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A
rafat and the Fog M

achine C
'e)i-LA34'' 

P
A

R
IS

—
F

o
r n

early tw
o

 d
ecad

es jo
u

rn
al-

ists, officials from
 any num

ber of governm
ents 

an
d

 w
ell-m

ean
in

g
 in

term
ed

iaries h
ave b

een
 

tryin
g

 to
 co

ax a clear co
m

m
itm

en
t o

u
t o

f 
Y

asser A
rafat to

 m
ake p

eace w
ith

 Israel. A
 

n
ew

 ro
u

n
d

 o
f co

axin
g

 h
as en

d
ed

 w
ith

 yet 
another burst of fog from

 the chairm
an, w

ho 
coyly says that he w

ill trade his authoritative 
view

 o
n

 p
eace o

n
ly in

 retu
rn

 fo
r a m

eetin
g

 
w

ith a U
.S

. governm
ent official. 

It should be clear by now
 that A

rafat is part 
of the P

alestinian people's problem
, not part of 

their solution. To pursue him
 breathlessly in 

th
e
 h

o
p

e
 h

e
 w

ill m
o

d
ify

 b
y
 a

 c
o

m
m

a
 (o

r 
perhaps even a subordinate clause) the P

LO
's 

tortured and inadequate form
ulations for M

id-
dle E

ast peace is to play a m
ug's gam

e. W
orse, 

it h
elp

s p
o

stp
o

n
e th

e d
ay w

h
en

 a g
en

u
in

e 
peace effort can be m

ounted. 
T

h
e th

eo
ry seem

s to
 b

e th
at a clear an

d
 

unequivocal declaration by A
rafat w

ill sham
e 

th
e Israeli g

o
vern

m
en

t in
to

 reversin
g

 its re-
fu

sal to
 d

eal w
ith

 th
e P

alestin
e L

ib
eratio

n
 

O
rganization. If Jerusalem

 does continue to 
ig

n
o

re th
e P

L
O

, th
en

 th
e U

n
ited

 S
tates an

d
 

o
th

er g
o

vern
m

en
ts w

ill b
e w

illin
g

 at last to
 

pressure Israel on the P
alestinian issue. 

B
u

t A
rafat's u

n
p

aralleled
 reco

rd
 o

f erro
r, 

failure and m
yopia as leader of the PLO

 discred-
its an

y statem
en

t h
e co

u
ld

 m
ake ab

o
u

t th
e 

A
rab-Israeli crisis as it exists today. H

e lacked  

the vision and courage to m
ake such a statem

ent 
w

hen it w
ould have m

attered, in the year or so 
after the O

ctober 1973 A
rab-Israeli w

ar. 
In

s
te

a
d

, h
e
 c

h
o

s
e
 to

 g
o

 to
 th

e
 U

n
ite

d
 

N
ations w

earing a pistol holster and subse-
q

u
en

tly to
 sq

u
an

d
er th

e b
est ch

an
ce o

f a 
generation for a peace that w

ould have recog-
nized P

alestinian political rights. H
e preferred 

the delights of being a w
arlord in Lebanon and 

keeping the P
LO

 and its treasury united under 
h

is ru
le to

 ru
n

n
in

g
 th

e risks an
d

 facin
g

 th
e 

splits that peacem
aking w

ould have brought. 
A

rafat urged Palestinian intellectuals like Said 
H

am
am

i (assassinated in London in 1978) and 
Issam

 S
artaw

i (assassinated in Lisbon in 1983) 
to voice the P

LO
's desire for peace w

ith Israel, 
w

hile he rem
ained m

ore am
biguous and alive. 

W
ithout . quite realizing it, I w

itnessed the 
beginning of this pattern 15 years ago w

hen 
H

am
ann introduced m

e to A
rafat w

ith assurances 
that the PLO

 leader w
as about to break w

ith the 
rejectionist line and declare that the P

LO
 w

as 
ready to Frye in peace w

ith Israel. This m
ight  

even com
e in our conversation, hinted H

am
am

i, 
w

hom
 I had com

e to know
 and like in B

eirut. 
B

ut it did not am
ount to m

uch. For sm
all talk I 

stum
bled through m

y few
 w

ords of A
rabic, and 

A
rafat responded in his then equally sparse 

E
nglish. (The chairm

an's heavily accented but 
increasingly supple com

m
and of E

nglish these 
days on the television talk show

s is a sign of his 
current priorities.) M

y attem
pts to draw

 him
 out 

on Israel caused him
 to turn on the fog m

achine 
full level, m

uch to H
am

arni's dism
ay. 

The latest flurry of the sm
all cottage industry 

that analyzes A
rafat's D

elphic utterances on 
peace and security w

as triggered by a w
ritten 

statem
ent attributed to B

assam
 A

bu Sharif, w
ho 

left G
eo

rg
e H

ab
ash

's P
o

p
u

lar F
ro

n
t fo

r th
e 

Liberation of P
alestine last year to join A

rafat 
and becom

e a spokesm
an for him

. 
The P

alestinians "see no w
ay for any dis-

p
u

te to
 b

e settled
 w

ith
o

u
t d

irect talks b
e-

tW
een the parties to that dispute, and w

e feel 
th

at an
y settlem

en
t im

p
o

sed
 b

y an
 o

u
tsid

e 
pow

er w
ill not stand the test of tim

e," A
rafat's  

aid
e w

ro
te in

 lan
g

u
ag

e th
at ech

o
es Israeli 

P
rim

e M
in

ister Y
itzh

ak S
h

am
ir's stan

d
 o

n
 

peace negotiations. 
A

rafat w
ould surely have signed off on the 

docum
ent before it w

as released. B
ut charac-

teristically, he refused to acknow
ledge these 

view
s as his ow

n w
hen asked about them

 in 
B

elg
rad

e. T
h

at, h
e said

, w
as a m

atter fo
r 

discussion betw
een him

 and an official of the 
U

.S
.. governm

ent, w
hich has refused to deal 

w
ith the P

LO
 since 1975. 

S
ham

ir has incorrectly dism
issed the incre-

m
ental changes in the statem

ent as "nothing 
new

." It is accurate, how
ever, to dism

iss the 
nuances penned by B

assani A
bu Sharif on A

ra-
fat's behalf as "nothing significant," because they 
are m

ade against the background of A
rafat's 

history of deception and tactical retreat 
S

hifting nuances w
ill not break the Israeli-

P
alestinian stalem

ate. O
nly bold change initi-

ated
 b

y th
e P

alestin
ian

s is likely to
 d

o
 th

at. 
R

ep
lacin

g
 A

rafat w
o

u
ld

 b
e o

n
e step

 in
 th

at 
d

irectio
n

. S
o

 w
o

u
ld

 th
e ren

u
n

ciatio
n

 o
f th

e 
P

alestinians' N
ational C

harter, w
hich contin-

ues to call for the destruction of Israel. 
Form

ing a governm
ent-in-exile that gives 

W
est B

ank and G
aza leaders m

ore of a voice in 
running the P

IA
 is the best w

ay to dum
p both 

the chairm
an and the charter. A

nd it w
ould set 

th
e stag

e fo
r a real d

ialo
g

u
e to

 rep
lace th

e 
false starts of the A

rafat era. 

"It should be clear by now
 that A

rafat is part of the 
P

alestinian people's problem
, not part of their 

solution." 


