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TARIQ MAJEED
Commodore P.N. (Retd)

On October 30, 1994, in Casablanca, Morocco, was held a three-day economic
conference described as " an extraordinary gathering of heads of state, government
officials and 1200 top business executives from major Western companies, the Arab
world and Israel"(1). Designated as Middle East-North Africa(MENA) economic
summit, it was not only extraordinary but also astonishing. Israelis were the star
performers at the conference. This was not too surprising, as it was held mainly for
Israel's benefit. The conference was sponsored by the United States and Russia, but
"Israeli Foreign Minister Shimon Peres was said to be its architect, and had brought
with him more than haif of the Israeli cabinet to Casablanca"(2). The more surprising
feature was the too-willing and high-level participation in it by the Muslim countries,
and even by non-regional distant ones such as Pakistan which sent a large delegation
headed by the country's commerce minister.

It did not escape’the notice of the Muslim political observers that it was in
Morocco where, in 1969, the Muslim countries had met to set up a joint assembly, i.e.
the Organization of Islamic Conference (OIC), for giving them a collective in{luential
voice and for generating unity amongst them in international life, and where the 7th
OIC summit was going to be held in December 1994, that a large group of Muslim .
countries had gathered to espouse the formation of a common market under Israeli
domination! What magic wand did Israel wave to bring to that conference under its
patronage so many Muslim countries, especially when most of them including Saudl
Arabia and Pakistan did not officially recognize Israel?

Western observers said, the Casablanca sui. nit could not have taken place
without the PLO-Israel accord signed in Washington on September 13, 1993. In
principle it sounded plausible, but in practice, that accord, purported to lay the basis
for peace and securily in the Middle East region, had achieved just the opposite:
banishing peace by increasing friction and introducing new elements of discord.
Indeed, the environment in the Palestine region was charged with greater conflict than
before. Both parties, the Israelis and the Palestinians, were more aggressive to each
other. It was demonstrated by the events ahead of the economic summit.

On October 21, following Israel's closure of the Gaza Stripand st Bank,
"PLO chairman Yasser Arafat hit back saying it was a declaration of ecusomic and
social war against, the Palestinians"(3). Three days later, "the Israeli prime minister,
Yitzhak Rabin, gave security forces the green light to hunt down and kill the military
" leaders of the Hamas movement"(4). On October 25, "Israel rounded up dozens of
Palestinian Islamists", ahead of US President Clinton's visit to the state(5). Israel
insisted on keeping Arafat out of the ostentatious ceremony staged on Jordanian
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territory' on October 26 for signing its accord with jordan, and witnessed by the
American president amidst 5000 dignitaries.

"Arafat has blamed Israel for spurring the cycle of violence," between Israel
and Islamic revolutionaries(6). He has repeatedly accused Israel of reneging on
matters agreed to in the Washington accord, and delaying implementation of others.
Isracli government spurns the accusations, insists on its own interpretation and shows
no urgency for implementing the agreement. In one instance Yitzhak Rabin remarked,

. "We are not in a rush. Let them (PLO) sweat"(7). The escalating violence, the
dissension over interpretation of agreement, and Israel's stalling manoeuvres do not
inspire confidence for a climate of peace that, normally, is a pre-condition for any
significant economic investment and cooperation.

The accord itself is a big disappointment, as a settlement of the problem of
Palestine. It rejects the Palestinians' demand of an independent state of their own, and
only allows for Palestinian local rule in specified territories under the government of
Israel. It does not address settlement of the other major issues including the
rehabilitation of the Palestinian refugees and the status of Jerusalem. A journalist
reporting on the accord had commented that Yasser Arafat, who had all along been
insisting on all-or-nothing, had surprised the Israelis by accepting so little!(8). What
caused Arafat to abandon the long-held demands of the Palestinians and to make their
torturous and costly struggle look futile? Having accepted Israeli dictates on the basics
of the issue, would the PLO ever be in a position to resist Israel's further dictates?
These questions have a direct bearing on the future shape of politics in the Middle
East region.

The Arab states cannot be unaware of the gaping drawbacks of the accord and
of the grave problems that would be spawned by it. From the details of the accord and
the turn of events since its signing, they can see that Israel intends to maintain its hold

~on the captured West Bank and Jerusalem and to go ahead with its other plans
including expansion of its territory to establish a so-called biblical "greater Israel", and
demolishing of the Al-Agsa mosque to build a fancy Solomon's synagogue on its site.
They cannot fail to assess the effects that Israeli hegemony would generate in the
region. The situation entails very serious perils whose shadows are already
discernible. What has pressured the Arab rulers to become silent spectators of the
ominous scene? Here, the answer is obvious: pressure by the United States.

But then, do the US policy makers not know of the glaring defects in the
accord, the blatant injustice that it flings on the Palestinian people, and the dangerous
fall out that it will cause not only on the Arab states but also on all the other Muslim
states? They do know of it, but they have a blind commitment to Israeli interests in the
Middle East and elsewhere in the world. This commitment is constantly reiterated by
America's top leaders. Its latest expression was by President Clinton as he ended a
tour of Israel on October 28, 1994. "I have redoubled in the support of the American
people for the people of Israel... Today we are one step closer to the time when the
people of Israel can live in peace, the time when the people of Israel will never again
suffer death and destruction"(9). What drives the United States to give such zealous
support to Israel and to side with it on every matter under the sun?
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All these are crucial questions for analyzing the impact of the PLO-Israel
accord on Arab politics. To study these questions and in fact to get to the bottom of
the problem, makes it necessary to look into the major components of the topic. .
Indeed, a logical discussion of the intrinsic state and importance of these components,
in other words a discussion of the inherent characteristics of Arab politics, the status
of PLO and of its controversial chief, the actual substance of the accord, and the
nature, character and interests of the state of ‘Israel,. would itself bring out the
fundamental implications of the accord on politics in the Middle East, and would offer
substance for determining the other implications. '

Arab Politics

The Arab states, and the reference here is to the regimes, have been a disparate
group in spite of two strong mutual bonds, that is, of religion and language, These two
elements have also given the Arabsacommon culture, but have not led to common
politics. The religion of Islam is meant to guide all national affairs, including politics,
of Islamic states. But in practice the contemporary Muslim states, in the Middle East
and elsewhere, have kept Islam excluded from their foreign, military and economic
affairs - which govern and shape the politics of states. Common language has but only
a marginal effect on political matters. Gamal Abdul Nasir's Arab nationalism was an
engineered, momeniary spark kept alive by propaganda and Egypt's dominant status. It
died out with Egypt's defeat in the 1967 War.

The Arab League, formed in March 1945 and extended to all the Arab states
including Somalia by 1974, was meant "to strengthen the ties between the participant
states, to coordinate their political programme and to consider in general the affairs
and interests of the Arab countries"(10). However, "the league was handicapped from
the beginning by differences among its members"(11). The Arab League, like its later
sister-organization, the OIC, has remained devoid of spirit of commitment and unity
of, purpose. Both organizations operate under US influence, and presently are
incapable of preventing Arab or Muslim politics from drifting in negative directions.

On the other hand several lines of division have been prevalent in the Arab
world. A division exists.in their political structures and systems. One set of states has
consisted of monarchies or sheikdoms; the other professes to follow a semblance of
republican system. Both are authoritarian but look at each other with distrust and
dislike. In a second line of division one group of the Arab states has been closely
aligned with the United States while the other has been hostile to it, although changes,
favourable to the United States, in the latter group, have occurred over the years. The
third form of division is marked by economic wealth that came to the oil-rich states in
the wake of astronomical rise in petroleum prices following the oil-embargo caused by
the 1973 Israeli-Arab War. The less-endowed states nourish a natural bitterness,
aggravated by political factors, against the rich Arab states.

A divisive feature in the Arab world concerns its ruling or elite classes and the
masses; there is a yawhing gulf between the two, in almost all the states. The masses
bear strong resentment against Israel, US and the West, are sick of the rulers'
luxurious, amoral and wasteful ways and of the exploitative, unresponsive, Western-
dominated political systems, and are eager to see their replacement by systems based
on Islamic Shariah. The ruling classes want a perpetuation of the existing systems,
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policies and life-style. This un-bridgeable divide between the ruling classes on the one
side and the masses on the other, is being made deeper and wider by the PLO-Israeli
accord. .

The most important factor in Arab politics, and the only one that gave ita
_measure of unity and common purpose, was the Arabs' opposition and resistance to
Israel. All shades of Arab states were united in this respect. A disappearance of this
factor is bound to cause a deep disturbance in the very structure of politics in the Arab
world. e

The current scene of Arab politics has its most prominent feature in its
subordination to US interests; US power straddles the Arab world from Morocco to
Oman. Even, Libya, Syria and Sudan, considered hostile by US, are on the defensive,
ever endeavouring not to offend the United States. Same is the case with Iraq, which
in effect has been complying with every US demand. Yemen and Algeria, apparently
dubious; would remain in the US camp till any radical change in their regimes. All the
other states notably Morocco, Tunisia, Egypt, Jordan, Lebanon, Saudi Arabia, Oman,
UAE, Qatar, Bahfain and Kuwait appear so subservient to US that they qualify to be

" called US satellites. This is going to render Arab politics meaningless in dealing with
Israel, considering the Israeli influence on the United States.

Arab politics has an unenviable history of shocks. Two jolts, however, have
been exceptionally severe. Egypt, the proponent of Arab nationalism, threw Arab
politics in pandemonium by striking a separate deal with Israel in 1978. It came at a
time - when the Arabs had considerably regained their lost political prestige, the
treasuries of their oil-rich states were beginning to overflow with surplus wealth, and
" these states stood poised to invest in a grand package of industrial projects for which
labour and technical management was to be provided by Egypt. The next jolt to Arab
politics was shattering. It was caused by Iraqi invasion of Kuwait in August 1990, and
the American reaction to it, leading to US invasion of Iraq, in January 1991, and
permanent stationing of US land, air and naval forces in the Arab Gulf states. Now,
the third jolt set off by the PLO-Israeli accord portends to be even more shattering, as
it is capable of altering not just the politics but also the geography of the Arab states.

Status of PLO

It is a tragic twist in the chequered life of PLO that when it got to a stage to
reach an accord, of whatever value, with Israel, it had lost its status and popularity
amongst the Palestinian people whom it had led for nearly thirty years! The Palestine
Liberation Organization and its underground companion-body, the Palestinian
Liberation Movement known by its Arabic name Fateh, were formed in 1964. The
PLO immediately took over the handling of the Palestine question which until then .
had been the preserve of the Arab League.

After the 1967 Israeli-Arab War, PLO and Fatah merged, with the latter
assuming the leadership, and in the ensuing period despite the emergence of other
groups, PLO turned into the foremost representative body of the Palestinian people.
Appearing on the scene asa dedicated Palestinian nationalist and a spirited guerrilla
leader of the Fateh, Yasser Arafat swiftly leapt into political lime light. Finding PLO
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and its chairman Arafat to be a credible adversary against Israel, the Arab states gave
hefty material and moral support to PLO.

Dents in Arafat's popularity and his leadership ability occurred as early as
September 1970 when Arafat pitted his guerrillas in an armed confrontation with King
Hussein's army on Jordan's territory where the PLO had created a strong base for
itself. His role was again found questionable during the civil war in Lebanon in the
mid-1970s. In 1982 Israel invaded Lebanon. Arafat was expected to, at least, give a
good fight to the Israelis, and had been boasting so. Instead, he misled the Palestinians
and got them massacred, in thousands, by the Israeli army and air force, while he took
an Israeli offer of safe exit from Beirut! He was roundly criticized. Doubts arose about
his commitment and even loyalty to the Palestinian cause, especially, as reports
pointed out that in the previous decade or so more than a dozen front rank PLO
leaders had been sought out and assassinated by the Israeli secret service, but Arafat
was being deliberately spared by the Israelis.

The PLO was, next, seriously hurt during the American-Iraqi crisis. Arafat
rushed to side with Iraq's Saddam Hussain, much to the annoyance of most of the
Arab rulers who were the financial backers of PLO. Arab money, which was PLO’s
primary source of sustenance, began to dry up. This hurt the position of the
Palestinians and, indeed, became a factor that later compelled the hard core loyalists
in PLO to soften their resistance to Arafat's accord with the Israelis. Serious analysts
watching the Palestinian affairs noted that Arafat's initiatives or responses on several
occasions, outwardly appearing defiant and opposed to Israel and US, turned out to be
in their favor, and damaging to the Palestinian cause. Arafat's double game and his
secret relations with his "arch enemies" were corroborated by other indications. US
congressman Paul Findley wrote: "Secretary of State Cyrus Vance told me (in 1980)
that he was in almost daily communications with Arafat and his staff and enlisting
PLO help during the Iranian hostage ordeal, but Vance never said so in public."(12)

Findley, earlier in 1978, reported that Arafat in a meeting with him stated
that: " he was ready to recognize Israel and renounce all violent means" in
exchange for " an independent Palestinian state consisting of the West Bank and
Gaza"(13). Findley later wrote, " I was elated. Arafat's pledge contrasted sharply
with the harsh rhetoric of (his) public statements which called for the elimination
of the state of Israel”. Fifteen years later, Arafat, no doubt having been further
cultivated by Israel, recognized Israel and renounced violent means in exchange
Jor merely local rule in Gaza and Jericho under the government of Israell

Both Arafat and PLO, in their prestige and representative statu s, have been
badly mauled since the announcement of the. Washington accord. A popular
challenger to PLO's leadership is the Hamas movement which had grass-root power
and appeal and was the main force behind the Palestinian Intifada(rebellion) against
Israel. Previously Hamas worked with PLO and concentrated on the welfare needs of
the Palestinians, and on strengthening the domestic front, while leaving the foreign
affairs and the strategic struggle against Israel to PLO. Hamas leaders, now daily, are
gaining in stature while Arafat's graph is rapidly falling. On November 2, 1994, Arafat
was treated rudely and with contempt by fellow Palestinians, " and was booed and
driven off " when he appeared in a Gaza city mosque to attend the funeral of an
Islamic Jihad leader who was killed in a bomb explosion by Isracli agents.(14)
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Another report said; "Palestinians believe that Israel installed Arafat in Gaza
for the specific purpose of turning the liberation struggle of the Islamists into a
Palestinian vs Palestinian battle rather than Palestinian versus Isracl. When Arafat
sided with Rabin against Hamas, the Palestinians organized huge processions in
occupied territories against both Israel and Arafat. They raised slogans, "traitor Arafat,
step aside", "down with dictator Arafat". Arafat's autocratic leadership is under fire
from his colleagues also. They argue, his autocracy has led to near paralysis of the
Palestinian movement"(15). An earlier story in the London-based Arabic daily al-Arab
said, "After having lost the image of the PLO, following Yasser Arafat's humiliating
surrender before the Zionists, the PLO leadership is trying desperately to revive it
before the elections in the West Bank and Gaza Strip by introducing a new face for the
top slot. Seemingly the man who is most acceptable to the PLO and Israel is Mahmud
Abbas who is behind the scene architect of the Israel-PLO self-rule agreement."(16)

There are sharp pointers that Arafat may be removed from leadership or even
from existence. In a way the job required of him has been completed with the self-rule
strategy executed. PLO does need to bring up a new leader who should have roots and
popularity amongst the Palestinian masses. But Arafat's replacement by someone who
is favored by the Israeli leadership and has been distant from the West Bank
Palestinians, which are the credentials of Mahmud Abbas, would lead to devastating
effects on the politics in the Palestinian territories, Jordan, Lebanon, Syria and
elsewhere in the Arab World. The dreadful spectre of an intra-Palestinian and
consequently an intra-Arab civil war, that Yasser Arafat and the Hamas leadership,
due to their sensitivity to the threat, and lingering mutual respect, have been carefully
warding off inspite of planned instigation by the Israelis to both sides, would very
likely materialize under a PLO chief who is alien to Hamas and allied to Israel.
Coupled with this threat are the sharp differences that exist within PLO on the accord
with Israel. A dwarfed and crumbling PLO is going to magnify and accelerate the
threatening implications of the Washington accord.

Substance and Status of the PLO-Israeli Accord

The document known as an accord is, actually, only a set of conditions (almost
all originated from Israel) on which subsequent negotiations to settle the issues
embodied in the document would be based. It entails constant rounds of talks between
PLO and Israeli negotiators, and striking of a series of agreements on the disputed
matters. Officially designated as "Declaration of Principles on Limited Interim Self-
Rule for Palestinians,” the document consists of 17 Articles and 4 annexes setting out
a framework for establishing a "Palestinian Interim self-government Authority" in the
shape of an "Elected Council", initially in the Israeli territories of Gaza Strip and
Jericho and later, subject to settlement, in other admissible West Bank areas.

It is a remarkable phenomenon that the main substance of this PLO-Israeli
Washington accord ‘is exactly embodied in the Egyptian-Israeli Camp David accord
negotiated exactly sixteen years earlier, in September 1978, in Washington! One of
the articles of the PLO-Israeli accord states:

"Permanent status negotiations will commence as soon as possible,
but not later than the beginning of the third year of the interim
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period between the Government of Israel and the Palestinian people /

_ representatives. It is understood that these negotiations shall cover
remaining issues, including: Jerusalem, refugees, settlements,
security arrangementis, borders, relations and cooperation with other
neighbors, and other issues of common interest”.(17)

This insignificant, passing reference is the only mention, in the entire
document, of the Jerusalem issue - an issue most vital to not only the Palestinians but
also all the Muslim states. Another most important and pressing issue that of the
millions of displaced Palestinians is also treated with pointed indifference. The
document's major portion is devoted to economic and security arrangements between
the Palestinian self-rule authority and Israel, with an unmistakable imprint that these
are arrangements between a subordinate body and a superior authority. These are only
a few glimpses to show the enormous mequnty and inadequacy of the so-called peace
accord.

How the majority of the Palestinians feel toward the PLO-Israeli accord can
best be appreciated from the comments that a responsible official of the community
addressed in a letter to the Prime Minister of Pakistan in February, 1994, after
conclusion of the Gaza-Jericho deal between PLO and Israel in Cairo, under the
Washington accord: '

"The recent development, (that is), the "Gaza-Jericho First"
agreement had been very detrimental to the Palestinian issue. The
said agreement guarantees none of the fundamental rights of the
Palestinians and accomplishes none of the goals for which our
people have been struggling, such as the liberation of the occupied
land and usurped shrines, and the attainment of freedom,
sovereignty and independence. What this agreement offers the
Palestinians is a limited feeble autonomy over less than two percent
of the blessed land of Palestine. Israeli occupation. troops and
Jewish settlements will ‘still occupy a substantial portion of this
supposedly autonomous area. Furthermore, the Zionists... will
exclusively control the affairs of defense, foreign policy, economy,
and security of borders and crossing-points. Millions of Palestinians
who have been banished from their homes, and live outside
Palestine, are denied the right {fo return to their
homeland...Realizing the serious repercussions of the agreement,
and perceiving the injustice inherent in i, the majority of the
Palestinian people stand firmly against this deal”.(18)

What te, Israel has unlimited options to bend the accord and stall or even
stop its implemcutation, and has been exercising its powers to do just that. In an
incident on November 17, "PLO officials reacted angrily to Prime Minister Yitzhak
Rabin's threat to hold up self-rule elections unless the PLO revises its charter... In their
accord. Israel and the PLO had agreed to hold general elections by July 1994. For
balloting to take place, Israeli troops must first pull out of Arab cities (which they
have not done yet) A new round of talks on re deployment of troops and elections
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was scheduled for Nov. 21 but on Nov. 17 Israel announced it was delaying them till
the end of the month".(19)

The ambiguous, one-sided accord is a perfect instrument for Israel to propel
PLO and anti-Israel Palestinians into a destructive mutual war. By terrorist operations
against the West Bank Palestinians by its secret agencies, Israel provokes Hamas to
retaliate and strike against Israeli Jews. The Israéli government then, on the one hand
demands that PLO apprehend and punish the Hamas activists, and threatens to stop
progress on the autonomy programme, and on the other unleashes its own 'revenge’
against the Palestinians fueling more battles. Barely ten days after the much-
publicized Gaza-Jericho deal signed on February 10, 1994, Israel's Mossad started the
cycle of terrorism with a cold-blooded massacre of innocent Palestinians when, "An
American-born Jewish settler burst into a mosque in Hebron, in the occupied West
Bank, and opened fire with an assault rifle, mowing down dozens of Muslim
worshippers as they knelt in prayer"(20). The slaughter committed by the trained
American-Israeli ex-army person, Baruch Goldstien, was calculated to draw an
emotional outcry from the Palestinians and to leave on them permanent scars of anger.
Thus, as noted by Time's reporter:

"Baruch Goldstien chose time, place and method well to produce the
most inflammatory effect possible. What better time than a Friday,
the Islamic holy day, during Ramadan, the month of fasting and
prayer? What better place than the Ibrahimi Mosque, a site thought
to contain the graves of prophets Abraham, Isaac and Jacob,
guaranteed to draw a wall-to-wall crowd of worshippers? What
better method than to spray clip after clip of bullets into them
without warning?"(21)

The heinous attack was carried out at dawn prayers with "shocking efficiency,
(when) by 5.20 am, about 700 men, women and children had jammed into the
mosque...and the worshippers were kneeling forward on mats, touching foreheads
reverently to the floor"(22). More than 60 men, women and children were killed and
about 100 were wounded. The massacre achieved its purpose. Across the board
escalation in tensions and violence, - as aimed at by Israel, has continued to build up
since then. Ramifications, of this strategy of Israel, are themselves amongst the most
serious implications emanating from the accord. After a bus bombing by a Palestinian
suicide bomber on October 19 in Tel Aviv, " Israel imposed a closure order on Gaza
and the West Bank, and army chief Ehud Barak talked openly about cutting off the
flow of Palestinian workers into Israel for good"(23). An Israeli periodical wrote:
"As a condition for progress in the autonomy talks, Rabin is demanding that Arafat
track down the armed Hamas militants in Gaza, jail them, and smash their under-
ground infrastructure"(24). Rabin also came out with a 'new' concept : "He
outlined a vision of 'separation’ between the Israelis and the Palestinians, a retreat
from the notion of close economic cooperation...'We need a separation between us
and the Palestinians, 'Rabin states, 'not Jjust for days, but as a way of life”.(25)

In Rabin's words lies the vision of the devastating change that Israel plans to
bring about in the entire Arab world. This concept of 'change' is neither new nor
unexpected. Exactly three years earlier, in November 1991, following the Middle East
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peace conference in Madrid, where the stage for the subsequent PLO-Israeli accord
was set, Israeli Prime Minister Yitzhak Shamir had announced in Jerusalem:

"A peace treaty with Arabs will change the face of Middle East"(26). In
Israeli terminology, normal words are loaded with abnormal meanings and
implications which come to surface only much later when their meanings have well
advanced into realization. The substance of the.PLO-Israeli accord, rather every
clause in it, is designed to produce that change, in the Arab world, whose vision the
Israeli leaders have been nourishing for a long time. Israel will not let the accord lead
to any favourable result for the Palestinians which the latter might be hoping for, nor
will it allow PLO to opt out of the accord. The Palestinians, like the Iraqis, are caught
in the Saddam Syndrome: after Saddam Hussein had been misled to occupy Kuwait,

he was not allowed to withdraw until his nation was crippled;, humiliated and divided
by US military power! ( CONTINUZD)
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