A Candid View of the Middle East:
An Interview with Ambassador
Hermann Frederick Eilts
As a career foreign service officer, Hermann Eilts served in the Middle
East for thirty-two years and was the U.S. Ambassador to Saudi Arabia
from 1965 to 1970 and the U.S. Ambassador to Egypt from 1973 to
1979. Presently he is Directorof the Centerfor InternationalAffairs and
chairman of the political science department at Boston University. In this
interview, Ambassador Eilts gives his views of the participantsand issues
confronting American policymakers in the Middle East. He responds to a
wide-rangingseries of questions touching on every aspect of American concern
in the region. While rejecting some commonly held notions about the ArabIsraeli dispute, Ambassador Eilts urges a steadierand more balancedpolicy
approachfor the United States in the Middle East.

Forum: When George Shultz was named Secretary of State, much was
made of his previous position with the Bechtel Company, which has close
ties to the Arab states. How has U.S. policy toward the Middle East
changed since Shultz took over?
Eilts: When George Shultz was named Secretary of State, there were
some who made charges that Bechtel, his previous company, had business
associations with various Arab states and that this might influence his
policy judgments. I must say that I have seen no evidence of any such
influence whatsoever. I think American policy toward the Middle East
since George Shultz has taken over as Secretary of State remains essentially,
that is in substance, unchanged. In my judgment, the nation's concern
for the well-being and security of Israel has not in any way altered.
What is different, however, is that Secretary Shultz has a greater appreciation than his predecessor had of the need for the United States
once again to take an active role in the moribund Middle East peace
process. Out of that has come President Reagan's September 1 plan. As
far as I am concerned, what this really means is not a change in policy
in any way, but a greater emphasis upon renewed American participation
in moving the long stagnant peace process forward. This is a good thing
and is long overdue. But the basic principles are unchanged.
Forum: President Reagan recently proposed a new Middle East peace plan
which called for the establishment of Palestinian autonomy on the West
Bank in association with Jordan. Does this mean that President Reagan
has abandoned the Camp David process?
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Eilts: I do not believe that President Reagan's "New Start," as he called
it, on Middle East peace, which included the suggestion of an autonomous
Palestinian entity, is any change from Camp David. After all, the Camp
David arrangement - the second of the two agreements that was signed
there - specified an autonomous regime for the West Bank and Gaza.
What has been missing in the last two and a half years - both the last
year of the Carter Administration and the first year and a half of the
Reagan Administration - has been an active American role in pushing
forward the Camp David concept of autonomy in the West Bank and
Gaza. What President Reagan has said is, to me at least, fully consistent
with the Camp David agreement. He has, in a number of instances,
clarified what he believes the American view is and should be on the
substance of such autonomy. And, after all, it should be borne in mind
that the whole autonomy idea of Camp David is no more than a halfway
house. Once one gets to that halfway house, it is still necessary to determine
what has to come afterwards as a more permanent solution.
The Camp David agreement says that no later than three years after
the autonomous structure, i.e., a Palestinian self-governing body, is set
up, negotiations will begin on the final solution of the West Bank-Gaza
problem. President Reagan has now said that in his view the final solution
should not be an independent Palestinian state, nor should it be the Israeli
incorporation of the West Bank and Gaza. Instead, the West Bank and
Gaza should be set up as an autonomous structure in association with
Jordan. I don't see these thoughts as inconsistent with Camp David. And
I know that even President Carter, while he did not clarify it to the extent
that President Reagan has, also had the idea that the West Bank and
Gaza, after going through the autonomy stage, would join in some fashion
with Jordan. So to me, the Reagan proposals are totally consistent.
Forum: In his peace plan, President Reagan argued against the formation
of a Palestinian state. How realistic is it to expect the Palestinians to be
satisfied with less than full statehood?
Eilts: President Reagan did speak against the formation of a Palestinian
state. I don't think it is unrealistic to think of an option that precludes
a Palestinian state. Granted, it is certainly not something that pleases
most Palestinians, who do genuinely want an independent state, and this
is one of its weaknesses. One can understand why the Palestinians want
it. The Palestinian national movement is dedicated to the concept of an
independent Palestinian state. Palestinians look around and see some of
the states that have in recent years joined the United Nations and say,
"We are much more sophisticated, more educated, more numerous people
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than the people of some of these smaller states. Why should we not have
the right to self-determination?" The Reagan idea, opposing an independent
Palestinian state - which is consistent with the Carter idea, by the way
- is going to make the negotiations that much more difficult. There is
no question about it. But it is a viable alternative and ought to be viewed
by Palestinians and other Arabs as preferable to eventual incorporation of
the West Bank and Gaza into Israel.
If I had my way, I would propose that in considering the options beyond
that halfway house, i.e., beyond autonomy, one ought to include not
only union with Jordan in some fashion, or union with Israel, as Mr.
Begin would like, or the perpetuation of an autonomous regime (those
three alternatives have always been there), but also the fourth option of
an independent Palestinian state. It seems to me that to include this last
option does not necessarily mean that it has to be the final result. But in
an effort to get the Palestinians to participate in the talks - and that is,
I think, the essential element since you can't have successful talks if there
is no Palestinian participation - one must at least offer them that option.
Then it will be up to the Palestinians, in terms of their own actions in
the area and their own actions in the peace talks, to demonstrate that
they have the will and the capability to exist as an independent Palestinian
state without being a threat to their neighbors.
Forum: Would not Palestinian autonomy in association with Jordan pose
a threat to King Hussein's Hashemite Kingdom? Why would King Hussein
agree to a plan which would increase the number of Palestinians under
his control?
Eilts: This is something that one hears suggested very often. The argument
is that two-thirds of the Jordanian population is already Palestinian. Add
more Palestinians, especially those who are not particularly happy with
the Hashemite regime, and this becomes a threat to the King. I would
be more persuaded by that argument if I heard it from King Hussein. I
hear it too often from Israeli or pro-Israeli sources. They ought not to
worry so much about King Hussein; he knows what he is doing. He has
had his head on his shoulders for a long time. If he feels that he can
manage more Palestinians in the Jordanian state, I would rely upon his
judgment rather than that ofsthose who claim to be his well-wishers but
who really are looking for a rationale to avoid the West Bank and Gaza
returning to Jordan.
Forum: The Israelis rejected President Reagan's peace plan outright. What
could persuade the Israelis to consider seriously any peace plan which
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includes provisions for Palestinian autonomy? What changes in attitude
could be expected if the Begin government were to be replaced?
Eilts: First of all, I would emphasize that Israel, as a signatory of Camp
David, is obligated to accept an autonomy concept. Mr. Begin is not
being asked to accept anything that he did not agree to at Camp David.
The issue is what autonomy means. In the Israeli view it means that the
proposed Palestinian self-governing body should have narrow powers and
responsibilities so as to preclude any independent Palestinian state. In the
Egyptian view it means that the powers and responsibilities of the selfgoverning body should be sufficiently broad to enable that body, in the
five year transitional period that is envisaged in the Camp David agreement,
to have the opportunity to show its ability to manage all sectors of
governance as well as its willingness and ability to maintain security. But
autonomy is something that Mr. Begin is obligated to promote under
Camp David. It is simply a question of what autonomy means in terms
of the extent of powers and responsibilities to be included in that general
concept.
If Mr. Begin's government were to be replaced, if a Labor government
were to come in, my guess is that the Labor government would seek some
kind of division of the West Bank, probably something along the lines
of the old Allon Plan, with the western parts of the West Bank going to
Israel and the eastern parts going to Jordan. Just where one would draw
the line in the West Bank, which after all is a very small area, would be
the subject of negotiation. That would be the principal difference between
Likud and Labor approaches to the problem.
Forum: How would the Palestinians accept a division of the West Bank?
Eilts: The Palestinians have always opposed the Allon Plan idea. They do
not want a division of the West Bank. They see the West Bank and Gaza
as areas in which a Palestinian state should be set up. So Labor's approach
would probably not be any more acceptable to the Palestinians and to
some extent probably would be less acceptable than is the idea of autonomy,
provided that autonomy can lead to an eventual Palestinian state.
Forum: Israel has proven its military superiority over its Arab neighbors
on several occasions. Has this led to a feeling of security?
Eilts: I don't see a great deal of evidence that Israel's military successes
have appreciably altered what is, in effect, an Israeli national paranoia
about their security. It has indeed made them feel that for the moment
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they are a bit more secure, but what worries them is long-term prospects.
Right now, they have a qualitative military superiority, but they tend to
look around and seek to measure security in quantitative terms. They
argue that, taking all the Arab states together, the Arabs have more
airplanes, more tanks, more equipment and more wealth, and sooner or
later, the qualitative inferiority of the Arabs is going to change. So down
the road they fear that once this has happened, i.e., when there is a
qualitative improvement in the Arab armies, their security will be threatened.
So long as the Arabs are not prepared to conclude a peace treaty, with
all the obligations - the mutually binding contractual obligations that this would entail, the Israelis are going to continue to feel a sense
of insecurity, despite their impressive military victories. In a sense, this
is at the heart of the problem.
The United States provides the Israelis year after year with large quantities
of military equipment. In principle I have no problem with this. The
Israelis are threatened and they need military equipment, but the more
they receive, the greater their capability becomes, the more they seem to
be concerned that their security is still in danger. That is a psychological
problem for them that is difficult to overcome. One comes back again to
the need for peace treaties, contractually binding peace treaties. Such
instruments would help, but even then, there would be a period of years
before this national security paranoia would begin to abate. They have
lived, after all, for thirty years in a state of siege. It is a Festung Israeltype situation. And that cannot be assuaged quickly. It will take time;
it will take a gradual normalization of relations; it will take a consciousness
on their part that they are accepted in the area and are not viewed simply
as a pariah state. I don't expect this sense of insecurity of Israel to change
appreciably for a good many years.
Forum:In the aftermath of the Israeli invasion of Lebanon and the continued
Israeli intransigence in the Palestinian autonomy talks, what pressures
have been put on Egyptian leaders to alter their policy toward Israel?
Eilts: The Israeli negotiating position in the West Bank-Gaza autonomy
talks has indeed been different from that of Egypt. It has been different
in the sense that I spoke of earlier. They want narrow powers and responsibilities for the West Bank-Gaza government; the Egyptians want
broad powers and responsibilities. That difference has created certain
tensions in their post-treaty relationship, but I don't think it is that which
has altered the Egyptian view toward Israel. What has really altered the
relationship, especially during the last year, has been the series of Israeli
actions, beginning with the bombing of the Osirak reactor in Iraq, then
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the bombing of the PLO headquarters in Beirut with the loss of some
three hundred civilian lives, and most recently and dramatically, the
invasion of Lebanon. These Israeli actions have posed real problems for
the government of Egypt. They have meant that the government of Egypt
has treaty relationships with a country that is committing, in the Egyptian
view, flagrant aggression against another Arab state. This is hard for
Egyptians as Arabs to accept. Moreover, and I think this is even more
disturbing to the Egyptian leadership, the Israeli actions have demonstrated
how little influence Egypt has with the Israeli government in urging
restraint, and, equally significant, how little influence it has had with
the American government to get Washington to intervene with Israel
more forcibly.
This demonstrated impotence of the Egyptian government in its present
situation has hurt the reputation of President Mubarak. It has caused
some loss of support for his government. He has been under pressure now
for at least six months to take some action, even if only symbolic, to
indicate Egyptian displeasure. Though he has recently withdrawn his
ambassador from Israel, i.e., after the invasion of Lebanon, he had already
been urged to do this months earlier and had fought against it. He fought
against it, not because he did not think such actions - symbolic actions,
that is all they are - were unjustified, but because he was concerned that
if he did so, the United States would claim that he was disengaging from
the peace settlement. Finally, however, after the invasion of Lebanon and
the massacre of the Palestinians in the Shatilah and Sabra camps, he had
no option but to take the symbolic measure of withdrawing his ambassador.
The United States has had to accept this because the massacres, with
Israeli troops standing by, were such a blatant affair that Mubarak clearly
had to do something. If he had not, his public support would have eroded
even more.
So I think it has caused a disillusionment with Israel. It has also caused
some disillusionment among Egyptians of the value - of the political
value - of the Egyptian-American relationship. And it has caused President
Mubarak to lose certain domestic support because his hands seem to be
tied. He was perceived to be impotent, unable to do anything to show
Egyptian displeasure, or to influence either the United States or Israel.
In that sense, the Egyptian attitude towards Israel and the United States
has changed. There is hardly any Egyptian trust in Israel, and Egyptian
confidence in the United States has sharply declined.
Forum: Much attention is focused on the instability of certain regimes in
the Middle East, especially in Saudi Arabia and Jordan. Yet little is said
in this regard about Egypt. How stable is Egypt under President Hosni
Mubarak?
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Eilts: I believe that the Mubarak regime remains strong. I believe that
even though, as I have just indicated, he has lost a lot of domestic support
because of his relationship with the United States and his relationship
with Israel. But that loss of support is not at present sufficiently serious
to threaten the Mubarak regime. It is simply one of another series of
problems that the Mubarak regime has which it has been unable to resolve.
The economic problems of Egypt are perhaps the most serious. And
the Egyptian government's inability to develop an accelerated economic
program has hurt it. There is criticism in Egypt of the Mubarak government.
But let's face it, we are going to have that same kind of situation with
every Egyptian President for the next twenty years. No Egyptian president
is going to be able to move ahead on the economic front as quickly as
Egyptians would like. It is one thing to call for austerity if one is in a
wartime situation. Even if a state is not in an active fighting posture, a
government can still call for austerity. However, once "peace" is at hand,
when there is a peace treaty, then calls for austerity begin to lose their
appeal to the public. This has happened in Egypt.
The economic situation is a difficult one for Mubarak and will be for
his successors. These economic problems, combined with the serious problems
with Israel in Lebanon, create a broader public criticism of the government
of Egypt than has been the case before. They all work together, one
emphasizes and reemphasizes the other. But despite all of this, I regard
the Mubarak government as still quite capable of maintaining control.
Now that should not be taken to mean that one may not have demonstrations in Egypt: demonstrations caused by price rises, demonstrations
caused by Moslem fundamentalists, demonstrations caused by students and the students are particularly irate about what has happened in Lebanon.
But President Mubarak has the capability of maintaining his government
in office. As far as I can tell, the Egyptian military continues to support
him. And continues to support the peace treaty, primarily because with
peace has come a rather sizeable American military program which the
Egyptian military has wanted for a long time. I do not, therefore, see
any serious weakening of the Mubarak government, but a loss of some
public support, yes.
Forum: The Egyptians appear to be moving toward a rapprochement with
the Saudis and other moderate Arabs. What factors led to this and how
far can it go?
Eilts: In my judgment, the principal factor that led to this is that Egypt
has for the last thirty-five years regarded itself not only as a member of
the Arab community but also as the leader of the Arab community. Now,
sometimes it exaggerated that self-assumed leadership role, but Egypt is
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the largest Arab state in terms of population. It is a state which has been
the cultural center of Islam and Arabism for a long period of time. So
Egypt fitted quite properly into the Arab world.
What I think many Americans have failed to realize is the totally
unnatural state of affairs for Egyptians, from top to bottom, that took
place with Egypt's suspension from the Arab League. This was a traumatic
shock for Egyptians who, as I said a moment ago, have regarded themselves
as the leaders of the Arab world for a long time. It was inevitable, in
those circumstances, that the Egyptians would want to look for ways and
means of reentering the Arab camp. Peace with Israel may be recognized
as a good thing in principle, but normalization with Israel could under
no circumstance replace Egyptian association with Arab states.
Their difficulty was how to do this without giving up the peace treaty.
I think they genuinely want that peace treaty. They want peace; not
because they love Israel, but because they need peace. So the dilemma of
Egyptian diplomacy has been how to get back into the Arab camp, how
to resume a leadership role in the Arab camp, without giving up the
peace treaty. If they were to give it up, this would have repercussions in
their relationship with the United States. Related to this has been the
dilemma of getting the Arabs to accept the fact that they still want to
be part of the Arab world but also want to retain their peace treaty with
Israel. When we first started with Egypt in the peace process in 1973,
it was with the hope that Egypt might also lead other Arab states toward
peace. Camp David destroyed that objective.
It seems to me that events in the Middle East as a whole in the last
year and a half have helped to bring about some kind of rapprochement
between Egypt and the Arab world, or at least with some of the Arab
states. One is the death of Sadat. Sadat had a personal animosity toward
the Saudi leadership which was reciprocated by the Saudi leaders. Similarly,
President Sadat had a personal dislike for King Hussein which was also
reciprocated. With Sadat's passing, President Mubarak's approach is different.
Mubarak has good personal relations with the Saudis; indeed, he wants
- and has always wanted - good relations with them. He has always
regretted some of the statements Sadat made which helped to strain
relations. And he has patiently and consistently let it be known that
Egyptian media attacks, public attacks against friendly Arab states, or a
state with which Egypt would like to be friendly, will cease. He has made
it clear that, so far as Egypt is concerned, it would welcome a rapprochement
with the Arab states. He is not seeking to press the Saudis or the Jordanians
or any others. But, at least the issues and the propaganda attacks which
helped strain relations have changed for the better.
The Saudis have begun an informal dialogue with the Egyptians. Jordan's
King Hussein has an informal dialogue with the Egyptians. The Iraqis,
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one of the principle opposition elements to Camp David, have found that
their war with Iran requires Egyptian help. They have sent delegations
to Egypt asking for weapons and have received them. The Moroccans have
sent their foreign minister to Cairo.
I remember once saying to the late President Sadat, I guess it was two
years ago, shortly before his death, how disturbed I was at Egypt's isolation
in the Arab world. To this he replied, "Egypt is not isolated, it is the
other Arabs who are isolated." Now there may have been an ethnocentric
quality about this, but he was not entirely wrong. Here, in the last year,
the Iraqis have come to Egypt, the Moroccans have come to Egypt, the
Jordanians are having informal dealings with Egypt, as are the Saudis.
The Syrians are not, and the Libyans are not, but even the Libyans are
beginning to send signals of wanting some sort of improved relations with
Egypt. Sadat may have been right; Egypt is the strongest Arab state, and
sooner or later the other Arab states are going to have to come back to
Egypt.
My view is, therefore, that it is the actions of the Mubarak regime stopping media attacks, letting it be known that it wants good relations,
but without jettisoning the peace treaty - and the realization by the
other Arab States that they do need some kind of association with Egypt
that are causing the change. Egypt is not pushing for an early resumption
of diplomatic relations. It is perfectly content to have the dialogue take
place at an informal level until such time as the other Arab states themselves
decide that they want to formalize it and go into resumption of diplomatic
relationships.
Forum: The Saudis were criticized, by the PLO and others, for not taking
strong enough action against the Israeli invasion of Lebanon. Why were
the Saudis reluctant to take a stronger stance, perhaps by initiating an
oil embargo?
Eilts: It was the wrong time for Saudi Arabia to think of an oil embargo.
The oil situation in the last year and a half has been one of a surplus, a
glut. An embargo would not really have had the kind of effect that it
had in 1973. Moreover, I think the Saudis themselves have come to the
realization that an oil embargo is not the proper way to respond to this
kind of situation. It would hurt them as much as it would hurt the West.
There is an additional consideration. Saudi Arabia, at the moment,
feels itself seriously threatened by Iran. However unhappy the Saudi
leadership may be with the failure of the United States to take stronger
restraining action with Israel on the issue of Lebanon, it does not want
to take a series of actions that will so irritate the government in Washington
that the Saudis can no longer count upon American support against this
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very real, in their view, Iranian threat. So the time was wrong. The threats
that they were facing were such that they had to swallow the Lebanese
invasion. It was not easy for them, but they had to swallow what was
happening - the Israeli aggression against Lebanon and the United States'
apparent passivity - and not use the oil embargo.
It is true that Saudi Foreign Minister Saud bin Faisal, when he was
here several months ago in the early stages of the Israeli attack on Lebanon,
did speak of the possibility of using financial pressure, not the oil embargo,
but financial pressure, i.e., withdrawing some Saudi investments in this
country. That could hurt us if they were to withdraw large amounts. But
there is a restraining element too. Where would they put the money?
The capital markets of Europe and Japan have a limited absorptive capacity.
The American capital markets are really the only place they can put it.
So while Saud bin Faisal might feel that one could perhaps shake the
American government to be more active by hinting at some financial
withdrawals, there is a limit to what they can do.
To add a final reason, King Fahd is a great believer in the importance
of the American-Saudi relationship. He has always urged restraint upon
his brothers and upon his government in showing displeasure with the
United States. I am sure that he would not want to engage in another
oil embargo at this particular juncture simply because he does want good
relations with the United States.
Forum: Under King Khalid, Saudi Arabia was led by a relatively conservative
king and a more progressive, pro-Western crown prince. Now, former
Crown Prince Fahd has become king, and the new crown prince, Abdullah,
is considered more conservative. What are the implications of this leadership
change for Saudi foreign policy?
Eilts: I don't think there are any real implications. The Saudi family
operates, ever since the death of King Faisal, pretty much on a consensus
basis. King Fahd, even when Crown Prince and certainly now that he is
king, can have his way on anything that he feels strongly about. Prince
Abdullah is more conservative; he does have some stronger views about
what he considers American inaction in the Middle East - American
favoritism towards Israel. But Prince Abdullah, in my years of working
with him, I would never have called anti-American. It is simply, so far
as he is concerned, a matter of not seeking to be as close to the United
States as his brother, King Fahd, prefers. But Fahd will have his way,
and so long as the Iranian threat is there to Saudi Arabia, the royal family
- all of its members - will swallow whatever doubts they have about
the United States and continue the close relationship with this country.

EILTS: A CANDID VIEW OF THE MIDDLE EAST

They will not, however, in my judgment, provide the United States
with bases or military facilities. They prefer an over-the-horizon American
security umbrella. After all, every American president, from Harry Truman
on, has made unilateral statements about America's interest in the territorial
integrity and political independence of Saudi Arabia, and Reagan has done
so. This is welcome to Saudi Arabia. The Saudis have always, ever since
I have known them, felt themselves encircled, and they continue to feel
that way. So the American association is a useful security umbrella which
none of the members of the royal family will easily jettison. I don't really
see any serious changes in Saudi policy from the move of Fahd from the
crown prince position to the position of king and of Abdullah to that of
heir apparent. As a matter of fact, I think Fahd's ability to obtain acceptance,
even in the family consensus, of his views on critical elements, including
the relationship with the United States, is strengthened rather than weakened
by the fact the Prince Abdullah has become crown prince.
Forum: Saudi Arabia seems to require constant reaffirmation of American
support (the Saudis said, for example, that the AWACS sale was a test
of U.S. friendship), yet they are wary of being seen as too close to the
United States. What exactly do the Saudis want from the United States?
Eilts:They want the American security umbrella to continue. At the same
time, they do not want to appear in Arab eyes as an American surrogate.
They have a great sensitivity - they are, after all, a small nation in terms
of numbers, though wealthy - and they sense that they are encircled all
the time. So they want the American connection and yet they don't want
the American presence which would appear to make them look like American
surrogates. I think it is as simple as that.
The Saudi leadership is not unhappy to have the American ships in the
Indian Ocean, over the horizon. But it is not going to provide bases. This
would be seen as subservience to the United States. It would be seen that
way domestically, and it would be seen that way in the Arab world. If
the Saudis appear to be a client of the United States, as the late President
Sadat tended to think they were, the Saudis fear that whatever influence
they have in the Arab world will be weakened. It is a kind of complex
thing of wanting us, yet not wanting us too close. Also, the greater the
American presence in Saudi Arabia, the greater is Saudi public unhappiness
with the royal family. This it must also take into account.
Forum: Since the fall of the Shah of Iran, there has been a lot of speculation
about the stability of the Saudi regime. What are the major sources of
stability and instability within Saudi Arabia?
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Eilts: Yes, it is true that since the fall of the Shah of Iran, there has been
a lot of talk about how unstable Saudi Arabia is supposed to be. Again,
my reading of this kind of talk, which was particularly prominent, as I
recall, a year to a year and a half ago, comes largely from pro-Israeli
sources. The wish is father to the thought, one sometimes feels, among
many who articulate such a view.
The situation in Saudi Arabia is not similar to the situation in Iran.
Shiite Islam, Twelver Shiite Islam, and Sunni Islam in Saudi Arabia operate
quite differently. Unlike the Shah of Iran, who was removed and aloof
from his people, the Saudi royal family is close to the Saudi people. It is
a kind of benevolent despotism. The kind of SAVAK-dominated police
state that existed in Iran is simply not present in Saudi Arabia. The mejlis
system, the ability of anybody to see the king or any of the governors to
present petitions, while it is wrong to try to cast this as democracy,
nevertheless keeps the family in constant close touch with the population.
Saudi Arabia's potential problems of instability will arise if the family
cannot reach agreement within itself on certain issues. But this is an old
problem. The family, no matter what the individual views of the various
princes, is deeply conscious of how such internecine family divisions in
the last century almost destroyed it. It is natural that there should be
differing views among the princes. They work them out, and I see no
evidence of inability in the future, at least in the foreseeable future, to
work them out. As a matter of fact, the earlier question spoke of Prince
Abdullah and King Fahd; in these last two years, I have never seen the
senior members of the family - when King Khalid was alive, he and
Crown Prince Fahd (now King Fahd), Prince Abdullah, Prince Sultan working as closely together as I have in these last two years. So family
splits, which one hears about, are natural differences of view. They are
not so serious in nature that they are going to create instability.
I think the prospect of an Iranian-type development in Saudi Arabia
is not very real in the near future. Ten years down the road, when one
has a different series of princes who have not all come from King 'Abd
al-Aziz, who have not been brought up together, then it might be different.
Then one will have the horizontal line of princes, i.e., the surviving sons
of 'Abd al-Aziz, and vertical lines, i.e., the sons of each of the princes,
cousins of one another, all vying for influence and power. This is one of
the great problems of whoever is managing the Saudi family, to allocate
positions in government - governorates, cabinet positions - to the
different sibling clusters that make up the royal family. But, they have
thus far been able to manage it and I see no reason why they cannot
continue to manage it. There will also be increasing pressures from Westerntrained "commoners" for greater positions of responsibility and this the
royal family will have to take into account in its management of the state.
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The forces for stability in Saudi Arabia are the strong leadership qualities
of people like Fahd, Sultan, and Abdullah. Contrary to the belief of many,
the family has some remarkably able people in it, remarkably hard-working
people with a dedication to the well-being of the state of Saudi Arabia.
There is another stabilizing force; the family, which is still so strong in
Saudi Arabia, is a stabilizing force.
All of these elements are faced with how one manages an economy that
has boomed in the last "x" number of years, and sooner or later everyone
is concerned that there is going to be a bust. That may happen at some
point. The Saudi oil production at the moment is not enough to meet
its own annual expenses, but this is a temporary situation. Again, in my
view, they can manage the problems that they have. And I just don't
accept the argument that one is going to find in Saudi Arabia a replication
of the Iranian developments. The situation is far too different.
Formn: How have the Iran-Iraq war and the Iranian Revolution affected
Saudi foreign policy?
Eilts: First, let's take the Iranian Revolution, because time-wise, sequentially,
that came first. The Iranian Revolution has been a source of deep concern
to the Saudi government. It is not that they oppose a successful Islamic
Revolution, but it is that they tend to see the Iranian Islamic Revolution
not primarily as an Islamic revolution, but as a Shiite Islamic revolution.
The conservative Hanbalites of Saudi Arabia have, for a millennium,
opposed Shi'ism, specifically Twelver Shi'ism. Thus, the success in Iran
of Khomeini is something that worries them.
Second, the Iranian Government has announced that its revolution is
for export. When it is for export, it means Iraq and it means Saudi Arabia.
The Iranian radio broadcasts a year and a half ago were inciting the Shiite
population of Saudi Arabia to revolt. This, the Saudis must bear in mind.
For the moment, these radio attacks are muted, but the Iranian idea of
revolution for export is still there. And that is one reason why, as I
suggested a moment ago, Prince Fahd (King Fahd now), attaches so much
importance to good relations with the United States. He does perceive
an Iranian threat, and that Iranian threat is perhaps, in his view, more
imminent, more serious than even the Israeli threat. That is a major
determining factor in Saudi foreign policy.
The Iraq-Iran war the Saudis see as further demonstration of Iranian
intentions to dominate the Arab states in the Gulf. One must bear in
mind here one background feature - that Arabs and Iranians have always
disliked one another. There is an ethnic cleavage that is in the background
here. The Saudis tend to blame Iran for what has taken place. They feel
that the Iraqi government, even though it initiated the hostilities, had

THE FLETCHER FORUM

WINTER 1983

to do so because it was being threatened by Iran. They have supported
Iraq very generously, moneywise, allowing transit of military equipment,
and certainly morally. They would not be unhappy, however, if the IranIraq war ended inconclusively with both Iran and Iraq exhausted, because
then neither one could effectively pursue what the Saudis believe are
ambitions, leadership ambitions, in the Gulf as a whole. They would not
want a decisive Iranian victory; that they would see as a first step toward
subsequent action against them. They would not mind an Iraqi victory
because Iraq would be considered beholden in large measure to Saudi
Arabia. But what they would most like to have is an inconclusive war in
which nobody wins and both are weakened.
Forum: United States officials consider Saudi Arabia, because of its oil
wealth and religious importance, to be a politically influential country in
the Middle East. Based on this view, American leaders seem to expect
the Saudis to take diplomatic initiatives for peace and stability in the
region. How capable are the Saudis of taking initiatives to promote peace?
Eilts: In my view, various American administrations have tended to assume
a greater Saudi political influence in the Middle East than is warranted
or is wanted by the Saudi leadership. The Saudis, not so much because of
their religious importance, but because of their money, do have an element
of influence. They have the ability to reconcile, to some extent, diverse
parties in the Arab world. This is a behind-the-scenes influence. But their
money, which is after all their principal foreign policy resource, is not
enough to enable them to assume a major leadership role in moving the
Arab world into a peace structure that is unacceptable to the Arab world.
The Saudis are temperamentally not given to be out front. As a matter
of fact, in that regard, I don't think many Americans fully appreciate
how extraordinary the Fahd plan was. It was the first time in Saudi history
that a Saudi had stepped out front in this fashion. It was a remarkably
courageous effort on the part of Prince Fahd. But, he was also aware, at
that first Fez conference, of the difficulties that Saudi Arabia would face
in getting it accepted. And it was withdrawn.
Now Fahd and the Saudis have, in the intervening year, sought to
persuade other Arab countries to accept a modified form of the Fahd plan.
That is good; that is the kind of thing which the Saudis do adeptly informal, unofficial talks, reconciliation efforts. But to expect the Saudis,
as the Carter Administration at one point did and the Reagan Administration
would like the Saudis to do, to be out front, to say, "we're going to urge
our friends to participate in autonomy talks despite what Mr. Begin is
doing," that is foolish. The Saudis aren't going to do it; they can't do
it. They have only four and a half million people. Money can win you
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support for a temporary period of time; it is never the type of permanent
foreign policy instrument that enables you to take a major leadership role.
So it is a mistake, in my view, to ask the Saudis to do more than they
can reasonably be expected to do. Ask them to help by the method at
which they are best, informal diplomacy on particular issues. But don't
ask them to take a leadership role on something that is politically sensitive
to the Saudi people and to the Arab people in general. That's asking more
than one has a right to do. It is bound to lead to disappointments.
Forum: How can the Fahd plan be reconciled with the Reagan peace plan?
Eilts: I don't think the two plans are really that reconcilable, except if
one takes one of the points of the Fahd plan which seems to suggest a
willingness on the part of the Arab states to recognize Israel. It is not
stated explicitly, but implicitly it seems to be present. There is an element
of overlap there.
No, I think what has to be done is that in any negotiation that takes
place, based on Mr. Reagan's ideas, the elements of the Fahd plan ought
to be introduced as well. They don't have to be accepted in each case;
they may have to be modified. King Fahd has said, after all, that it is
not a take-it-or-leave-it kind of thing. But these are agenda items, and
legitimate agenda items, which I believe ought to be accepted as agenda
items in the peace negotiations. Even in autonomy negotiations - remember
autonomy is only a halfway house - one still has to work out what is
going to happen after that halfway house. Some of the ideas in the Fahd
plan, or the latest Fez plan, are, I think, useful things to consider. And
they can be handled concurrently, but without any effort really to reconcile
each point, both for short-term and longer-term solutions.
Forum: Ayatollah Khomeini's Islamic Revolution is seen by many as a
threat to the internal stability of other Moslem regimes. How much
support is there among Moslems for Khomeini, and how much of a threat
do they pose?
Eilts: We have already talked about this in connection with the Iran-Iraq
war and in connection with Saudi Arabia's perceptions of the threat. But
I think I would make another point here. The Iranian Islamic Revolution,
and its revolution for export, is a cause of great uneasiness for most Sunni
Arab regimes - the exception being the Syrian regime. So governments
tend to be uneasy about it.
But the meaning of the Iranian Islamic Revolution, as personified by
Khomeini, has an appeal even to Sunni Arab publics. It kind of leaps
over governments. People - Sunni Moslems - in the Arab countries
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see the success of Khomeini in Iran not in the kind of terms the Saudi
leadership see it (that is, the success of Shiite Islam), but the success of
Islam. They would like to emulate that success. At the same time they
would not necessarily like to emulate the structure, i.e., the model, of
the Iranian Islamic Government. But the idea that Moslems, who have
a deep sense of inferiority - they were defeated several hundred years
ago by Christians and have been treated as second-class citizens in the
modern world - now see that Islam can be successful. They would like
to do that themselves. They would like to set up Islamic governments.
These would obviously have an overlap, to some extent, in structure with
that of Iran, but they would also have some very different points based
upon Sunni practice. In that sense, Khomeini's Islamic Revolution has
jumped over governments and has an appeal to Moslems everywhere.
But I think one must also bear in mind here that the Khomeini revolution
represents something else. And that is the agonizing problem that Moslems
everywhere have been facing on modernization. Is it possible, they ask,
whether Shiite or Sunni, to create modernization that is not Western in
character, but that has an Islamic flavor to it? And here the Iranian
revolution seems to many as an example that modernization can be created
by Moslems.
Now, as the Islamic revolution in Iran proceeds and involves mass
executions and the destruction of the national economy, questions are being asked. The Iranian Islamic revolution is teaching Moslems everywhere
some disturbing lessons. They see that there are many flaws in what
happened in Iran. Flaws, that if they were at any time to conduct an
Islamic revolution, would have to be corrected.
Formn: Most Arab states view the United States as the unwavering supporter
of Israeli policy. This perception appears to hinder American efforts to
move closer to the moderate Arabs. How can the United States disassociate
itself from unfavorable Israeli actions while continuing to support Israeli
security?
Eilts: I think there are a number of ways in which the United States can
do this. One is to stop this constant policy of seeking to play both sides
against the middle. If the Israelis take an action of which the United
States disapproves, instead of first taking a position which enhances that
action and then seeking to find a balancing statement - "but it would
not have happened if the Arabs had not taken this or that position against
Israel" - the United States should forthrightly condemn it. Conversely, if
the Arabs do it, we should be equally forthright in our criticism. Our
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constant balancing acts have, in my view, been a mistake. Such a wishywashy posture, which the American delegate to the U.N. seems constantly
to follow, does not help us with either Israel or the Arab states.
Secondly, we should take stronger and more effective steps to ensure
that military equipment which we provide to Israel for its own defense
is not used in aggressive actions. I think the American posture on this
issue of the Israeli use of American provided cluster bombs has been
disgraceful. We can have genuine concern, and rightly so, about Israeli
security. But when the Israelis repeatedly violate their solemn word to
us on where they use weapons, sophisticated weapons that we provide
them, we ought to stand up and say no. We did, of course, suspend the
F-15 deliveries, but everybody knows this is just a temporary thing for
cosmetic purposes. We are not fooling anybody by a simple suspension
action. We have to put teeth into the whole effort to prevent military
equipment, coming from this country and provided to Israel for defense,
from being used for aggressive purposes. The Israeli invasion of Lebanon
is the latest case in point. No Arab believes this would have been possible
without our aid to Israel. Again, we should not be wishy-washy about
doing this.
I suppose a third point would be to try and demonstrate even-handedness.
Even-handedness is a difficult policy to pursue. But nevertheless, without
some semblance of even-handedness we are always going to be suspect by
the Arabs. In the first year and a half of the Reagan Administration, I
think most Arabs tended to feel that it was an administration that was
oriented entirely toward Israel. Secretary Haig had no use for Arabs. To
him, the only thing that mattered was a good soldier. And who are the
best soldiers in the Middle East? The Israelis. Hence, so far as he was
concerned, we should not do anything that might offend the Israelis, our
only ally, no matter how much they ignored or hurt American interests
inthe area.
One can perhaps understand that kind of view, but I think in terms
of statesmanship, in terms of the responsibility of the United States to
work for a fair, just and durable Middle East settlement, it was a totally
wrong approach. Even-handedness requires an ability and willingness to
see the points of view of the two sides and to look for ways and means
of reconciling them. More than just urging talks, it requires coming up
with ideas of our own on what we regard as fair compromises on the
various issues between Arabs and Israelis, compromises that may not please
the Arabs entirely but which will also not please the Israelis entirely.
That is the kind of role that I think the Arabs would find - even when
some of these positions are not entirely what they want - much more
acceptable. It would add to the credibility of the United States.
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The Reagan proposals of September 1, while many Arabs see them as
flawed, nevertheless represent the kind of action that the United States
should be taking. I am delighted that the President finally has done this.
I think it is belated and fear the situation in the Middle East deteriorated
badly in the last year and a half because of the failure of the United States
to do this kind of thing earlier. But it is better late than never. It might
now at least be possible to redress some of this deterioration. An active
American role, based upon fairness, demonstrated fairness, would help
enormously.
Forum: Much of the purported U.S. influence over Israel is based on the
U.S.-Israel arms relationship. How much influence does the United States
gain through arms transfers to Israel and to the Arab states?
Eilts: Well, in the case of Israel, we don't seem to gain any influence.
The Israelis appear to go ahead in any way they want to, using American
weapons in disregard of American concerns - indeed in disregard, very
often, of American interests in the area. I find it disgraceful that American
administrations have been prepared to accept this as supinely as they have.
It is not necessary for any American administration to do that. It can
stand up more strongly to Israel when the latter's actions warrant doing
so. As I said before, our commitment to Israel is real and is constant. It
should be so, but that doesn't mean that the Israeli tail has got to be
allowed to wag the American dog all the time, which seems so often to
be the case.
Influence with the Arabs: I don't think that American arms transfers
to the Arabs gives us a great deal of influence on Arab political policy.
That is, we could not, because we provide AWACS to Saudi Arabia,
persuade the Saudis to accept Camp David. Nevertheless, the provision
of arms does sometimes give us certain influence in restraining Arab states,
not always, but on occasion, from going to war. Some are dependent upon
us, because they receive American supplies, for spare parts, for training.
And this does help to allow the United States to urge Arab states from
getting involved in hostilities which we would regard as destabilizing to
the area. That's about all I would see as the influence of arms transfers
on political policies of Arab states. The Soviets, incidentally, have not had
much better luck in this sphere.
I would like to see, in the case of Israel, the provision of sophisticated
military equipment to Israel tied to an Israeli commitment to negotiate
seriously on peace issues rather than kept separate. Over the years, regularly,
the idea of linking arms sales to Israel with a commitment by Israel, as
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a quid pro quo, to negotiate seriously has been raised. Every time, administrations have preferred to uncouple any such idea. Arms are for
security, they have argued, and political actions and negotiations are a
separate matter. The argument has been that if one gives Israel a greater
sense of security, out of that will come the indirect, but only indirect,
benefit that Israel will be more willing to negotiate. I would argue that
there is precious little evidence that giving Israel more arms has created
a greater willingness to negotiate seriously. When Israel has negotiated,
it has largely been because of arm-twisting by the United States. And
that we can do whether we provide arms or not. I'm not arguing against
arms for Israel, but I would like to see a more direct link than we have
been willing to insist upon, under any administration, between sophisticated
arms sales to Israel and the requirement that Israel negotiate seriously,
let us say along the lines of the Reagan Plan. That doesn't mean that one
has to accept every element of the American plan, but to negotiate along
those lines. That we are not willing to do. And I don't see any sign of
any willingness on the part of the Reagan Administration to link arms
sales to Israel with a commitment by Israel to negotiate seriously.
Forum: The Soviet Union has constantly supported radical Arab ideas yet
it has refused to aid those Arabs actually fighting for the radical cause.
How has the difference between Soviet rhetoric and Soviet action influenced
the Arab view of the Soviet Union?
Eilts: Well, I think quite frankly that the Arab states have been surprised
and shocked by Soviet passivity in the recent Lebanese fiasco. For some
reason, there were Arab leaders who thought that the Soviets would move
in militarily. The Soviets are no fools; they are not going to stick their
necks out any more for the Arabs, whom they regard as unreliable, than
they absolutely must. They provide military equipment, yes. They will
continue to do so in an effort to keep some sort of relationship with the
Syrians, the Iraqis and the Libyans. But they are not going to become
the defenders, in a military sense, for the Arab states. I think that there
is a considerable degree of disillusionment among many Arabs at the
present time over the Soviets. They had expected more of the Soviets;
they had no right to do so, but nevertheless they had expected more. The
Soviets, then, have suffered a setback. How long that setback will last
remains to be seen. It will depend in part upon how effective our actions
are in the Middle East. Most Soviet successes have come about by taking
advantage of American policy shortcomings or failures.
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I think, however, there is something more than that involved. The
Soviet invasion of Afghanistan has hurt the Soviets badly, not only in the
Arab states, but in the Islamic states as a whole. It was the Westerners
who were usually seen as neo-imperialists. There were many Arabs who
believed that this image was true. Israel represented, to them at least,
the American imperialist effort to obtain a position in the Middle East.
The invasion of Afghanistan has made the Soviets appear as aggressors
and neo-imperialists as well.
So the combination of their action in Afghanistan against Moslem
elements there, and their passivity in this critical Lebanese affair, and the
fact that the Soviets, over the years, have demonstrated that they have
no capability whatsoever of moving any peace process forward, has caused
many Arabs to see the Soviets more realistically than they did in the past.
It doesn't mean that they won't maintain relations with them, especially
those who are unhappy with our policy. But, dependency on the Soviet
Union has, in my view, gone down enormously in the Arab world.
Forum: In recent years, the United States has been at the center of Middle
East diplomacy; it has pushed for peace at Camp David, courted the Arab
states, and most recently, has sent troops to Lebanon. The Soviets, on
the other hand, have been all but excluded from the mainstream of Middle
East diplomacy. What are the opportunities and what are the risks inherent
in this U.S. assumption of diplomatic leadership in the Middle East?
Eilts: Well, I suppose the greatest opportunity is to bring about some
sort of peace settlement which, were it ever possible, would have a stabilizing
effect on the area as a whole. The risks are, I think, more numerous.
One, the more we are unilaterally involved, the more the belief exists
that if the United States really wants to, it can bring about a settlement.
They mean not just any kind of settlement, but a settlement which is
pro-Arab. Therefore, the argument runs, if the United States does not
do this, it shows that the United States does not really want a settlement.
I think that there is one point that is worth bearing in mind in
connection with this question and perhaps other questions. It is not realities
which count so much in the Middle East, it is perceptions. It is the
perception that Arab states have of us that governs some of their actions.
And the perception is that the United States can, if it will, bring about
peace. Since it is not doing so, there must be some ulterior motive.
Secondly, the more we are unilaterally engaged, the more often our
pro-Israeli tilt is demonstrated. Even the effort to be even-handed, on
occasion, will require support of Israeli positions. And rightly so, because
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there are some Israeli positions which are, I think, valid. But each time
there is the charge of partiality, i.e., the Americans are working in behalf
of Israel. That creates an adverse reaction on the part of Arabs.
As a matter of fact, President Reagan, reiterating President Carter's
comments, has publicly opposed an independent Palestinian state. Carter
made the comment that no Arab leader whom he had met favored an
independent Palestinian state. I don't know where he got that idea. Most
of the Arab leaders do want an independent Palestinian state, and our
opposition to an independent Palestinian state does mean that not only
in Palestinian eyes, but in other Arab eyes, we are against what the Arabs
perceive as fairness. It plays a bit into Soviet hands, and if the Soviets
were less clumsy with their Middle East diplomacy, they could make
much more out of our active involvement in positions we take than they
have been able to do.
The more the United States is unilaterally involved, the more any
perceived flaw in a negotiation is blamed upon the United States. Washington
incurs the odium for what are seen as positions the Arabs don't like even what may be fair positions but still in Arab eyes are seen as antiArab. So there is a risk in that. One is sticking one's neck out. One could
be flailed by the Arab states. And yet they realize that the Soviets can't
bring about peace, that only the United States has any chance of doing
SO.
I don't mind, therefore, incurring some of these risks, provided we do
it carefully, provided we know what we are doing, provided we have
thought out what our positions should be - oppositions that seek to
bridge the differences between the Israeli and Arab points of view - and
provided we remain actively involved. At Camp David, as a result of
Sadat's urging, the United States agreed to become a "full partner" in
the negotiations. Yet we have not been a "full partner" in the first year
and a half of the Reagan Administration. I think we have got to get back
to being one if the negotiations are to be given a chance. And by that I
mean presenting plans of our own. Yes, there are risks involved, but they
are risks worth taking. If we don't, nobody else will. If nobody else does,
and we don't, the area situation, I think we can count upon it, is going
to deteriorate even more in the years ahead.
So we ought to do it, at least as far as I'm concerned. We played a
major role in the initial development of the problem, and while I don't
accept the view that we are responsible for all of the problems - refugees
and others that developed - nevertheless as a great and responsible power,
we do have an obligation to international society to actively work for a
settlement. And only we can do it. But we must stay the course. We
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cannot gingerly test the water from time to time and disengage when we
think it is too cold and expect to be respected for such inconstancy. We
have done too much of this in the past - our quadrenniel election discos,
alas, lend themselves to this - and share in the blame for the deplorable
area situation. If we have a firm policy, and a fair one, the risks are fewer
if we courageously stand by them than if we constantly vacillate.

