


editorial——

Middle East Peace: A Palestinian Perspective

The following is a guest editorial written by Mohammed Milhelm,
mavyor of Halhul, a city in the West Bank, who is currently in the
United States. Milhelm delivered this speech at a Washington
conference of the American Friends Service Committee.

More than half a century ago, the international community —
through the League of Nations — determined that the Palestinian
people were entitled to self-government and national
independence. Today we are offered “autonomy” for one-third of
our people in one-fifth of our country.

We know of no convincing justification for this severe
diminishment of our national rights, except that it is dictated by the
presently prevailing configuration of power. Equally, we know of
no convincing reason why we should undermine our rights and
chances for durable, regional peace by accepting and therefore
legitimizing this new injustice. We owe it to ourselves, to the
peoples of our region, and to the cause of lasting peace to hold out
and strive for an equitable peace which can be willingly embraced
rather than for an oppressive settlement imposed on us under
duress.

We, the Palestinian people, experienced greater pain and felt
deeper deprivation, as a consequence of conflict and war, than did
the other peoples of the Middle East. It should be readily believed,
therefore, that our need for peace is not less than theirs, and that
our yearning for peace is not less sincere. It is precisely for this
reason that we are alarmed and angered by the present mutation
of our hope for a comprehensive regional peace into a partial,
bilateral settlement divorced from its relation to our aspirations for
freedom and statehood.

During the past few years, the community of nations has
gradually developed a consensus regarding the nature of a just and
lasting peace in the Middle East. This'conception was affirmed and
reaffirmed in numerous bilateral and multi-lateral statements,
declarations, and resolutions by states as well as regional and
international forums, governmental as well as non-governmental.

This international consensus, from which only a handful of
states have chosen to deviate, and which we, the Palestinians, find
to be an acceptable basis for a just and lasting peace, includes the
following two principal formulations:

1. Peace must be comprehensive if it is not to be continually in
danger of collapse. This means that the settlement should resolve
all the tributary issues to the conflict, and that it should satisfy all
the parties involved.

2. The basic underlying cause of the Middle East conflict is the
Palestine problem, that is to say, the homelessness and
statelessness of the Palestinian people. A just and lasting peace,
therefore, must include the realization of the Palestinian people’s
right to -self-determination including their right to political
independence in a national state on their native soil.

Any settlement which fails to satisfy these two principles will be,
of necessity, partial and imposed, and will produce a truce rather
than a state of peace.

The “Framework for peace in the Middle East” agreed at Camp
David and the consequent negotiations and agreements, including
the treaty between the Arab Republic of Eqypt and the state of
Israel professed a commitment to the proposition that a just,
comprehensive and lasting peace in the Middle East is an “urgent
necessity,” but they failed to demonstrate fidelity to this
commitment by seeking formulas which blatantly ignore and
circumvent both of the basic and essential pre-requisites of such a
peace. They seek, instead, to impose on our region a settlement
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which leaves more unsatisfied parties than it appeases, and more
unresolved issues than those to which it addresses itself.

We, the Palestinians, and all of the peoples of our region have a
right to genuine peace. Equally, we share the obligation and the
responsibility to reject and resist attempts to foist upon us a
tranquilizing substitute. We believe that Israel sought and
obtained at Camp David a formula which can only and of necessity
lead to the closed road of unilateral settlement with Egypt. This is
evident from the fact that while the accords conceded the mutual
claims of Israel and Egypt (Israeli withdrawal from occupied Sinai
and Egyptian recognition of Israel and the normalization of
relations between them), they failed to maintain the symmetry by
conceding even in principle the claims of any of the other parties to
the Arab-Israeli conflict. As far as the Palestinian dimension of the
conflict is concerned, the agreement was deliberately designed to
provoke Palestinian rejection:

1. It addresses “the inhabitants of the West Bank and the
Gaza Strip” rather than the Palestinian people. We find this
evasion of the problem unacceptable for two reasons. First, the
inhabitants of the West Bank and the Gaza Strip are a third of the
Palestinian people. A minority cannot legitimately act on behalf of
the whole. Second, it is the majority of our people, ignored by the
agreements, who suffered most. While the residents of the West
Bank and Gaza live under occupation, they at least live in their
homeland. The rest are the victims of forced exile.

2. The Camp David agreements and the consequent
negotiations accept the premise that the peoples concerned are
free to designate their spokesmen and representatives. The
Palestinian people alone are denied this right. The Palestine
Liberation Organization is accepted by the Palestinian people and
by the overwhelming majority of the nations of the world as the
legitimate representative of the Palestinian people. The Camp
David agreements require the Palestinians to seek a substitute
leadership as a condition for any sort of participation.

3. The agreements envision “autonomy” for the inhabitants of
one-fifth of Palestine. In political terminology, autonomy is less
than independence, and an autonomous region is a part of a larger
state. The agreements, therefore, rule out the possibility of
independence. We see no reason why we should be interested in
negotiating a settlement which rules out in advance the option of
independence for the Palestinian people. We have no interest in
legitimizing Israeli occupation by consenting to a thinly
camouflaged version of it.

4. Jerusalem, the city built by the Arabs long before the
Hebrews ever set foot on this land, is the heart of Palestinian
history and heritage. It is also the geographic link between the
northern and southern halves of the West Bank. We are neither
willing nor able to envision a future without it.

5. Any agreement which does not require, without
equivocation, an internationally supervised cessation to Israeli
settlement in the West Bank and Gaza betrays lack of good faith
and a cruel disregard for the future of our people. It is the sine qua
non of the confidence-building process which is alleged to be the
principal achievement and merit of the ongoing diplomacy.

6. The agreements represent a regression from earlier
international commitments to ‘the Palestinian refugees. They
make no mention of their internationally recognized right to
choose repatriation or compensation. They simply promise that
their tragedy be discussed and that a solution be sought without
principles, agreed upon in advance, upon which these negotiations
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