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Nat anyahu, Arab Summitry, and Peace
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The el ection of Bibi Natanyahu as Israel Gs prine
m ni ster has sent shivers in the Arab world, and has
caused concern in countries that had played a role in
pronoting peace in the Mddl e East. The Arabs fear
that M. Natanyahu will be nore hawki sh, nore
Zionistic, and |l ess cooperative than his predecessors.
These fears mght seemjustified by Natanyahu®s pre-
el ection statenments, his prelimnary guidelines for
t he new governnent, and the conposition of his
cabi net. The guidelines restated previous Likud
positions agai nst a Palestinian state, a divided
Jerusalem and withdrawal fromthe Gol an Hei ghts, but
in favor of nmore Jew sh settlenents in the Wst Bank
The Arab countries lost no tine in overreacting. They
held mni sumits as well as a sumit of all Arab
countries except lIraq. They issued one statenent
after another urging Israel to abide by the previous
agreenents, respect the |and for peace principle, and
continue the peace process.

Political rhetoric is to be expected in the
M ddl e East, but that rarely reflects policy substance
or expected action. My hunch is that there will be
little policy change by Natanyahu. Bot h Labor and
Li kud have publicly opposed a Pal estinian state, a
di vi ded Jerusalem and withdrawal fromthe Col an
Hei ghts (except in return for full peace). Both al so
have favored nore Jew sh settlenents in the West Bank
Nat anyahu has sinply restated those positions. To
illustrate:

1. The principle of exchange | and for peace was
initiated at Canp David by Sadat, Begin(Likud), and
Carter. Then, Syria was offered simlar terns as
those offered to Egypt: full Israeli wthdrawal from
the Golans in return for full peace, which becane the
standard notto of Israeli governments since then
There is little reason to expect Natanyahu to deviate
fromthat policy, although he may replace the O ul
peaceO termwith Ofull security.Oto please his
supporters.

2. Al Israeli governments have declared their
opposition to a divided Jerusalem Natanyahu has j ust
reaf firnmed that position.

3. Sine the Palestinians rejected the two-state
solution of the 1947 United Nations Partition Plan no
I sraeli government or mmjor political party has agreed
to a Palestinian state. The closest to a concession
was made | ast April by the Labor party, probably to
i nfluence the election results, when the party stated
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that it my not be opposed to a Pal estinian state.
However, neither Peres nor the party did anything to
institute a basic change in the party platform

Nat anyahu®s statements on the issue are neither new
nor different, nor are they binding, given his
willingness to negotiate all issues with no pre-
condi tions.

4. Labor and Li kud have regularly pronoted and
subsi di zed Jewi sh settlenments in the Cccupied
Territories. Wien the United States stipulated a halt
to settlenent building in return for a $10 billion
| oan guarantee, Israeli governnments resorted to
expandi ng existing settlenents to circumvent US
condi tions.

5. There has been little difference in treatnent
of the Arabs by Israeli governnents. Both Labor and
Li kud detai ned people and held prisoners for |ong
periods without trial in the name of security. Both
denol i shed hones, uprooted trees, bonbed villages, and
attacked civilians as collective punishment. Both
al so have continued to hold territory in Lebanon
illegally. Gven his background, it is unlikely that
Nat anyahu will be nore harsh or cruel than his
predecessors

6. Both Labor and Li kud have consistently
objected to a Palestinian right of return and to
repatriation of Palestinian refugees. They al so have
rai sed obstacl es agai nst paynment of conpensation.

Nat anyahu®s position can hardly be nore negative.

7. Concern about withdrawal from Hebron may be
legitimate. Peres had the authority and the
responsibility to deploy troops out of Heron but he
did not. Natanyahu has inherited the problemand it
is not evident that he would not deal with problem
carefully and wisely.

Whay then are the Arabs so worried about
Nat anyahu®s future policies? First, Natanyahu may
have overpl ayed the role of a tough | eader before and
during the elections. Second, the Arabs have few
cards left to play to offset any tough policy he may
initiate. They are disunited, relatively weak, and the
Pal estine National Authority and the PLO | eaders are
virtual hostages under Israeli domi nation. Hence,
taking the initiative nmay have been a way to cover
t heir weakness, and to secure reassurance fromthe
United States and other countries on the peace
process.

Wil e these reasons mght be sufficient to raise
concern, political rhetoric and summitry can hardly
change the results. The Arabs woul d probably have
done better by considering the change of governnent in
Israel as a matter of fact and declaring their
wi | lingness to negotiate with any governnent in
of fice. They could have pursued silent diplomacy to
clear the air and proceed with the peace process. They
coul d have decl ared readi ness to negotiate all issues
at any time or place w thout any pre- or new
conditions. And they could have chal | enged M.

Nat anyahu to neet with themface to face in Cairo,
Damascus, Beirut, or Jerusalemto discuss the
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out standi ng i ssues and expedite the peace process. M.
Nat anyahu woul d have found it difficult to say no to
such an invitation. He wants to guarantee security and
he knows that w thout peace with Arab neighbors there
can be no peace. The Arabs may still take such steps
and M. Natanyahu may still prove hinmself a statesman
and peacenaker.
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