a coordinated venture with Washington. Husain’s goal was to obtain
Sadat’s blessing for an interim agreement with Israel, namely, acknowledging
his right to represent the West Bank issue regardless of the PLO’s status. On
July 18, Sadat and Husain issued a joint declaration in which Egypt clearly
deviated from the Algiers resolutions—that had recognized the PLO as *“the
sole representative of the Palestinian people™—boosting Jordan at the expense
of the PLO: “The PLO is the legitimate representative of the Palestinians, with
the exception of those living in the Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan.” The
deliberate ambiguity as to whether “the Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan™ also
encompassed the West Bank left the way open for Husain to assume responsi-
bility for that territory and take an active role in negotiations toward a political
scttlement. '3
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The Alexandria declaration incensed most AL members and none more
than the PLO. which called for an urgent summit meeting to combat the
Egyptian-Jordanian move. The declaration was also denounced by Syria, Al-
geria, Libya, and Iraq. Unotticial support for the PLO came from Lebanon,
Kuwait, and even Saudi Arabia, as well as from the PLO’s adherents in the
West Bank itself. The power of Arab consensus was fully demonstrated in
Sadat’s incremental retreat from his declaration with Husain as the only way to
reduce his losses. Within less than a week, Sadat gave his declaration with
Husain a pro-Palestinian interpretation, explaining that the West Bank had
been “entrusted to Jordan™ only until its inhabitants were given the opportunity
to decide their own future. Yet this interpretation could not appease the PLO,
which ruled out any representational role for Jordan in the West Bank, even a
temporary one. Sadat continued to backtrack from the declaration in an August
7 communique ending a visit to Cairo by King Faisal in which the two leaders
reaffirmed their commitment to the Algiers summit resolutions. '

Yet even without the Arab outcry, the chances for an Isracli-Jordanian
settlement were slim indeed, given the unbridgeable gap between the two
parties’ positions as indicated during Israel’s PM Rabin’s visit to Washington
in September 1974. Meanwhile, the PLO had scored unprecedented interna-
tional recognition following the PNC’s twelfth session, held in Cairo that June,
which redefined the Palestinian national goal along the lines of the Algiers
summit’s strategy of phases, implying a willingness to accept, as a first phase,
any part of Palestine. These developments, combined with the torrent of crit-
icism following the Alexandria declaration, led Sadat to cast his lot with the
PLO once more. On September 21, he met in Cairo with Asad and "Arafat and
they issued a joint statement redefining the PLO’s status as “the sole legitimate
representative of the Palestinian people,” the formula later to be enshrined in
the Rabat summit. The statement also condemned “any attempt to conclude
separate political agreements, since the problem is an indivisible wholeness.”!s

The Cairo statement notwithstanding, Damascus’ concern about Egypt’s
inclination toward separate diplomacy in the conflict with Israel was increas-
ingly shaping Syria’s inter-Arab policy, the harbingers of which appeared even
before the Rabat summit. At his October 1974 meeting with Kissinger in
Damascus, Asad advocated an early convening of the Geneva Conference at
which the Arabs be represented by a joint delegation including PLO repre-
sentatives. Asad objected to further partial settlements, insisting on a com-
prehensive and final settlement based on full implementation of Resolution
242 and the end of the state of war with Israel. Aware of his limited oppor-
tunities for another partial settlement with Israel, Asad was determined to use
the summit to reach an agreement on Arab rejection of separate pacts with
Israel, which would tie Sadat’s hands and ensure joint Arab progress in the
pecacemaking with Israel. Syria urged full coordination among the confronta-
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tion actors—in the form of an Egyptian-Syrian-Jordanian-PLO joint
command-——to secure the Arabs’ interests and reinforce Arab military strength.
A shift in Damascus’ official tone toward the U.S. peacemaking efforts—
following a period of Syrian optimism and warm relations with the United
States-—was also discerned when FM Khaddam cautioned his colleagues at the
pre-summit deliberations against reliance on Washington as a peaccmaker.
Egyptian FM Fahmi took strong exception to Khaddam’s presentation, insist-
ing that Cairo retain the freedom to maneuver because of its objectively better
opportunity to recover more of Sinai from Israel.'®

The Rabat summit was opened on October 26 with the absence of
Qadhati of Libya and Bakr of Iraq, underlining their isolation and irrelevance
regarding the peace process. By contrast, the OAU’s president was once again
present at the ceremonial opening session, indicating the importance accorded
by the summit to Arab-African cooperation as a vehicle for mobilizing interna-
tional political support for the Arab cause. The summit reflected an underlying
concern that Arab bargaining power vis-a-vis the United States had been
fading. The deliberations expressed deep concern over Washington’s massive
arms supplies to Israel, and disappointment at Kissinger’s proposals for a
second round of interim agreements. Leading the attacks on U.S. arms supplies
to Israel since the October war, ALSG Riyad argued that this policy was only
making Isracl more intransigent and was thus defeating its own peace goals. At
the same time, commentaries in the Arabic press expressed fears of a United
States—backed sudden Israeli military move in retaliation for the October 1973
Arab offensive. The Arab media maintained its trust in the oil weapon as a
major source of influence in the international arena and one that needed to be
exploited to wrest more territory from Israel, underlying a gencral desire to
proceed along the path of diplomacy.!”

The United States now loomed larger in Arab eyes, as it was perceived to
hold the key to further diplomatic progress. In the second week of October,
Kissinger visited Cairo, Amman, Damascus, Riyad, and Jerusalem to assess
possible progress in the peace process under U.S. auspices and to discuss with
the Saudis the severe repercussions rising oil prices were having on the world
economy. Reportedly, Kissinger presented some ideas—apparently discussed
and rejected during the summit—according to which Egypt, Jordan, and Syria
would pledge to end the state of belligerency with Israel in return for substan-
tial Israeli territorial concessions in Sinai, portions of the West Bank, and a
narrow strip on the Golan Heights. Kissinger’s ideas worried those who—like
Syria and the USSR opposed his “step-by-step” approach. They were not
reassured by Cairo’s clarifications. issued through its media, that Egypt would
not countenance any separate or partial settlement that required political con-
cessions to Israel.'®

The Rabat summit’s resolutions seemed to indicate that the Arab world
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had resolved its internal problems and agreed on a strategy for the political
struggle with Israel in line with Syrian attitudes. Apart from the historical
resolution declaring the PLO as the sole legitimate representative of the Pales-
tinian people, the summit’s most important resolution spelled out its strong
objection to any partial political settlement, reiterating the “pan-national
(gavwmivya) and indivisible nature of the problem.” The wording of this princi-
ple, with its implicit evocation of a comprehensive settlement, was tantamount
to a rejection of Kissinger’s “step-by-step” philosophy in Middle East peace-
making. Other resolutions underlined the need for utmost coordination among
Arab states—referring, inter alia, to financial aid to the confrontation states
and the PLO-—and a concentrated effort to bring about the total political and
economic isolation of Israel.!®

But almost immediately the concihatory atmosphere gave way to fierce
inter-Arab bickering, which sidetracked the Arabs and reduced the pressure on
Israel to surrender more of the occupied territories. The foundations of the
accord reached at Rabat were endangered because Sadat—with American
encouragement—was determined to pursue Egypt’s own interests first in
disregard of his Arab partners’ anxieties and needs, escalating his conflict with
Syria over the peacemaking strategy. The Syrians® bitter lesson was that if
anyone’s hands were tied it was their own, and that Sadat’s peacemaking
diplomacy not only was diminishing Syria’s chances to recover its land, but
threatened its national security. Hence, they moved to effect a balance-of-
power strategy toward Egypt through alignment with Jordan and the PLO
under their own aegis in an effort to isolate Egypt and prevent its defection
from the Arab collective.

In early November, Kissinger commenced a new diplomatic mission that
took him to Israel, Egypt, Syria, Jordan, and Saudi Arabia, to explore the
feasibility of new partial settlements. Discordant notes were soon heard, how-
ever, and the prospects of reconvening the Geneva Conference dwindled, not
least because of Israel’s absolute rejection of the role assigned to the PLO by
the Rabat resolutions. The deadlocked road to Geneva highlighted the feasi-
bility of the Israeli-Egypt separate track, which was soon to be taken. Follow-
ing another round of shuttle diplomacy by Kissinger in February 1975, Cairo
entered negotiations on a second partial settlement in Sinai—ostensibly in the
context of parallel accords on the three fronts—clarifying that no contradiction
existed between “first movement” on the Egyptian front and the official stance
against separate settlements.2?

Both Syria and the PLO strongly criticized Egypt’s stance, adhering
instead to a unified Arab diplomacy. Sadat used the breakdown of the talks on
March 22, 1975, to reinvigorate his position as the leading figure in the Arab
world. To drive the point home, he made a series of visits to Arab capitals,
capped by a joint meeting in Riyad on April 22 with Syrian President Asad and
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the newly crowned Saudi monarch, Khalid, who had assumed the throne after
Faisal’s assassination a month before. The three leaders agreed to abide by the
principle of a comprehensive settlement, emphasizing the need to preserve the
Arab joint front in the political and military struggle against Israel. However,
neither at the tripartite meeting nor at the Arab FMs semi-annual meeting held
in Cairo at the same time, could Egypt and Syria reach agreement on the PLO’s
role in the Geneva Conference.?!

Egypt anticipated that negotiations with Israel would resume in the sum-
mer, in the wake of Washington’s publicly announced “reassessment” of its
policy toward Israel, which included a delay in arms shipments. A Sadat-Ford
meeting at Salzburg on June 1, 1975, and the reopening of the Suez Canal four
days later paved the way for renewing talks on a second Sinai interim accord,
which was signed on September 4. The agreement represented a breakthrough
in Israel-Egypt relations because it included essential political elements. The
agreement was to remain in force until superseded by a new one; the signato-
rics undertook not to use force to resolve their differences; and non-military
cargoes destined for or coming from Israel were permitted through the Suez
Canal. Isracl agreed to a further pullback in Sinai—to the cast of the Mitla and
Gidi passes—and to handing over the Abu Rudais oil fields. The agreement
entailed secret U.S. guarantees on generous financial and military aid to Israel
and a pledge not to recognize or negotiate with the PLO until it recognized
Israel’s right to exist, accepted Resolutions 242 and 338, and renounced
terrorism.=>

The signing of the Sinai 11 accord sparked a crisis between Egypt on the
one hand, and Syria and the PLO, on the other. The new agreement fulfilled
Asad’s worst fears that Sadat’s diplomacy would destroy Arab solidarity and
isolate Syria. By abandoning the Arab fighting camp, it was charged, Egypt
had made any Arab threat of war against Isracl an empty gesture. Syria and the
PLO came under attack from the Rejection Front for purportedly taking a
“capitulationist™ stance themselves. The situation was aggravated by the un-
authorized publication, in mid-September, of the secret Israeli-American an-
nexes to the Sinai Il accord, which included, inter alia, President Ford’s letter
stating that in any future talks on the Golan the United States would take into
account Isracl’s position that it should not return to the 1967 borders.>?

Syria responded to these developments by launching a political initiative
to isolate Egypt in the Arab world and force it to retract the agreement until a
parallel one could be achieved on the Golan front. The Syrian-led coalition
included Jordan, with which Syria had established in August an accord for a
joint supreme political and military command, Kuwait, Algeria, and the PLO.
Even the Saudis voiced objections to Sinai II. The PLO accused Egypt of
betraying the Arab and Palestinian cause in return for “a handful of sand from
Sinai.” Sadat was also criticized for rejecting a proposal, produced by the OAU
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summit conference in Kampala (August 1975), for Israel’s expulsion from the
UN, all of which resulted in Egypt’s retaliating by shutting down the PLO’s
radio station in Cairo and restricting PLO activity in the country.2+

Egypt’s new settlement with Israel was achieved against the background
of growing economic depression and public grumbling at the low level of
effective—as opposed to promised—Arab financial aid to Egypt. In January
1975, food shortages and rising prices of basic commodities triggered the
eruption of riots in Cairo, leading to Saudi emergency aid. At Kissinger’s
prodding during his shuttles in Summer 1975, the Gulf oil states extended
further aid to Egypt as a contribution to the promotion of stability and the
peacemaking process in the Middle East. Following the signing of the Sinai Il
accord, Egypt received long-term loans, mostly from Saudi Arabia and
Kuwait, of $1.2 billion, in addition to $650 million granted by Washington. Yet
the Syria-Egypt disagreement and general Arab discontent with Egypt’s inde-
pendent peace diplomacy threatened the flow of substantial aid to Egypt,
leading to its gradual decrease in the following years. By signing the Sinai II
accord—and by abrogating the Soviet-Egyptian Treaty of Friendship and Co-
operation six months later—Sadat was signalling that his reorientation toward
a strategic alliance with the United States instead of the USSR was all but
irrevocable. This shift was fraught with implications for Egypt’s policy vis-
a-vis Israel.?3

The Issue of Palestinian Representation

The ensuing peace conference and the possibility of negotiations on the
future of the West Bank and Gaza Strip rendered the question of the PLO’s
standing and Palestinian representation a central inter-Arab dilemma on the
morrow of the 1973 war. In principle, Sadat wished to have the PLO play an
official role in the process, yet this could wreck the diplomatic process before it
had even begun, due to Israel’s and America’s unequivocal rejection of the
PLO.

The PLO was determined to replace the Hashemite regime as the rightful
representative of the Palestinian occupied territories, and to acquire the status
of an equal partner in the peace process. Before the war the U.S. government
had rejected the PLO’s secret approaches aimed at obtaining American recog-
nition in return for the PLO’s acceptance of Israel, a Palestinian takeover in
Jordan, and the dismissal of the Hashemite regime. The war triggered a heated
public debate within the PR over the policy the PLO should adopt in view of
the prospective changes in the Arab strategy in the conflict with Israel. Obvi-
ously, the PLO was able neither to resist the Arab core coalition nor to afford
standing aloof. leaving the diplomatic arena to its Hashemite enemy. Hence,
the PLO’s leadership was adamant in preventing Jordan’s playing a role in the
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peacemaking process and insisted on exclusive representation of the Palestin-
ians by the PLO. The PLO’s final decision to adopt a pragmatic strategy,
accepting the establishment of a mini-state in Palestine as a first phase in their
national struggle, represented the impact of the main Arab proponents of this
strategy—in addition to strong Soviet influence—on the Palestinian main-
strcam, led by Fatah.2¢

Jordan’s failure to enter the war, coupled with the heavy regional and
international emphasis on the Palestinian issue, combined to weaken Husain’s
standing in the Arab world and to render immaterial his claim to represent the
West Bank in possible negotiations with Israel. In a round of visits to Saudi
Arabia and other Gulf states prior to the Algiers summit to drum up support for
his position, Husain had been given a cold shoulder. In view of the strong Arab
support for the PLO, Husain decided not to attend the summit in person,
dispatching instead Bahjat al-Talhuni, the chief court chamberlain. In an at-
tempt to save its position, Jordan oftered a compromise based on recognition of
the Palestinian people’s right to determine its fate in a referendum-—to be held
under international supervision—nbut only after Jordan had completed its role
in the liberation of the West Bank and Jerusalem, implying that the West Bank
Palestinians had the right to speak for themselves regardless of the PLO. As far
as Jordan was concerned, the PLO could discuss the issue of refugees only
following Isracl’s withdrawal from the occupied territory.2”

The Algiers summit finally resolved that the PLO was the sole repre-
sentative of the Palestinian people. The one compromise Jordan managed to
extract was that the decision on who should be invited to the Geneva Con-
ference would rest with the UNSC. The adoption of the PLO’s position by the
Algiers summit—with Jordan the lone dissenter—demonstrated the funda-
mental change wrought by the war in the Arab world’s priorities. Ostensibly,
this decision gave the PLO veto power over any decision by the Arab states
regarding the conflict with Israel.>® In practice, though, the Arab states had no
intention to allow the PLO to dictate the course of their policies, particularly
after a war in which they had scored unprecedented military and political
achievements. Thus, underlying the rhetoric was the Arab states” need to
legitimize a political settlement with Israel, which seemed to be on the horizon.
Furthermore, by casting responsibility for everything relating to the Palestinian
issuc on the PLO, the Arab states took another step toward disengaging them-
selves from responsibility for the Palestinian issue and enhancing their own
freedom of action regarding bilateral settlements with Israel.

The Algiers summit resolutions and Egypt-Israel disengagement-of-
forces agreement convinced the PLO’s mainstream that a redefinition of its
position in the conflict with Israel was necessary to ensure wide international
recognition and participation in the Middle East peace conference. By Febru-
ary 1974, the ensuing shift in the PLO’s policy had already become apparent
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when major Palestinian groups—Fatah, the Syrian-backed Sa'iga, and the
Marxist PDFLP—adopted a “‘phased strategy,” toward accomplishing the ulti-
mate Palestinian goal. Syria’s disengagement-of-forces agreement with Israel
removed the last obstacle on the PLO’s way to reformulating its policy and
couching it in language befitting a potential partner in the Middle East
diplomatic process. In June, the PNC twelfth session resolutions simultane-
ously implied PLO approval of a political settlement at some future date and
redefined its interim national objective in a more practical tone. Without con-
ceding the strategic goal of an independent Palestinian state in all of Mandatory
Palestine, the PLO stated that it would, as an interim stage, establish a “na-
tional, independent and fighting authority on any part of Palestinian land to be
liberated.”>?

The new PLO position attracted wide interest in the West and set the
stage for an intensified, more reasoned Arab diplomatic and propaganda cam-
paign against Israel. In August, the USSR came out in favor of the PLO’s right
to participate at the Geneva Conference on an equal footing. The Soviets
followed this up by backing an Arab initiative that led to the UNGA’s official
recognition of the organization as a national liberation movement (October
14); henceforth PLO delegates would be able to take part in UNGA delibera-
tions with observer status. The road was thus paved for "Arafat’s UNGA
address of November 13, in which he presented an inconclusive message of
combined peace and armed threat, reiterating the earlier PLO goal of a Pales-
tinian democratic non-sectarian state. Meanwhile, on October 18, Egypt and
the USSR issued a joint statement emphasizing that the establishment of a
Palestinian state was essential to achieving Middle East peace and reiterating
the necessity for the PLO’s equal participation in the Geneva Conference.
Indeed, the Arab summit convened in Rabat on October 28 could hardly have
ignored these developments when it came to discuss the Jordan-PLO dispute.
Still, the tripartite Cairo declaration on the PLO’s status did not quell the
controversy over this issue, nor by concurring in the statement did Sadat intend
to signal that he was denying King Husain’s role in the peace process.3¢

Indeed, the main challenge facing the Rabat summit was to bridge the
breach between Jordan and the PLO, which threatened to undermine the com-
mon Arab front in the peace process and was therefore a matter of special
concern to Egypt. At the pre-summit FMs deliberations, the gap between the
disputed parties had proved unbridgeable. The Hashemite regime refused to
give away its status in the West Bank, drawing on the argument that since Israel
and the United States vetoed the PLO, only Jordan could retrieve the occupied
territory. The PLO, on its part, set the tone by adopting an offensive approach
against Jordan’s claims over the West Bank, threatening to walk away if the
Arab delegates failed to meet the organization’s requests. Drawing on the
resolutions of the twelfth PNC meeting, the PLO called on the Arab states to
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recognize the PLO’s authority over all Palestinians everywhere and over all
Palestinian lands that might be liberated; to block any attempt at bypassing the
Palestinian problem through separate Jordanian-Isracli talks; to provide sup-
port for establishing a Palestinian national entity free of outside interference
and for applying Palestinian national rights in any liberated part of Palestine.3!

The deadlocked debate at the ministerial level meant that the issue could
only be decided by the heads of state. although with the exception of Jordan,
the PLO had secured the unanimous support of the Arab delegates. Indeed, so
towering were the PLO’s prestige and support that it emerged unscathed even
after the Moroccan authorities uncovered a plot to assassinate King Husain on
his arrival in Rabat, concocted by personnel from the operational arm of Fatah,
the PLO’s main faction headed by "Arafat.?2 The contest between Jordan and
the PLO during the summit dominated the proceedings, with intense lobbying
by both sides. King Husain’s presence, despite the unfavorable conditions for
Jordan, indicated the fatefulness of this battle for him. Members of the Jorda-
nian parliament residing in the West Bank sent to the conference—apparently
at Amman’s behest—a joint memorandum emphasizing the unity of both
banks of the Jordan River. Not to be outdone, ‘Aratfat circulated a document
signed by 180 West Bank public figures. trade union leaders, and representa-
tives of voluntary organizations, affirming the PLO as the sole legitimate
representative of the Palestinian people.3?

The PLO delegates also pointed to the organization’s growing interna-
tional standing, as indicated by the UN invitation to "Arafat to address the GA.
To underline its equal footing with the Arab states. the PLO intimated that it
was about to establish a government-in-exile, perhaps even before the forth-
coming UN debate on the Palestinian question. King Husain led off with a
long, apologetic address explaining Jordan’s limited participation in the Octo-
ber War and dwelling on his country’s historic responsibility for the destiny of
the West Bank. He elaborated on his theme that a solution of the Palestinian
issue involved two separate and distinct phases that dictated PLO-Jordan coor-
dination rather than exclusive authority: liberating the occupied territories, and
solving the Palestinian problem. Jordan’s right to liberate the land did not
conflict with the PLO’s demand for the return of the territories, Husain main-
tained, and would not impinge on the Palestinians’ right to choose their own
form of government in an internationally supervised plebiscite. The king is-
sued an implied warning: if the conference entrusted any single element with
exclusive responsibility for both liberating the land and deciding its future, all
the Arab states would have to assume responsibility for the consequences.
Husain’s warning fell, however, on deaf ears, just as had Kissinger’s earlier
warning that bestowing on the PLO an exclusive responsibility for the West
Bank would put an end to the U.S. efforts to achieve a political settlement.+

The impasse on the PLO-Jordan controversy threatened to block any
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progress on other topics. A conciliation committee that included the con-
tenders, King Husain and "Arafat, was formed to resolve the controversy,
resulting in full adoption of the FMs’ recommendations. The committee’s
debate reflected awareness of the diplomatic impasse that a pro-PLO decision
would generate in the peace process and discussed. in vain, alternative options
that would preserve Jordan’s role. Yet the Arab main protagonists were cap-
tives of their own particular interests and fears of their rivals’ aims, ending up
with the broadest common denominator: support for the PLO’s claim. The
summit also adopted the PLO’s fresh tactical goal, undertaking to support the
establishment of an “‘independent [Palestinian] national authority” on any land
liberated from Israel. Egypt, Syria, and Jordan were specifically called upon to
regulate their relations with the PLO on the basis of this resolution.33

Husain’s reservations about the wording notwithstanding, he had no
choice but to accept the conference’s verdict. Commentaries to the effect that
the king had decided to wash his hands of the entire Palestinian issue proved
baseless. Husain’s stance was purely pragmatic, dictated by the Arab world’s
unbending support for the PLO and his attendant fear of isolation and loss of
the vital material support of Saudi Arabia if he adopted an adversary position.
Arab heads of state were well aware of the practical difficulties of getting the
PLO to the negotiating table, not the least of which were the inhibitions of the
Palestinians themselves and Israel’s unequivocal refusal to meet its arch-
encmy anywhere but on the battlefield. Thus, the summit call for consultations
among the confrontation elements seemingly reflected a consciousness of Jor-
dan’s indispensable role in the political process and gave Husain a back door to
maintain a foothold in future negotiations on the West Bank.3¢

Although Husain officially accepted the summit verdict on the PLO’s
status, in practice he pressed his Arab colleagues to reconsider the wisdom of
the resolution, pointing to its impracticability and the adverse effect it was
bound to have, above all, on the Palestinians’ own interests. At the PLO’s
unequivocal appeal, delivered to Husain by King Hasan, not to alter the exist-
ing legal status of the Palestinians in the West Bank or Jordan, the King
responded favorably, stating on October 30 that Jordan would continue to
provide material support and administrative services for the inhabitants of the
West Bank, until new arrangements were made. Furthermore, ignoring any
boundaries between Jordan and Palestine the king stated that “Jordan will
continue to be the homeland of any Palestinian who wishes to be a citizen,
without prejudice to his original rights in Palestine. Those Palestinians who
choose a Palestinian identity will continue to enjoy all the rights granted to
other Arab citizens of Jordan.”37

Husain indeed maintained a facade of acquiescence in the summit reso-
lutions, going as far as pledging his support for the PLO. Yet despite official
statements about a “historic reconciliation” and possible meeting between the
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two rivals in the near future, Husain’s and “Arafat’s relations remained inimi-
cal. Husain did not conceal his bitterness over the Rabat resolutions while
pledging to carry them out to the letter. Within a few weeks, West Bank
inhabitants were excluded from government and parliament. The PLO for its
part continued to make provocative declarations and raise old demands, such as
the reinstatement of the Cairo and Amman agreements (1970 and 1971, respec-
tively) providing for an armed Palestinian presence in Jordan.’®

Overall, the Rabat resolutions did not impinge on Husain’s position vis-
a-vis the Geneva Contference, since the PLO remained anathema to both Israel
and the United States. Nor could Jordan be ignored from the military point of
view, as Syria and Egypt were well aware. Their own orientation toward the
PLO reflected considerations such as the need to obtain legitimacy for their
political scttlements, to promote inter-Arab consensus, and to accelerate the
political struggle against Israel that sought to isolate and weaken the Jewish
state.’” The Rabat resolutions on the PLO’s status placed in doubt the very
future of the political process, in view of the abyss of hostility between Israel
and the PLO. This result was precisely what Syria had sought in order to tie
Egypt’s hands. Egypt, for its part, was well aware of this dilemma but saw no
way to bypass it as long as Arab solidarity coincided with its own economic
and strategic interests. Cairo therefore worked to bring about a reconciliation
between Jordan and the PLO, and pressed the latter’s leaders to adopt a more
flexible attitude. The Egyptian press was the main vehicle for these overtures
by Egyptian authorities to the PLO to take a responsible and realistic approach
in the political process, urging abandonment ot the idea of'a democratic state in
the whole territory of Palestine and support for the principle of a partitioned
Palestine.*!

The Arab Oil: Power and Diplomacy

The immediate worldwide impact ot the Arab oil weapon notwithstand-
ing, Arab governments were soon forced to face the limits of its use under
untavorable military circumstances that called for urgent American mediation.
From the outset, Kissinger asserted to the Arab rulers that his mediation cffort
was linked to lifting the oil embargo and returning to normal production.
Arabs, on the other hand, deemed the embargo necessary so that the U.S.
government could justity its pressure on Isracl. The oil producers doubled and
quadrupled their revenues during the first three months of the embargo and
were in no hurry to make concessions. The disunity demonstrated by the
Western oil consumers toward the embargo—the EEC declaration of Novem-
ber 6, 1973, calling for an Isracli withdrawal from the territories occupied in
1967—confirmed its perceived potential.+!
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The Arab attitude toward the use of the o1l weapon remained firm as long
as no progress was achieved on Israeli withdrawal from Egyptian territory. At
the same time, Arab oil producers never lost sight of economic considerations.
This was clearly demonstrated in the Algiers summit resolution to continue the
use of the oil weapon until Isracl retreated to the 1967 borders and the rights of
the Palestinians were restored. All consumer states were to be categorized in
terms of their stands on the conflict in order to determine the quantity (if any)
of petroleum they merited. Yet the summit also decided that the cutback in oil
production would continue provided the losses sustained by producers did not
exceed one-quarter of their 1972 revenues, which effectively meant an end to
reduction of oil production.*?

The oil producers’ interest in making profits, and the erosion of the
embargo’s practical effects, rendered its formal end dependent on a political
decision by the leading confrontation states. Political conditions for ending the
embargo ripened once the Israeli-Egyptian agreement on disengagement of
forces was signed, and the United States made any further brokering between
Israel and the Arabs strictly conditional on lifting the embargo. Thus, despite
Syria’s reluctance, the embargo came to its official and unconditional end on
March 18, after being virtually approved by Egypt, Saudi Arabia, and Algeria.

The aftermath of the 1973 war witnessed a major thrust at taking advan-
tage of the oil weapon’s impact in enlisting international support for the Arab
cause in the conflict with Israel. The powerful effect of Arab oil on world
opinion was clearly reflected in a boosted Arab self-confidence, and the feeling
that a new era had begun in Arab history. The Algiers and Rabat summits
missed no opportunity to demonstrate solidarity with Black Africa and induce
additional Third World nations to sever relations with Israel, thereby magnify-
ing its isolation in the international arena. These summits resolved to convene
an Arab-African summit and to establish Arab financial institutions for eco-
nomic and technical aid to Black African states in response to African requests
for assistance to compensate for the spiraling oil prices. However, the aid
proffered was far from the sums required by the poor African states, and
several of them soon expressed regret at having severed diplomatic relations
with Israel.#3

Collective Arab action and goals in the international arena remained
unchanged through the mid-1970s regardless of inter-Arab disputes over tacti-
cal matters. The time was marked by extensive political warfare against Israel,
supervised by the AL, which employed economic and diplomatic pressure and
gencrous financial allocations for propaganda campaigns, with the Palestinian
issue as its spearhead. Given the zero-sum nature of the conflict between the
PLO and Israel, enhancement of the former’s international legitimacy and
recognition seemed strictly at Israel’s expense. Thus, "Arafat’s address to the
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UNGA at its November 1974 debate on the Palestinian issue, in the presence of
Lebanon’s president chairing the session and with all the Arab FMs present,
was to be the peak of the Arabs’ political offensive against Israel ++

The Arab message to the international community mingled threats of
another war and economic punitive measures with readiness for peace, condi-
tional on U.S. willingness to force Israel to implement the UN resolutions. The
vulnerability of the EEC members to an oil shortage turned them into an ideal
target for Arab blackmail ultimately aimed at effecting Washington. In March
1974, the ALC responded favorably to a request from the EEC for opening a
dialogue on technical, economic, and financial cooperation, to be capped by an
Arab-European conference later in the year. The European initiative, made
under the pressure of the oil embargo, was a sequel to the pro-Arab declaration
issued by the EEC FMs on November 6, 1973.

The Rabat summit approved proceeding with the “Euro-Arab dialogue,”
but Arab efforts to use this channel to bring about more active involvement by
the EEC in the Middle East conflict remained fruitless. Apart from the gulf
between the Arabs’ interest in exploiting the dialogue for political purposes
and the Europeans’ pursuit of economic goals, the Arab failure was a result of
two main factors. First, the United States succeeded, with Egypt and Jordan’s
tacit support, in shunting aside the EEC from the peacemaking cfforts in the
region, just as it did the Soviet Union, giving Washington the power of a sole
broker. Secondly, Arab oil-producing states insisted on managing their na-
tional economic resources on an economic and bilateral basis and were reluc-
tant to put their economic power at the disposal of the confrontation states.*>

The conjunction of war with a drastic rise in oil prices nourished the
expectations of the Arab confrontation states for a new era of inter-Arab
economic cooperation marked by significant financial aid from the oil pro-
ducers. The gap between the givers and recipients—especially Egypt—
however, remained unabridged and even aggravated. Egypt strove to establish
a comprehensive ““Arab Marshall Plan” that would provide it with constant
massive financial support and resolve the huge deficit in its balance of pay-
ments. The Gulf monarchies preferred to direct most of their financial aid to
joint investments and specific projects in Egypt that would ensure their control
over these resources. Hence, in 1974 alone, commitments for financial aid to
Egypt reached $2.5 billion, most of which had been assigned to long-term
projects of development. That same year, Saudi Arabia granted Egypt $400
million in response to Sadat’s personal requests during visits to Riyad.*¢

The Algiers summit did not discuss collective financial aid to the con-
frontation states, though the Gulf oil-producers were willing to finance arms
procurement for Egypt on a bilateral basis. Leading up to the Rabat summit,
grumbling over the low level of Arab support for the confrontation states grew
bitter, accompanied by sporadic calls for resuming the embargo. At the sum-
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mit, Syria proposed that the oil countries allocate the stupendous sum of $13.5
billion toward improving the military capability of the confrontation states and
the PLO. The conference approved an annual amount of $1.369 billion, in
accordance with pledges of the oil states, which demonstrated that they were
more willing to increase aid than to wield the oil weapon. The resolution
evoked the recipients’ bitterness regarding the total amount of aid that had been
actually set by the summit ($2.35 billion), but it was the oil producers who set
the tone, adhering to the lower figures. Most of the financial burden fell on the
Gulf monarchies, while radical Algeria and Libya failed to join the collective
commitment to the confrontation states. Nothing was said about the duration of
this aid, which was to become a bone of contention between donors and
recipients, since the oil states interpreted the summit decision as a one-year aid
(for 1975), to the chagrin of the confrontation states. Nor was the use of the oil
weapon discussed at the Rabat summit, although Arab oil ministers did con-
sider how to respond to “threats” from oil consumers, namely, the industrial
states’ idca of forming a united front of oil consumers as a counterweight to
OPEC. Indeed, the Arabs found that the oil weapon turned to be a double-
edged sword.#7
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THE LEBANESE CIiviL WAR: BROKERS AND PAWNS

The Syria-Egypt rift following Sinai Il paralyzed the core coalition’s
potential to advance the peace process with Israel on both regional and interna-
tional levels. The polarization of inter-Arab politics nourished the eruption of
the Lebanese civil war, which turned that country into a battleground of con-
flicting ambitions, fears, and frustrated hopes. Soon the Lebanon crisis became
an antidote to the euphoric mood that had prevailed in the Arab world follow-
ing the 1973 war and employment of the oil weapon.

Lebanon’s civil war was organized violence sponsored by strong social
and political revolutionary forces, indigenous and foreign, against an anach-
ronistic, corrupt, and inefficacious political order. In the absence of an effective
political center, Lebanon’s institutions disintegrated along communal and ideo-
logical lines, giving rise to old domestic enmities and external revisionist
aspirations. Above all, it was the PR’s entanglement in the Lebanese crisis that
made it integral to inter-Arab politics and the Arab-Israeli conflict.

Asad’s Quest for Regional Hegemony

Asad’s failure to prevent Egypt’s separate peace diplomacy under
Kissinger’s supervision apparently led the Syrian ruler to forge a new regional
strategy. The obvious lesson drawn from Sadat’s independent peace diplomacy
was that Damascus could not count on Egypt as a reliable ally in the Arab-
Israeli conflict. Hence, Syria should adopt a strategy of self-reliance, based on
the consolidation of its own standing as a leading regional power. Syria’s
regional leadership would enhance its international bargaining position and
force Egypt into line with Damascus in the peace process, or at least offset
Egypt’s loss in the ongoing confrontation with Israel.

This strategy was a new phenomenon in regional Arab politics. Since the
UAR’s dissolution Syria had been isolated and—a few short respites
excepted—mnearly always on the defensive and fending off Egyptian efforts to
discredit its regime. Under Asad, Syria’s inter-Arab policy had moved toward
pragmatism and coopeartion with other Arab states, but without a concomitant
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moderation in its hard-line posture on Arab nationalism, making Sadat’s peace-
making concept all the more threatening to Damascus” ruling elite.

Syria’s geostrategic situation provided Asad with only narrow margins
for mancuvering. The bitter relationship with Iraq following the 1973 war
sustained further drift as the latter, expecting troubles in its relations with
Syria, began construction of a new major pipeline to the Mediterranean
through Turkish territory. In April 1975, the Syria-Iraq ideological and politi-
cal hostility flared up over dividing the Euphrates waters, with the massing of
military forces on their border. The crisis was a result of the activation of the
new Syrian Tabaqa Dam. which according to Iraqi claims deprived it of its
share as a riparian state. While the crisis abated during the summer due to
Saudi-Egyptian mediation under the AL’s aegis. and both countries pulled back
their troops. the hostility between the two regimes remained unchanged.!

Given the strategic rivalry with Ba'thi Iraq, the only realistic alternative
lay in Syria’s immediate sphere of influence, namely, Jordan, Lebanon, and the
Palestinians, corresponding to the historic notion of “Greater Syria.” Begin-
ning in 1974, Syrian and Palestinian Ba'thist lead