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Reagan and the Middle East

An important question remains
unanswered: how will the new Reagan
administration handle the problem of the
Middle East and the Palestinian issue? The
new President Ronald Reagan believes in a
strong America which will stand up to any
Soviet threat to its interests, an America
willing and able to stop Soviet intentions to
move southward towards the Gulf area.
Reagan’s suspicions of the Soviet Union and
his perceptions of what the Soviets willdo in
order to further their interests such as world
domination are the principle most important
elements of his administration. How he and
his administration view the Palestinian
issue, therefore, is very important. Will the
Palestinian problem be treated as one
element within the East-West conflict, or on
its own merit as a problem of a people in
search of self-determination — the right to
establish their own independent state on
their national soil?

Early signs indicate that the Reagan
administration will be spending much
energy on its near-obsession of trying to
stop ‘Soviet expansion,’ and thus the
question of how the Arab governments —
especially the oil producers — fit into this
task is important. It appears that the Middle
East is viewed by the Reagan administration
only in terms of what it can and may
contribute to the realization of American
interests.

It is no secret that Ronald Reagan is
barely familiar with the Middle East conflict
and its intricacies. This is not to say that he
is less supportive of Israel or less hostile to
Arab Palestinian demands. His campaign
statements, in fact, qualify him as strongly
supportive of Israel, and his repeated
declarations that Israel is of utmost strategic
importance are well known in the American
Middle East establishment. Generally
speaking, campaign rhetoric is dismissed as
just that, but when that rhetoric refers to
Israel it is almost always translated into
reality.

During his campaign for the presidency
Reagan was interviewed by Time magazine,
and was.asked about Israeli settlements on
the West Bank. His reply was a shocking
one. He said that the settlements are not
illegal and implied that U.N. Resolution 242
grants Israel the right to continue with its
settlement activity! Of course, Resolution
242 of 1967 doesn’t even mention the word
settlement. If 242 has any implication on
Israel’s stay in the territories, it is a negative
one, giving Israel peace and recognition by
Arab governments in exchange for return-
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ing the territories.

Election to the White House did not
improve Reagan’s knowledge of the Middle
East. While he claims, as did many previous
occupants of the White House, that the Gulf
area is of utmost importance to the security
of the United States and its allies, his lack of
familiarity with basic historical issues there
is especially worrisome. In an interview the
new president granted the New York Times
on Feb. 2, 1981, and which was published
the following day, Reagan was asked if he
approves of Israel’s accelerated settlement
of the West Bank. His reply proves that he
hasn’t improved his knowledge of this
subject. He said that the “moral
commitment” of the United States to
Israel’s existence is a priority of the first
order “for the present.”

In answer to the question concerning
settlements Reagan said “As to the West
Bank, I believe the settlements there — I
disagreed when the previous administration
referred to them as illegal, they’re not illegal,
not under the U.N. resolution that leaves
the West Bank open to all people — Arab,
Israeli, and Christian alike.” One wonders
what U.N. resolution Mr. Reagan is
referring to. Obviously, no such U.N.
resolution exists. What does exist are
repeated U.N. General Assembly and
Security Council resolutions calling on
Israel to withdraw from the occupied
territories.

Reagan’s lack of familiarity with issues of
the Middle East is not hindering U.S. activity
in that region, because none exists there at
the present. Camp David, the Carter
administration’s ‘masterpiece’ is being
placed temporarily in the freezer of
American politics while the new
administration is attempting to define and
rewrite U.S. foreign policy priorities. And
although it has only been two weeks since
the Reagan administration took office, it is
already clear that it will not begin tackling
Middle East issues soon. Its preoccupation
appears to be with such issues as Central
and Latin America and economic conditions
in the United States. The continuation of the
status quo is not particularly bothersome to
the new American president.

With the prospect of the ouster of the
Begin government in the upcoming Israeli
elections, the preoccupation of Arab
governments with their infighting and the
Iran-Iraq war with its minimal effect on the
Arab-Israeli conflict, the Reagan
administration is focusing on issues which
demand attention, such as those

concerning Latin America and the Soviet
Union. It is agreed now in Washington that
Reagan will not make a decision soon as to
the need to continue on the Camp David
road or not. Rumors about a change of
strategy towards the Middle East, from
Camp David to what has been called the
‘Jordanian option’ have been heard. But
Anwar Sadat’s opposition to the inclusion of
Jordan, within the Jordanian option, was
well publicized during Henry Kissinger’s
latest “private” visit to the Middle East. King
Hussein reportedly refused to see Kissinger
during his stay in the Middle East. It appears
that the United States is keeping its options
open with respect both to their timing and
direction.

Conflicting reports are circulating in
Washington as to the Reagan
administration’s  relations with Israel.
There are those who argue, and perhaps
correctly, that no change of any significance
will take place during the Reagan
administration. These views elaborate that
Reagan continues to believe that Israel is of
“strategic importance” to the United States
in the region, especially considering his
policy of no compromise with the Soviet
Union. Setting aside his campaign
statements of total support for Israel (which
have become a constant of every campaign
by all candidates), Reagan states as recently
as Feb. 3, “I think that Israel, being a country
sharing our same ideals, I think —
democratic approach to things, with a
combat-ready and even a combat-
experienced military, is a force in the Middle
East that is actually of benefit to us.”
(Emphasis added.)

The American president’s straight-
forward statement of the value of Israel and
what it can provide the United States
suggests that Israel is much more valuable
to the United States than all of the Arab
governments combined, and further serves
as confirmation of the well established
opinion that the United States cannot
depend on Arab governments because of
the nature of their forms. While the United
States can and does have some influence on
which leader or party should be backed or
maintained in the Arab countries through
provision of military and financial aid, they
cannot influence to the same degree the
process through which Israel chooses its
leaders. Israel is thus perceived to be a
cultural, political and ideological extention
of the United States in its global strategy to
gain friends over the U.S.S.R.
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The Egyptian People Reject Camp David

Dr. Yehya El-Jamal, Vice President of the
Unionist Coalition Party and an ex-minister
in the Egyptian government, spoke about
the Egyptian opposition to the Sadat
initiative in Washington, D.C. this month.
Following is a summary of it:

The Unionist Coalition Party in Egypt,
headed by Khaled Moheddin, is composed
of ex-Nassarites, Marxists, Arab Nationalists
and progressive independent Egyptian
individuals who oppose the policies of the
Sadat government. They all demand real
democracy in Egypt, and demand a solution
to the grave economic problems which the
country has. The party started as a small
weak opposition, and it began to publish a
newspaper, al-Ahali, which emerged as the
main opposition newspaper and expressed
the feelings and aspirations of the Egyptian
people. The government banned the
newspaper, and began a campaign of
slander against the Unionist party.

At present, the Unionist party is trying to
broaden the coalition and to create a
Nationalist Front including ex-ministers and
leaders, many of whom signed statements
against Sadat’s policies and expressed their
support for the Palestinian cause, and
demanded democracy and economic
solutions to the problems of the country.
The government, however, puts
restrictions on forming opposition parties,
and it does not give any press coverage to
opposition candidates, thus making it
difficult for the opposition to reach the
masses.

Sadat’s visit to Israel was supported by
the Egyptian people when it occurred, for a
number of reasons. The government was
able to incite the Egyptian masses against
the Arabs, and to blame Egypt’s economic
ills on the Arab wars with Israel. The
government accused the Arab governments
of not helping Egypt financially. The
opposition to Sadat was then weak and
divided. Sadat’s visit to Israel promised
three major changes to Egypt; prosperity,
democracy and peace. People believed that
after Sadat’s visit to Israel these things
would be forthcoming. But as time passed,
the Egyptian people found out that these
promises were not fulfilled. Peace did not
come, and the Middle East was in its worst
period of tensions and conflict. Egypt’s
withdrawal from the conflict upset the
balance in the area and resulted in great
instability. Moreover, the two super powers

were in conflict over the area thus
increasing tensions.

As for prosperity, it became evident that
only a few became richer. All the ills of the
capitalist system appeared in Egypt;
inflation, unemployment, limited income for
middle class and exploitation and lack of
values in transactions. Thus the economic
gap between the different classes of people
was widened and the middle and lower
classes were caught in the great inflation.

Moreover, democracy and democratic
participation was not allowed. The
government dissolved the parliament and
appointed a new parliament that endorsed
the Camp David agreements enormously.
Parties were banned, and a law was adopted
preventing candidates from criticizing the
Camp David agreements. Due to all these
facts the opposition began to gain strength,
and it is now trying to unify its forces and
provide an alternative.

The Sadat government remains in power
due to outside factors, over which it has no
control. For example, parties were banned,
and a law was adopted preventing
candidates from criticizing the Camp David
agreements. Due to all these facts, the
opposition began to gain strength, and it is
now trying to unify its forces and provide an

alternative. The Arab governments are
divided and weak, unable to unify the ranks
and face Camp David. Moreover, the
opposition within Egypt is weak and
divided. Also the U.S. government is
providing Sadat with full protection and
advice.

The Egyptian people, however, are aware
of what is happening. They are now silent,
but they oppose Sadat’s policies, and they
will move to put an end to the deteriorating
conditions. The Egyptian people are slow in
movement and revolution, but they are
decisive when they rebel, as happened in
history in the 1919, 1939 and 1952
revolutions. The masses today do not
govern the means to revolt and they must
face a regime that is strong and has all the
means of control. But the Egyptian people
will ultimately rise.

The people reject the normalization of
relations with Israel, just as the government
bureaucracy also resists the normalization
of relations. Government officials do not
implement policies concerning ties with
Israel. Most of the professional unions,
including the lawyers, doctors, teachers,
and artists refuse to join activities dealing
with Israel. Egyptian universities refuse to
receive Israeli delegations. The Lawyer’s
Guild took a decision to punish one of its
distinguished members because he joined a
delegation to Israel. At the Egyptian Book
Fair, the Israeli section was boycotted, and
all Egyptian theaters refused to entertain
Israeli President Lavon during his visit to
Egypt.

Today, the Unionist Party’s relations with
the PLO are strong and genuine. The party
leaders met with Chairman Arafat and other
PLO leaders earlier this year in Beirut.
We strongly support the Palestinian cause
and we have called for full support for the
PLO and the Arab struggle for the liberation
of occupied Arab lands.
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