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Middle East Policy:
Carter’'s “Year of Decision”

Washington, D.C.
Back in 1971 Anwar Sadat, then considered by the
future American Secretary of State to be hittle more
than- a-caretaker clown, declared the “Year of
Decision.” Events - intervened “and - the fateful
decision was not implemented until October 1973;
it changed the course of Middle “East history.
Suddenly Sadatr was a statesman, and his {riend
Henry - nianipulated © 4 renewal “of Egyptian-
American - rélations and a. Washington-Cairo-
Rivadh axis. The year 1977 muy well be another
*year of decision”-<this time for the direction of
U5, Middie East policy. Indeed, Sadat now looks
10 the U.S:asthe power thatcansmooth the wayto
peace. And with Egypt's economy tectering on the
brink “of collapse, Sadat must also manage to
translate progress toward  pedce into” economic
advantapge: For this  too Fgypt has bet on
Wisslusnigton,

Hoth the U8 and Israel now must be responsive
to the wave of moderation thut is now prevalent
among Arab leaders: For Israel, this could offer
hope for a gradual building of lasting peace. For
the U5 important: economic, - political, and
military interests are at stake. Numerouy poley
decisions: regarding” the  Middle " East will be

requiredinc the early months “of the Curter

Jadministration, spanning issues of arms sales,
foreign aid, and technology transfers. But all wil
be jeopardized without continuance of  the
American post-Yom Kippur War effort to bring
about a deescalation of the Arab-lsraeh conflict.
What now s underway is not an overnight fix but
the effort to build a path that may lead over the
conung decade to reial peace.

Frowm the Six-Dayv ‘War until the Yom Kippur
conflicty the US. walfled between a stated policy
advocating near-total Israch withdrawal from the
occupied Arab territonies Tand cacquigscence in
Israell hegemony. Then Sadat’s gambit forced the
U.S. to face up to this contradiction, The result; to
be cblunt,  has “been s a basic reassessment of
America’s relationship 1o Israch. “As long as the
Isrirelis continue 16 pretend that little has changed,
there will be growing tension between the U.S: and
turael 1a unified strategy cannot be found. a
showdown “between the two countries “might
become -univoidable. "And in o that case  the
American - Jewish community would find itself
squarely inthe middie torn by conflicting loyalties
and competing fears:

One of the major legacies of Henry Kissinger's
foreign policy s that the Middle East now has heen
brought, in his own 'words, “to a moment of
unprecedented opportunity.” Indeed, manyin the
American-Jewish establishment linked themselves
eatly - in . the' campaign 1o Carter, fearing 2
continuation of the Ford-Kissinger Middle East
diplomucy. And now. among American Middle
East experts, the realization of the need to bring
about certain Israeli concessions to match, and
bring about, certain Arabconcessions is moldinga
new consensus on how the 'U.S. should proceed
after the inapgural. This consensus is shared in
Israel by a small dovish’minority, many of whose
members are associatéd with “an organization
kaown is the Isracl Council for Isracl-Palestine
Peace.

sECAUSE O the prevailing state of political paralysis
incdsraclithe WS election campaign was followed
Wil special muteiest T haael as well s the
American Jewish ' community, there ‘was an
astonishing amount of optimism in view of the
party platform stands and the statements of both
presidential candidates.

Shortly ‘before election day last November, an
Isracli editoriabwriter said, “God’s gift 1o Israel is
thut the United States has this tvpe of election



éycle.” In - October, a noted  Americin Jewish
aeademic told me; “IUs as il we arc 50 million
strong in this country—-it's unbetievable.”

But, of course, itisa dangerous iftusion to think
that the Middle East planks in the party platforms
or the éandidates” ‘campaign  statements have
forecast the future of U.S.~Israeli relations: Indeed,
during the campaign year a number of ‘Istaehs
wisely ‘warned of the sericus divergence between
American. and - lsraeli perceptions on how to
proceed: with Middie Fast diplomacy.

In May, for instance, the Israeli-sponsored
magazine Jsrael Digest carried an article by &
former - director-general ol the fsraet Foreign
Ministry entitled "Will a Middle Fast Solution Be
lmposed by the US.T" Walter Eytan concluded,
after an American visit, that while “formerly, any
talk of an ‘imposed settlement’ was taboo, today
stich a solution is regarded by most [Americans]as
fikely, and by many as the only way out-of the
impasse. It is taken for granted that whoever is
clected  President this November.. will not let
avatters drift as'they have for so muny years inthe
past.”

Another Isracli’ observer, the editor of the
Jerusalemy Post; also chastened by a recent
American visit, wrote in July that “Washington
and Jerusalem are. . .headed toward an inevitable
collision.” “The year 1977, ” Ari Rath concluded,
“will also be a year of a real American push toward
a solution of the Middle East conflict. The U.Sowill
tean heavily on lIsrael, even to the extent of
imposing a settlement.”

Ari Lova Eliav, aformer secratary-generalof the
dominant Labor party and a man with impeccable
Zionist credentials, sadly reflected during the
summer thata U.S. peace initiative might simply be
“rammed down Israel's throat.” “Given the prescat
relations of forces,” he noted, “lam afraid that this
is - what is likely 1o happen.”

Israeli journalist Matti Golan (zuthor of ‘the
book The Secret Conversations of ~Henry
Kissingery summed up Israsl’s predicament last
April in the American Zionist journal Midstream.
“Rabin has just about used:up the time he has been
able to gain,” Golan wrote. “For while he was busy
counting the months and weeks, . .the Arabs were
assiduously using the same time 10 acquire broad
political. support, even from formally unsym=
pathetic places. And so Israel has arrived un-
prepared at the time of decision.”

Because of this year's Israeli election campaign;
1977 may turn out to be a time of reprieve. Israel

would be best served by advice to begin prepaning
both the Isrugliclectorate and the American Jowish
community for the inevitable compromises. the
Jewish state  must soon make on territones,
Palestinian nationalism and the PLO,and possibly
on the very nature of the state. It would be tragicif
the Israeli election campaign turned out to be s
banal as our own and only further hardened Israeh
attitudes, boxing in the Labor party so that the
next government, like the present one, would only
he capahie ol taking sdecisions not to decide.”

1t is true that the hesitant Arab acyuiescence in
lsrael’s existence is largely premised on Arab
awareness that the basic U.S, commitment to the
survival of the Jewish state is a political fact, and
ot on an Arab understanding or acceptance of the
real nature of Zionism and Jewish aspirations.
Nevertheless, now [sraeli policy must be designed
1o decrease the Arabs” hesitancy, not to discreditit.
Unfortunately, lsrael’s own political structure and
coalition framework—combined - with certain,
mostly religiously inspired, ideological blocks 10
Israel’s vision of reconciliation~muke a dramatic
changein the Jewishstate’s positionsuntikely. This
situation may well elicit firm U.S. initintives 1o
which the Israeli government would have 10
respond. As  Rabbi Alexander Schindler, the
chairman of the Presidents’ Conference of Major
American Jewish Organizations, put it some
months ago, Isracli leaders “swould almost be more
comfortable, for domestic political reasons, if the
decisions weve imposed [on them] rather than
articulated and accepted from within.”

WHILE CANDIDATE CARTER catered to Jewish
sensibilities, the ‘Presideat now must face Middle
East  realities  and. American foreign-policy
problems. Some- may feel that his Middle East
campaign. stalements may have him - somewhat
boxed in. Creation of a dike against {urther
American pressures on lsrael was the primary
motivation behind the early decision by many
inembers of the Jewish establishment 0 join the
Ciarter bandwagon. Early on, the American Israel
Public Affairs Committee (AIPAC=-the umbreila
organization serving as a “Jewish lobby”) swung
into the Carter column, Edward Sanders, AIPACS
president, had his name inked out on AIPAC
stationery and joined Carter’s Atlanta staff.
Alexander Schindler and Ychuda Hellman, chaw-
man and executive” director ol the Presidents’
Conference, also joined up, de facto of course, with
the expected victor.



But as the campaign drew close, the lsrael
government became anxious about seeing so many
chips put in one place. The strongalignment of the
American Jewish community with Canter had
*some Isracli government people shaking in their
boots,” as one Jewish official who wasinvolvedin
the Ford campaign saw things shortly before the
election,

Israel did extract & promise of more
sophisticated arms from Ford—but then decided
to await the election outcome, fearing a repeat of
then Ambassador Rabin's 1972 endorsement of
Nixon, which brought a storm of charges that
Israel was interfering in domestic American
politics. General Arik Sharon did come to the U.S.
iate in October to push for Carter, but this
apparently was on his personal initiative and
totally independent of the government. Undersizn-
dably, days after the election, Ambassader Diniz
ieft for Lirasl, obviousiviowork onlasinalegy 1o
prevent Carter from moving toward pressunng
Israel. But oniy 3 shift in Bracli policies can alter
the collision course Jerusalem and Washagtonare
now an. The 118 Security Council vole challeng-
ing israeh policies In Jerusslem and the occupied
serriories was clearly meant 55 g warning.

Further U S-braeliconfronmtion nowsouidset
back the possibilities of 2 process foward peace.
This consideration hoids back some of these who
atherwise wounld promote g heave-handed US.
sttempi fo impose 2 settlement—{or then many
Tsrastis might come 1o o2 themselves as totally
isolated and turn defiantiv to nuclear weaponsand
2 right-wing Liknd government in this vears
election. That, in turn, reight lead many Arabs o
delude themselves into believing that 2 tangled
American Bieline calls imto guestion the basic US,
commitment to Israel’s welfare

A far more desirable alternative would bea joint
1.8 -lsrachi initiative 1o test all possible openings
for that elusive path toward coexistence. Butifthis
is to be a viable option it must be candidly
admitted, even by Israel’s friends, that one
important roadblock is the Isracli government’s
reluctance—for reasons of both domestic politics
and international geopolitics—to risk offering the
specific concessions that could make a historic
peace initiative attractive to the Arabs.

. The task for the U.S. in 1977, in the area of
Middle East policy, should be not to imipose a
decision but, instead, (o convinve, first the Israchs
-£f the necessity to consider major historic con-

cessions, and then the various Arabsiaizs aad the
Palestinians to make equivalent concessions,

Progress foward peace in the Middle East
requires a firm American commitment (o Israels
welfare. Fortunately, the American Jewish com-
munity, together with lIsraeli moderates; may be
able to act as a bridge. Unfortunately, however,
except for a few exceptional leaders within
Américan Jewry, there is little understanding of
this imperative.

The U.S. election year, in short, was simply a
time of false calm —a respite that should have been
used by Israel to appreciate American perceptions,
the growing uneasiness within the American
Jewish community, and the wurgent need o
reevaluats Israch attitides and policies.

Thus the U.S & faced with a difficult situation.
Failure to act boldly will only convince Israsithat
the situption has not been changed by mew
geapolitical  reabiies  and 3 new  American
consensps—and such a falure would senomsly
frustrate the Arab medemates. Vet Amerias
sttempts 1o coerce Israel might Backfire and,
domestically, would surely creste political con-
frontation with the Jewicsh community—especially
afier the expeciations buili upduringthe campaign
that Carier would be far different from Fordand
Kissinger

sIDDLE EAST BEALITEES, a5 they emerged from the
Yom Kippur War, wereonly put on “hold  forthe
American clection comtest. Of course, the Lebansse
sraphion and Arab disarray coniributed, buteven
in their absence the Middie Fast would havesimply
had 1o await the completion of the U8, clection.

But now, a5 the recent Brookings book Senting
National Priorities: The Nex: Ten Yearsconciudes,
“Encoutaging and  supporting  Arab-lammeh
negotiations for 2 general settiement will thus be
the most urgent forsiga policy task facing the next
Administration. . . . There is no alternative. .. 7
Speiled out, a settlement usually includes phased
Israeli  withdrawal from mearly all = occupied
territories, creation of a Palestinian “entity”™ or
state, a novel arrangement for a united but dually
administered  Jerusalem,  significant  Arab
economic and political concessions giving sub-
stance to their recognition of Israel, and various
forms  of specific security arrangements and
credible “guarantees” for Isrash

The strategy should be to use U.S. political,
econotnic, and military inducements fo advocate




mutual concessions, from both the Argbs and
Isruct The goal should be onot an imposed
settlement but the nunturing of a process of gradual
cocxistence, which could léad the Muddie Eug
combatanis 102 peace they would Hhemselies
create and wish to maintain.

Recognizing the subtle but real distinction
between imposing and advocating a settiement, the
U.S., albeit sympathetically, will have 10 apply
mounting  persuasion to Israel on three crucial
matters:

L. Palestinian  nationalism  must ‘again be
recognized  as  historically and - politically
legitinate, as # was at the time of the U.N. partition
plan in 1947, which would have divided Palestine
into a Jewish and a Palestinian Arab state. A
presidential siatement to this effect early this vear
should be considered. Further efforis toencourags
the ‘moderates among the PLO leadershin are
usrgently reguired.

2. This fimst step would open the door 1o
comprehensive  negoliations—at  Densva of
eliewhere—aimed 2t an overall seitlement. The
Palcstinians would deserve separaie secopnition,
and the PLO, should o apres 10 negotinte with
fsract nt the conference, would gndoubrediv nnks
gp part of the Palesstinian delegation

3. Brael must be unambiguomiy prepared to
abandon selilement I 1he ocorupied lerritonies
under approprate condiions ensuring el
security. Some werritorial adinsiments are cortamnly
possibie and aspeciaiarmangement for Jerusalem s
essential—but  neither  Toreated  facisT fhe
sctilementsinor chanvinisticidenlogies fright-wing
Zionmm 35 well 33 the more militant Palestinien
ocutlook} can be sllowsd 1o block altempls 5t
reconciliation: .

Once the 1.5 and Israel, topether, have thus
cleared & pathto Geneva, a comparable exercise of
American diplomacy will be required with various
Arab parties. Syria and Egypt must explicitly
recognize that Israehi security considerations as
well as Israel irself are legitimate. Furthermore the
Arab states” and the Palestinians” willingness 1o
begin the long process of bringing about the
normal conditions of peace should symbolically
begin with stages of progressive gconomic and
cultural contact. Termination of hostile propagan-
da, demilitarization and arms control agreements,
and - some form of supplementary  American
security ailiance with Israel will also be required.

Let us hope that Iseaeli Baders willsooncome to

agree with former Foreign Minisier Abba Ehan,
who msists that “rime & of the essence and
unhappily for us. time B running out. Weoughito
grasp the central isucs and invelve the United
the vanous Arab parties will continie tosee in UK.
efforts the enlightened pursuit of their own self-
interest: o



