
'The enemy of my enemy is my friend!' 
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It is not a joking matter, but the'state of Middle East 
politics is nothing if not absurd. Which is to say that, to 
the Wcstcrner ai least, the most recent rearrangemcnt 
of allianccs, conflicts, and rivalries follows no rcadily 
apparent pattern of loyalty or consistency-either reli- 
gious or political. Thc Iran-Iraq war seems to have crys- 
talized the fragnicntcd Arab world into two opposing 
blocs, thosc siding with non-Arab Iran and thosc back- 
ing Saddam Husscin. Rut Libya and Syria, the two most 
proSoviet countrics, havc sided with antiCommunist, 
anti-soviet Khomeini. On the othcr hand the Imam is 
opposed by the two anti-Soviet monarchies of Jordan 
and Saudi Arabia and the non-communist Gulf states 
led by pro-Soviet Iraq. The two monarchies might bc 
expcctcd to oppose Iran's revolutionary regime but 
hardly to ally thcmselvcs with a regime no less rcvolu- 
tionary in its own way than Iran. Not to put too fine a 
point on it, it was thc 1958 Iraq revolution that murdcr- 
cd King Faisal 11, ruler of Iraq and cousin to King HUS- 
sein. We find Sunni Libya, which has sought'to embar- 
rass Alawitc prcsidcnt of Syria Assad by stirring up 
opposition among the Sunni majority of Syria, united. 
with Assnd to give aid and comfort to the Shiite leader 
of Iran. Syria and Iraq, which are hostile to each othcr, 
are ruled by the two extant leaders of thp Baath or 
Renaissance party dcdicatcd to thc unity of the Arab 
peoples. We find Soviet-client Iraq allied with the most 
pro-Amcrican states, Jordan and Saudi Arabia, against 
the most anti-American state, Iran. Soviet weaponry 
provides the sccurity of the Arab axis against Amcrican 
wcaponry provided to thc shah. Meanwhile, Iran crcd- 
its the U.S. with starting the war, evcn though Iran is 
being attacked with Soviet weaponry. 

All Middle East countrics profess to wish to avoid a 
confrontation or domination by thc two great powers; 
yet the only pattern that seems to makc sense is to 
divide the Middlc East and its Eastern and Western 
flanks into thosc openly proSoviet and those tradition- 
ally pro-Wcstcrn.and anti-soviet. Thc formcr includes 
Algcria, Libya, Syria, South Ycmen, Iraq, and Afghani- 
stan. The latter inclu'des Morocco, Tunisia, Egypt, Jor- 
dan, Saudi Arabia, the Gulf states, and Iran. The pro- 
Soviets arc pro-Khomcini and the anti-Soviets anti- 
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Khoheini, with Iraq the exception to thc rule. All are 
anti-Israel, of course, execpt for Egypt. In short, as is 
usual in thc Middlc East, the "antis" provide the only 
apparent rationale for political life; it bears out the old 
provcrb: "The enemy of my enemy is my friend." 

It is no wonder, then, that the average person has 
trouble keeping up with the Middle East. It makes ama- 
teurs of us all. No sclf-effacing apology is necessary if 
the whole situation seems absurd. Indeed, it is the only 
rcasonable conclusion to which we can come, with this 
qualification: that in the Middle East the absurd is nor- 
mal, pcrsonality counts as much if not more than polit- 
ical principlc, and the principlcs of Islain justify all. 

The present situation, howcver, docs require some 
apprccintion of the fact that there are reasons why the 
Middle East is once again going through its pcriodic- 
usually tcn to twelve years-cycle of turmoil. For it has 
suffered a series of disorienting shocks that would 
throw any balkanized world intoconfusion. Prior to the 
defection of President Sadat, stability in thc Middle East 
rcsultcd largely from the iinshakability of Egypt, Saudi 
Arabia, and Iran. In 1977, Sadat committed Egypt to the 
unthinkable, peace with Israel, pulling out thc main 
powcr on the wcstcrn flank. In 1979 the Iranian revolu- 
tion eliminated the major power on the eastern flank. 
In 1980 thc Soviets invadcd Afghanistan, and in Sep 
tembcr war broke out betwccn Iraq and Iran. 

Thcsc events shattcrcd thc always fragile stability of 
the region, opening the doors and windows to every 
fear, supprcsscd ambition, and hostility. Saddam Hus- 
scin wants to fulfill his ambitions for Iraq, thwarted by 
the shah, to & mastcr of the Persian Gulf. For Libya, or 
rather for Qaddafi, already involvcd in a variety of 
schemes in Africa and the Middle East'to promote the 
Islamic revolution and thc status of Libya, the Iranian 
revolution opened a new opportunity. Saudi Arabia sud- 
denly discovered itself standing alone, having lost its 
bulwark against Israel to thc northwest and against the 
Soviet Union to the northeast. Some sort of rcalignmcnt 
among regional powers was immediately necessary, and 
a new axis was formed by Jordan, Iraq, and Saudi Ara- 
bia, with the Gulf states huddled beside it. But thivlcft 
Syria, isolated by its fear of Iraq, to seek support from 
Libya and the Soviet Union and to remind the Arab 
world of its power and intcrests by whipping the PLO 
and Lebanon into line behind a challenge to Jordan. 
The politics of the ncighborhood seems a better expla- 
nation than any. 
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WESTERN INTERESTS 
Thc problem for an outsidc powcr like the United 
Statcs is to undcrstand not just what is going on but 
how, in the riptidcs and cddies, the U.S. can stay on 
coursc to assure thc safety of its own vital intcrcsts. But 
here again the absurdity surfaces at thc very bcginning, 
for no malevolent cncmy could have devised a bcttcr 
way to hamstring an industrial country than to put the 
supply of its most vital rcsourcc, oil, at thcamercy of a 
few unstablc foreign’ powers. 

Second, therc is an apparent absurdity in alicnating 
the very nations upon whom we are oil dependent by 
providing what Sccretary Muskic callcd America’s “ir- 
revocable support” for Israel. To the Arabs, it is Israel, 
not the Sovict Union, that constitutes thc principal 
threat to thcir security. Associatcd with i t  in their 
minds is the hypocrisy of a U.S. human rights policy 
that has not includcd thc rights of Palcstinians to self- 
determination. History resolves this apparcnt absurdity 
by reminding us that in 1948, in the wake of World 
War 11 and the rcvelations about the Holocaust, the 
establishment of Isracl was sccn as a great and good 
thing, ovcrshadowing whatever conseqiicnces ensued 
for thc Palestinians and Arab scntimcnts. Wcrc the 
prospcct to prcsctit itsclf for the first timc today, the 
Jews would doubtless be givcn short shrift. Further- 
more, cvcn today the absurdity is only apparcnt: While 
thc prcscncc of lsracl may bc damaging to good rcla- 
tioris with tlic Arabs, its ilbscI1cc woiild be ;I gcostratc- 
gic disaster. Wcrc thc Unitcd Statcs to abandon Isracl, it 
would almost ccrt;iinly be rcplaccd by a pro-Sovict Pal- 
cstinc. Palestine would provide the USSR with opportu- 
nities i t  now sccks through its rcccnt truaty of fricnd- 
ship with Syria- naval and air basc rights and domina- 
tion of the castcrn Mcditcrranc;in, neatly turning the 
southcrn flank of NATO. Thc dcniisc of Israel would 
also niost ccrtiiin!y involvc the Middlc East in a gcncral 
and dcv;ist;iting intr;imural w;ir, great powcr involvc- 
nicrit, and ;i further thrc;it to oil rcsoiirccs. Nevcrthc- 
Icss, that is  ;I Wcstcrn view, arid i n  the minds of the 
Arabs- which m;ittcrs vcry much indccd- this aspect 
of US. policy is incicfcnsiblc. 

A third.absurdity follows from the othcrs. Thc consc- 
qucncc of turbulcncc in the Middlc East, of thc thrcat 
to the Wcst’s oil supply, of ;i strongcr Sovict prcsencc 
(Afghanistan), and of thc nonrcsoliition of thc Pnlcstinc 
problem has hccn to divide thc Wcstcrn Alliancc rathcr 
than to unite i t  in  piirsiiit of common interests. This 
factor, gcticr;illy ovcrlookcd by press, analysts trained 
in thcir rcgiorial spcciiiltics, and cvcn by foreign offlccs, 
may, from our own point of vicw, bc thc most impor- 
tant  of a11 considcrations. It  follows an cstablishcd and 
ominous pattern. Thc SUCZ invasion of 19% rcsulted in 
thc worst split in  the history of thc Alliancc, damaging 
relations bcyond repair. In 1973 thc US and Europe 
fcll out in thc wake of thc Arab oil embargo and a 
frantic Europcan scramblc for bilatcral deals that dis- 
credited not only thc Alliancc but the European Com- 
munity as wcll. Thc Sovict invasion of Afghanistan 
flrst produced alarm, consternation, and close consulta- 
tion. There thcn cnsucd months of increasing acrimony 
and squabbling ovcr Europcan support for a U.S. call for 
joint sanctions, for an Olympic boycott, and, with 
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regard to the hostages, sanctions against Iran and the 
breaking of diplomatic relations. 
Our differences are basic and impartant. Europe has a 

larger stake in detente than the United States and does 
not want to prejudice detente by linking it to Soviet 
good behavior in the Third World, even in Afghani- 
stan. Europe’s dependence on the Middle East for oil is 
much greater than that of the U.S. Europe sees opportu- 
nities for trade, for better relations with the Arabs 
,threatened by the “one-sided” pattern of U.S. support 
for Israel, and are actively working for a change. The 
consequence is a Europe no longer willing to let the 
U.S. play a solo game in the Middle East. It is all under- 
standable, except that it weakens the Alliance upon 
which both European and American security ultimate- 
ly depend. 

U.S. POLICY: CONFLICTS OF INTEREST 
Putting together a policy based on these three readily 
apparent interests, absurdities notwithstanding, would 
scem then to be a pretty straightforward affair. But, as 
with’ everything else involving the Middle East, there 
are no straight lines. Heretofore, U.S. policy has been 
monopolized by the Camp David process and its ante- 
cedents, a sort of go-for-broke effort heavily freighted 
with domestic political value. Camp David, in the 
words of U.S. negotiator Sol Linowitz, was “the only 
gamc in town.” I t  has been promoted as the keystone to 
stabilizing the whole Middle East and to achieving a 
“coniprchcnsivc peace.” As Israeli Major General Yariv 
observcd in the December, 1980, Woddview: “For sev- 
cral dccadcs the Wcst has tended to view Mideast 
dynamics mainly through the prism of the ArabIsraeli 
conflict.” 
’ Sincc Afghanistan, however, the old containment 

policy rcprcsentcd by CENT0 (the old Baghdad Pact) 
but now concentrated on the Gulf has k e n  resurrected. 
I t  opcnly challenges the Camp David contention that a 
solution to thc Palestinian issue will help to produce 
sccurity in the Gulf. Some go further. What is more 
likely, thcy say, is that the insecurities of thc Gulf and 
their influcncc on regional politics will have more to do 
with resolving thc fate of the Palestinianv than vice 
versa. In any case, Gulf security is now getting top 
priority. 

Thc Reagan team is reported to be divided betwccn 
thc two vicws, thc “Israelis” preferring a policy follow- 
ing the Cartcr lead of concentration on the Camp David 
proccss, the “Arabs” a policy centered on support of the 
Gulf. Standing in the wings, still too hot to touch, is thc 
Europcan proposal for including thc Palestinians in the 
Wcst Bank negotiations-a proposal, were the U.S. to 
adopt it, that might force an increasingly intransigent 
Israel to break off negotiations and which would cer- 
tainly produce an outstanding domestic protest. Beyond 
that the style of the new administration seems to favor 
a goit-alone approach toward the Middle East rather 
than coordination with its allies, based on the fact that 
the US. is the only outside powcr acceptable to both 
sides in the Arablsracli dispute and the only realistic 
counter to the Soviet threat to the Gulf. 

But neither of the prospects-a continuation of the 
Camp David process or a unilateral military guarantce 



of the Gulf - is very promising. The Camp David pro- 
cess is now stalled at stage two, the Palestinian autono- 
my agreement. The Arabs, Europe, Japan, and most 
other nations believe that the talks have failed and that 
a new plan must be found. World opinion is gradually 
coming around to the view that the Palestinians, even 
the PLO, should be brought into the negotiating pro  
cess, thereby providing the talks with a credibility they 
now lack. 

In the Gulf the U.S. is building up its position of 
strength. President Carter declared in his January, 1980, 
State of the Union address that the U.S. would 
opposc- by military force if neccGary-any attempt by 
an “outside” power to gain control in thc Persian Gulf. 
Two carrier battle groups and a marine amphibious 
unit are already deployed in the region. A Rapid 
Deployment Force (RDF) recently got a shakedown 
excrcisc in the Egyptian desert. Military base rights are 
being negotiated with Kenya, Oman, and Somalia. But 
whether all this can amount to more than a show of 
force and U.S. determination cannot he known. Thc 
nightmare prospect of a “liberation movement” in Iran- 
ian Azerbaijan or Baluchistan or of a left-wing takcover 
of the lranian revolution scems to dcfy the use of forcc. 
The prospect of nuclear retaliation, even to protect oil 
supplies, is unthinkable. 

It takes a healthy sense of reality to conclude that, 
the Carter Doctrine notwithstanding, the security of 
the supply of Middle East oil probably rests with the 
nations of thc region thcmsclves. Saudi Arabia, for 
example, has made it plain that it does not want a 
return to great powcr domination or confrontation, that 
the Arabs will defcnd thcmsclvcs, if ncccssary, and 
only ask for the arms to do it. Givcn thc currcnt statc of 
instability, it is not. a very reassuring prospect. Soviet 
intentions have bccn clearly stated many timcs, but 
there docs not seem to bc any realistic altcrnative. 

Whether one favors one approach or thc other, Camp 
David or the Gulf, is no longer very much to the point. 
A new condition that must be met is the growing inter- 
action between events in the Gulf and the Palestine 
issue- so much so that they can no longer be dcalt with 
separatcly. An important dimension of US. policy, 
therefore, is to mcsh the two policies into an integrated 
package. As now conccivcd, unfortunately, the two pol- 
icics scriously conflict with each other. The Camp 
David process puts thc U.S. at odds not only with the 
rest of the Arab world but, increasingly, with its own 
allies. Defense of the Gulf by way of providing arms to 
Saudi Arabia and to Jordan raises howls of protest from 
Israel, making it more intransigent than ever. The task 
of meshing the two policies, therefore, comes down to 
bringing them into a mutually supportive rather than a 
conflicting relation. 

THE JORDANIAN OPTION 
There Is a glimmcr of hopc in what is incrcasingly 
referred to as the ”Jordanian option.’’ Bricfly, It means 
bringing Jordan into thc ncgotiations, rctiirning thc 
West Bank (or thc largest part of it) to Jordan, with 
bilatcrnl sccurity gunrnntccs to Isrncl, and attempting 
thc rcscttlcment of thc Pnlcstininn dlnsporn- not on thc 
alrcndy ovcrcrowdcd Wcst Bank but on thc East Bank, 

where settlement is needed. 
The problems are manifold. The PLO, which was 

reconfirmed in its role as spokesman for the Palestin- 
ians at the fall Islamic summit in Amman, is unlikely 
to agree to a nonsovercign solution. Jordan could not 
touch it without the prior agreement of its neighbors or, 
at least, of Iraq and Saudi Arabia. The Palestinians 
would have to settle for half a loaf, recciving not a 
sovereign state but, as citizens of Jordan, a homeland. 
And it would rcquirc credible security guarantees for 
Isracl. 

On the other hand the “lordanian option” has strong 
positive aspects. A gcncral settlcmcnt Ixtwcen lsracl 
and Jordan would provide more credible security to 
Israel than is now available through U.N. resolutions. 
In place of a weak “token“ state on thc West Bank that 
contained less than a third of the Palestinians, it would 
provide a homeland for all Palcstinians, including those 
in camps and scattcrcd throughout thc Middle East. It 
could provide the context for coordinatcd development 
of the Jordan Valley, for resolving land and water rights 
disputes. Givcn the views of thc Europcans, it would 
provide thc possibility of a policy the Wcst could unite 
behind. With regard to thc Gulf, resolving the Palestine 
problem would enable Saudi Arabia and thc Gulf states 
to conccntratc on their own sccurity. U.S. military 
assistancc would not thcn lx sccn as a threat to Israel 
but as security from “outside” interference. 

Jordan is the key, and thc kcy to lordan is its own 
security. In thc rcgional context this means thc affirma- 
tion of at lcast Iraq and Saudi Arabia and, it would bc 
hopcd, Syria. The answcr to thc Palestine problem, 
therefore, if wc acccpt the “Jordanian option,” lies in 
thc Gulf with Iraq and Saudi Arabia. Conversely, the 
answer to sccurity of the Gulf lics in a solution to the 
Palestine problem. By an interesting logic, thc foci of 
contention, Palestine and Gulf oil, are, in  fact, parts of 
thc samc equation and should be dealt with together. 

For U.S. policy this prcscnts thc most promising pros 
pcct around. First, i t  integrates the two facets of policy 
into a single, mutually supporting cxcrcisc, no longer 
pitting thc two against cach othcr. Second, it also mects 
the problcm of priorities- not as an “cithcr/or” syn- 
dromc but as to timing. Strategists fear that thc next 
two or three ycars will find the Soviet Union maximiz- 
ing its tcmporary advantage bcforc a Wcstern response 
is mounted to stop it. The question of Palestine is bound 
to be slow and laborious unless, as some fear, an “inci- 
dent” in 1981 dramatizes the issue. Third, it would 
bring U.S. policy toward thc Palestinians into line with 
human rights policy. Fourth, it would turn responsibil- 
ity for regional problems back to the Arabs themselves. 
The  present U.S. commitmcnt to dircct involvement as 
a “full partner” makes it thc scapcgoat for cvery failure 
and absurdity, leads it to makc promises it cannot ful- 
flll,’and carries political costs it can ill afford. The 
“Jordanian option!’ placcs the onus for nonachievcment 
on thc Arab world itsclf, which would hnvc to face up 
to the truth of whether and to what cxtcnt it is willing 
to provide niorc than rhctorical support for thc Palcstin- 
Ian causc. Finally, such a policy would hclp support 
thrcc of Amcrica’s primary intcrcstsl Israeli- security, 
ncccss to oil, nnd coordination with its allics. 
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