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Preface to the 2014 Reissue

ver thirty years have passed since the events described in this book, and more
than a quarter of a century since it was first published in 1986. While a great deal

has changed since then, much remains unchanged. At the same time, many of the
crucial components and lessons of the Lebanese conflict—including the Israeli-
Palestinian war, which for nearly fifteen years was fought primarily on Lebanese soil—
seem to have been completely forgotten.

As I write these words in mid-2013, Lebanon is mercifully no longer subjected to
a brutal, many-sided sectarian and proxy war. It is also no longer suffering from foreign
military occupation, as it had been in 1982 and for many years thereafter. Unfortunately,
the country’s fragile stability and its complex inter-sectarian balance are today being
sorely tested by neighboring Syria’s descent into a hellish civil war—one that in some
ways mirrors Lebanon’s own previous experiences.

Lebanon’s years of conflict, lasting from 1975 to 1990, offer many unlearned
insights about the evils of sectarianism that Syrian and international actors should have
taken into account in Syria over these past two years, but did not. Similar lessons were
also ignored from 2003 onwards in Iraq by the American occupiers and many Iraqis. As
the American occupation authorities and their Iraqi protégés re-engineered Iraq’s
political system to their advantage, they willingly adopted many of the worst aspects of
Lebanon’s political sectarianism. What was thus established in Iraq was a deeply flawed
confessional model that is essentially based on the “divide and rule” practices of the
worst era of French colonialism, a system which contributed significantly to igniting three
terrible sectarian civil wars in Lebanon between 1860 and 1975. This model has
deepened and exacerbated existing societal fissures between different Iraqi religious
sects and ethnicities: Sunnis, Shi’ites, Christians, Arabs, Kurds, Turcomans, and others.
Of course, this imposed model did not birth a new, unified, federal, and democratic Iraq
from the rubble of decades of Ba’thist tyranny, sanguinary warfare with Iran, and
devastating American wars and sanctions. It instead helped generate massacres along
religious lines, ethnic cleansing, the flight of millions of people from their homes, and the
de facto partition of the country. Syria is currently prey to similar agonies.

Failure to avoid the pitfalls of sectarian, religious, and ethnic conflict—combined
with external intervention—caused Lebanon to implode, followed by Iraq and now Syria.
Significant elements of these three societies have been systematically pulverized in an
analogous fashion. In all these cases, the destruction has overwhelmed and annihilated
much of the painstakingly constructed modern infrastructure of government (some of it
dating back to the Tanzimât reforms of the late Ottoman era); multiple layers of civil
society as well as intellectual and cultural life; and vast areas of the economy, all while
impoverishing and displacing large sectors of the population. The devastation of these



three societies was the cumulative consequence of generations of poor governance and
failed national leadership, the breakdown of unifying national narratives, and persistent
and aggressive interference by foreign powers. All of these factors have produced
savage civil wars in each country. Only many years after its own fifteen-year ordeal
ended in 1990 was Lebanon able to regain a degree of internal equilibrium, however
precarious.

In 2000, Israel ended its occupation of large parts of southern Lebanon. This
occupation, which had begun on a smaller scale with the military incursion in 1978,
reached its apogee and widest extent during the 1982 Israeli invasion, which is the
backdrop to this book. The events of May 2000 marked the first and only time that Israel
has ever withdrawn its military forces from occupied territory without any Arab or
international quid pro quo. This tally includes Israel’s 2005 military redeployment from
the Gaza Strip, since it did not fully end its occupation of, or cede its control over, that
small region.1 What many in the Arab world learned from Lebanon’s harrowing
experience is that only unremitting armed resistance can force Israel to withdraw from
territory it occupies. That lesson was embraced in particular by many Palestinians who
watched the successful military exploits of several militant groups, most notably the
Lebanese Shi’ite Hizballah movement, against Israeli occupation forces in southern
Lebanon. The creation and rise of Hizballah was a direct consequence of Israel’s
invasion and the expansion of its occupation which followed the 1982 war.2 Influenced
by the war’s outcome and even more so by Hizballah’s victory in driving Israeli troops
out of southern Lebanon, many of these Palestinian observers subsequently gravitated
to armed radical groups like Islamic Jihad and Hamas, which had not even been
established in the mid-1980s when this book was written. These groups have now
become a powerful, even dominating, force in Palestinian politics. Unlike Hizballah in
southern Lebanon, however, they have not yet proven themselves capable of parlaying
armed resistance into completely ending Israeli occupation and control over any part of
the territories occupied since 1967. Whether their military capabilities have even
succeeded in deterring Israeli military action, or indeed whether they provoke its
intensification, is a matter of a sharp and continuing Palestinian internal debate.

But for many other Palestinians, the 1982 war demonstrated the futility of the
idea of armed resistance. Such individuals turned even more resolutely than before to a
path of compromise and negotiations, producing a series of agreements with Israel that
culminated with the so-called “Oslo Accords.” To the surprise of some, these accords,
which were ostensibly meant to lead to peace and an end to the occupation, resulted in
a re-invigorated and strengthened Israeli occupation regime. In the shadow of these
agreements, and in some measure because of them, the Jewish settler population in the
West Bank and Arab East Jerusalem has nearly tripled—from about 200,000 at the time
of the Madrid peace conference in 1991 to almost 600,000 presently.3

The Oslo Accords and the intensified regime of Israeli occupation and settlement
that has emerged from them are now seen by most Palestinians as highly inimical to
their national interests and aspirations. Nevertheless, many others still cling to the
Palestinian Authority that is the centerpiece of this post-Oslo regime, for reasons
ranging from the opportunistic to the idealistic. But the perceived failure of the
negotiating route adopted by the PLO since the 1980s (with its roots in crucial
Palestinian decisions of the early and mid-1970s to favor a path of negotiations) has



inevitably strengthened the alternatives. These alternatives range from popular mass
nonviolent resistance to the Israeli military occupation; through protests and efforts to
use boycotts, divestments, and sanctions against Israel; to armed resistance to Israel’s
unremitting control over Palestinian territories and populations. From this, we can see
that Palestinians learned a plethora of different lessons from the 1982 war and its
aftermath in Lebanon.

The Lebanon war also clearly had an impact on the Israeli public, as is attested
by the massive public demonstrations subsequent to the Sabra and Shatila massacres
as well as the political eclipse of the politicians responsible for the war, notably Prime
Minister Menachem Begin and Defense Minister Ariel Sharon (although the latter’s
absence from politics proved to be temporary).4 However, it is questionable whether the
politicians ultimately responsible for Israel’s security really learned anything profound
from the experience of Lebanon in 1982, or from those of the years that followed for that
matter. A 2012 documentary film entitled The Gatekeepers features interviews with all of
the six men who, from 1981–2011, were directors of the Israeli General Security Service
(the Shin Bet or Shabak), the intelligence agency that maintains Israel’s iron control of
the millions of Palestinians under occupation. The film shows that these former
domestic intelligence chiefs are fully aware that occupation inevitably and thoroughly
corrupts the occupying society, and that the use of force against the Palestinians is
ultimately futile.5 But as Israel’s occupation of the West Bank, Arab East Jerusalem, and
the Gaza Strip entered its forty-seventh year in June 2013, most Israeli political leaders
and much of Israeli society appear to act as if they were blithely unaware of any perils.
This is the case despite warnings from two former Israeli prime ministers, Ehud Barak
and Ehud Olmert, that continuing the status quo will lead inevitably to apartheid.6
However, unlike the occupation of southern Lebanon, in Palestine the occupation shows
no signs of being wound up at any time in the foreseeable future. In fact, quite the
contrary: it is more entrenched today than ever.

Propositions that Palestinian nationalism can be suppressed by a combination of
force, intimidation, and cooptation (all justified by an endlessly expansive definition of
Israel’s “security” needs) and that the occupation and colonization of Palestinian lands
can be indefinitely perpetuated, while often unspoken, are central to the thinking of
nearly all elements of Israel’s political leadership, whether from the right or the “left.” It
was a particularly aggressive version of these tenets, propounded by then-Defense
Minister Sharon, which animated Israel’s 1982 invasion of Lebanon. The ideological
hold of these beliefs on the Israeli elite was perhaps slightly weakened for a time by the
later unarmed Palestinian popular uprising—the first intifada—which started in 1987.
The profound effect of the 1987–1991 uprising on Israeli and international public opinion
unequivocally showed that the occupation in its then-current form was simply
unsustainable.

The impact of the 1982 war and the first intifada taken together undoubtedly
undermined these certainties among many sectors of the Israeli public. However, as I
showed in a recent book, Brokers of Deceit: How the United States Has Undermined
Peace in the Middle East, Israel’s leaders from the early 1990s and onwards clearly
were not fully weaned from these propositions.7 Instead, that book explains how and
why in subsequent decades they, while strongly supported by the United States, chose
to impose terms on the Palestinians that were based on the rigid ideas of Menachem



Begin originally put forward in the late 1970s. These concepts were designed to create
an indefinite occupation, one inextricably linked to flexible but permanent Israeli security
control of the occupied territories and to untrammeled colonial settlement in them. The
Palestinians meanwhile are permitted no more than a simulacrum of “autonomy” under
these terms, particularly embodied in a “Palestinian Authority” (PA) that does not and
cannot prevent continued colonization of Palestinian lands and the constant incursions
of the Israeli security forces into supposedly “autonomous” areas. The final outcome
envisaged by both the Israeli and U.S. governments, their insincere references to
Palestinian statehood notwithstanding, would provide for ultimate Israeli security control
while conceding only sham “sovereignty.”8

Adding insult to injury, this enduring oppression and immiseration is disguised by
an unending stream of disingenuous and deceitful talk by both Israel and American
leaders about negotiations and a “peace process” that are supposedly meant to lead to
a putative Palestinian state. That state constantly recedes into the distance as a larger
and larger proportion of Israel’s total Jewish population—currently almost 600,000
people, or over 10 percent—lives in homes heavily subsidized by the Israeli government
on stolen Palestinian land in the occupied West Bank and East Jerusalem. Meanwhile,
the Gaza Strip has remained under stringent Israeli security control despite being
evacuated by Israeli troops and settlers in 2005, and its population is subject to severe
movement and trade restrictions, as well as to regular punitive military assaults from air,
land, and sea. These measures are justified as a response to the occasional, largely
futile, rocket attacks launched from Gaza against neighboring Israeli towns and cities.

Whether in the West Bank or in the Gaza Strip, Israel’s politicians and military
officials appear to have learned precious little from the 1982 war and onwards about
how to deal with the Palestinian people. The only probable exception may have been
superficial tactical lessons in urban warfare in heavily populated civilian areas, a type of
conflict the Israeli military had not engaged in for decades before the fierce battles in
Sidon and on the outskirts of Beirut. Rather than reflecting on the more profound import
of the 1982 war, these leaders continue to rely primarily on the systematic and rote use
of force and intimidation, leavened by measures of co-optation and token “concessions.”
The powerful hammer of Israel’s massive security services and armed forces seems to
be virtually the only tool considered for use by Israeli leaders, for whom everything
appears to be a nail where the Palestinians are concerned.

Similarly, American policy makers seem to have either ignored or forgotten the
many potential lessons of the 1982 episode. The disastrous American military
intervention in Lebanon, launched together with French and Italian forces, started off in
September of that year with one strictly limited objective: the evacuation of PLO forces
and cadres from Lebanon. This had been linked to an explicit American commitment to
ensure the protection of the Palestinian civilians left behind in Beirut’s refugee camps.
Once the main American objective of the PLO’s removal from Beirut was achieved, U.S.
troops immediately withdrew, which forced the allied French and Italian forces to follow
suit, and the commitment to protect Palestinians was disregarded. This withdrawal was
almost immediately followed by the horrific massacres of nearly 1,400 Palestinian and
Lebanese civilians in the Sabra and Shatila refugee camps in the wake of Lebanese
President-elect Bashir Gemayel’s assassination and the subsequent Israeli occupation
of West Beirut.9 This slaughter was the work of right-wing, Israeli-allied Lebanese



militias that were introduced into these camps by the Israeli forces occupying and fully
controlling the area. Palestinian leaders had repeatedly warned that such massacres
were likely once PLO military forces withdrew, hence their explicit demand for American
guarantees for the safety of the civilians in the camps.10 Driven by a fully justified sense
of shame and guilt over their failure to prevent this bloodbath, U.S. policy makers
immediately returned American troops and the rest of the multinational forces to Beirut.

This second armed intervention ultimately led to an American attempt to impose
a one-sided peace treaty with Israel on a pliable Lebanese government, followed by
American military involvement on one side of the rekindled Lebanese civil war. The
subsequent American effort was based on a thoroughly flawed reading of Lebanon’s
sectarian political scene, a serious underestimation of the residual power of Syria, and a
gross overestimation of the ability of the United States, Israel, and their Lebanese allies
to affect outcomes. This entire discreditable episode was sealed by the deaths of
hundreds of American marines, diplomats, academics, clergymen, and others killed and
held hostage in a spate of ruthless suicide bombings, assassinations, and kidnappings
in Beirut. The ignominious withdrawal of U.S. troops ensued soon after and the never-
implemented Lebanese-Israeli treaty thereafter collapsed. This ill-considered American
military and diplomatic intervention in Lebanon, in coordination with Israel’s own
disastrous occupation of Lebanon, produced lasting conflicts between the U.S. and
various Lebanese forces, notably Hizballah, that still have ongoing consequences.

Some senior policy makers in the Reagan administration were clearly sobered by
the results of the 1982–1984 American interventions in Lebanon. However, what should
have been the principal long-term lesson of this bitter experience—not to intervene
militarily in complex internecine conflicts in Middle Eastern and neighboring countries
whose internal dynamics were only dimly understood—clearly did not register on many
of those who followed them in high office. This was amply shown by the even more
disastrous U.S. military interventions in Iraq and Afghanistan during the neoconservative
era of unbridled American self-assertion presided over by George W. Bush. Indeed,
precisely the wrong lessons—ones about the supposed merits of the Lebanese
confessional system—were adopted by some American policy makers and gratuitously
misapplied decades later to Iraq with ruinous consequences. The other lesson that the
failed Lebanon adventure should have taught—that a just and lasting peace cannot be
imposed by fiat by Israel, even if it is strongly supported by the U.S.—has also been
studiously ignored by American policy makers in dealing with the Palestinians since
1991, with disastrous results for the Palestinians and for the prospects of lasting peace
between them and the Israelis. This is one of the main conclusions of my most recent
book, Brokers of Deceit.

What do we know now that we did not know when this book was originally published in
1986? Relatively little has since emerged from Palestinian, Lebanese, Syrian, and other
Arab sources about the respective roles of the different Arab actors in the events of the
1982 war, albeit for different reasons in each case.

For the Palestinians, the reverses of 1982 were just the beginning of a series of
traumatic events that diverted much attention from what had happened that year.
Indeed, this episode seems to have receded from the memories of many Palestinians.
Defeat is always an orphan, of course, and what happened to the PLO in Lebanon in
1982 was most certainly a decisive defeat, however much some of its leaders thereafter



tried to uphold a narrative of “victory in defeat.”11 Moreover, starting with the intifada of
1987, the focus of Palestinian politics—and of much scholarship about Palestine—has
shifted away from the Palestinian diaspora to the occupied homeland, especially after
the bulk of the leadership and cadres of the PLO returned to Palestine with the creation
of the PA in the mid-1990s. Since then, events in Beirut during the summer of 1982 and
what has happened more generally in the diaspora, where the resurgence of Palestinian
nationalism after 1948 had primarily taken place, has lost its salience for many
Palestinians and most outside observers.12 Finally, Palestinians are no nearer today to
having a state than they were in 1982; this absence of a state, among many other
things, has meant that there is no Palestinian national archive or repository of historical
materials, which naturally makes research more difficult. Israel’s repeated assaults on
Palestinian research centers and archives have also exacerbated this problem.13

For the Lebanese, the 1982 invasion was only one ugly episode in the fifteen-
year trauma of the war that tore their country apart, and it is one many are perfectly
happy to forget, for a variety of reasons. To this day, the entire war remains a largely
unspoken topic in Lebanese public life, although it has been treated sensitively in
cinema and the arts, and it has been addressed by scholars in Lebanon and
elsewhere.14 For Syrians, the role played by their army, although it fought creditably
against heavy odds in the Biqa’ valley and in the Lebanese mountains, was best
forgotten. This was because Syria accepted a ceasefire on June 26, 1982, after less
than three weeks of fighting. Its forces were thus no longer involved in combat for the
war’s remaining seven weeks, during which time the PLO and its Lebanese allies fought
alone in defense of Beirut.15 As for the rest of the Arab world, whose governments had
stood idly by while an Arab capital city was subjected to a lengthy siege and repeated
bombardments, there is every incentive to overlook the embarrassments of the 1982
war. It was rapidly forgotten as attention shifted to domestic concerns and to dramatic
regional developments such as the series of wars in the Persian Gulf, starting with the
1980–1988 Iran-Iraq war, and the Afghanistan conflict.

On the American side, while several participants have written memoirs, there was
not a great deal of scholarly work done on the Lebanese adventure of the early 1980s in
the years immediately afterwards. In view of its embarrassing end, this is not entirely
surprising. Still, given the large number of casualties in the embassy and marine
barracks bombings, as well as the heavy blow to American prestige that ensued after
the withdrawal of U.S. forces, one might have expected more attention to it,
notwithstanding the absence of declassified documents in the public domain until very
recently. Even the published accounts by participants that do touch upon this episode
are not always candid or enlightening. Alexander Haig’s memoir, referred to in the
original edition of this book, is a prime example of this tendency. The account of his
successor, George Shultz, is more forthcoming about some aspects of the war, as are
those of President Reagan and his deputy chief of staff, Michael Deaver.16

It will soon be possible to write a much fuller and more comprehensive history of
Israel’s part in Lebanon war, and the American role in it. The recent declassification of
documents in both the American and Israeli archives for that period is already yielding
major revelations that significantly amplify our knowledge about crucial aspects of these
nations’ actions during the war and especially in its immediate aftermath.17 Among the
most striking of these revelations were newly-released documents from the Israel State



Archives discovered by a young researcher, three of which were published in full in
connection with an op-ed article he published in the New York Times.18 Verbatim
records of meetings between Israeli and American officials that took place in
Washington and Jerusalem at the height of the Sabra and Shatila massacres on
September 16, 17, and 18, 1982, and which were posted online by the Times, constitute
a chilling addendum to the conclusions of this book.19

These transcripts reveal the willful, arrogant duplicity of Israeli government
leaders in dealing with their American counterparts. This is most notably the case with
Ariel Sharon who, in keeping with his reputation, was by turns bullying, insulting, and
dismissive in his demeanor during meetings with U.S. diplomats. Other Israeli officials
were nearly as brazen. The first of these documents is a transcript of the meeting which
took place after U.S. Under Secretary of State Lawrence Eagleburger called in Israeli
Ambassador Moshe Arens on September 16, 1982, at the instruction of the president
and the secretary of state.20 Eagleburger harshly berated Arens for Israel’s invasion of
West Beirut, which he described as “directly counter to a series of assurances made in
the course of the summer” by Begin and Sharon, creating the appearance “of a
deliberate deception by Israel” of its American ally. He stated that “the occupation by
Israel of an Arab capital is a grave political mistake with far-reaching symbolic and
concrete implications of the most dangerous sort,” and, in keeping with his instructions,
demanded an immediate Israeli military withdrawal from West Beirut.

Arens was nonplussed by this scathing denunciation. He immediately went on
the offensive, baldly asserting: “I’m not sure you guys know what you’re doing.
Yesterday when I talked to the Secretary, you raised this business of Israeli deception. I
don’t know where it is coming from, but some people are trying to build this up.” The
Begin government had engaged in persistent, systematic deception aplenty—before,
during, and after the Lebanon war—of the U.S. government, as is amply demonstrated
in the best Israeli account of the war, written by the respected and extraordinarily well-
connected journalists Ze’ev Schiff and Ehud Ya’ari.21 The three documents posted
online by the New York Times provide further examples of such deception. But
Ambassador Arens (a Likud Party grandee who became Israel’s minister of defense a
few months later, a post he would hold three times) was having none of these well-
founded accusations. He went on to dispute them vigorously, countering one sally
dismissively with the words, “We should avoid this openly confrontational mode. If you
think this will scare us, you’re wrong.” Arens was not only forceful in his rejection of
charges that his government had deceived the United States during this acrimonious
meeting. He was also inflexible in his rejection of the plan President Reagan had put
forward earlier in September for dealing with the Palestine issue, or as Arens termed it,
“the future of Judea, Samaria and Gaza.”22 Irrespective of whether Israel had deceived
the U.S. government about the entry of its army into West Beirut, however, no one in
Washington on September 16 was yet aware of the slaughter that was just beginning to
take place in the Palestinian refugee camps in Beirut.

The second document reveals the complete failure of the United States to do
what it might have done while there was still time to prevent these horrific massacres
from happening, thereby honoring its pledge to the PLO that no harm would come to the
Palestinian civilian population left behind in Beirut. Specifically, the United States failed
to restrain the Israeli military from employing Lebanese surrogates to do just what the



PLO leadership had feared, which was to “clean the area” of the Palestinian refugee
camps in Beirut’s southern suburbs. This was the chilling phrase repeatedly employed
by Ariel Sharon and Foreign Minister Yitzhak Shamir in their meeting with the special
U.S. envoy, Morris Draper, on September 17, 1982, the second day of the massacre.23

The use of the sinister term “clean” (together with others such as “neutralize”)
must be taken in conjunction with the persistent refrain of Sharon and other Israeli
officials present during this meeting that there were two thousand “terrorists” still hiding
in Beirut, whom the Israeli defense minister repeatedly stated had to be captured or
killed. The Israeli officials constantly reiterated this untruth, which had been enshrined in
an Israeli cabinet resolution the day before that referred to “about 2,000 terrorists
equipped with modern weapons” who had supposedly remained in West Beirut. The
Israeli officials used the term “terrorist” 42 times, 39 coming from Sharon alone. This
patent falsehood was repeated in spite of the PLO’s evacuation from Beirut of more
than 15,000 of its combatants and other personnel just weeks before. Incidentally, the
spuriousness of this pretext, which was utilized to justify Israel’s entry into West Beirut
and the sending of the Phalangist militia into the Palestinian camps, was among many
crucial issues that were never examined by the Kahan Commission, the official
commission of inquiry appointed by the Israeli government to look into the massacres.24

Under the impact of what can only be described as constant browbeating by the
formidable Sharon, the U.S. envoy did not protest this outrageous mischaracterization of
the Palestinian civilian population in Beirut and its refugee camps as “terrorists” for most
of the meeting. Indeed, eventually Draper came to use the term five times himself.
Sharon insisted at one point that there would be no impact if Israeli delayed its
withdrawal from West Beirut, stating, “Nothing will happen. Maybe some more terrorists
will be killed. That will be to the benefit of all of us, for the benefit of all of us…. For
every peace loving man in the world, just to reduce a little bit this threat of these
international syndicated terrorists.” In fact, as the Americans knew (as undoubtedly also
did most of the Israeli officials present at the meeting), after the evacuation of over
15,000 PLO personnel, including all the full-time regular combatants, from Beirut at the
end of August only largely defenseless Palestinian civilians were left in the refugee
camps. This was the case, although members of armed Lebanese left-wing militias who
were present elsewhere in West Beirut were also sometimes mentioned during this
meeting. As I note in this book’s conclusion, the PLO’s regular combatants had held a
large part of the Israeli army at bay at the gates of Beirut for several weeks. Needless to
say, had even a couple of hundred of those battle-hardened fighters been present (let
alone 2,000 of them), they would have easily dealt with the Phalangist gunmen
deployed by their Israeli allies to “clean” the camps. Sharon and most of his colleagues
at this meeting must have known this perfectly well.

Draper had great difficulty holding his own under Sharon’s incessant bullying. At
one point he interjected plaintively, “It is going to be very hard to carry on a conversation
if you think that when I say ‘cooperative’ it is a pejorative word. It is a positive word. It is
a very positive word. If I can get more than three sentences in.” It is therefore not
surprising that it was not until about three-quarters of the way through the stormy
September 17 meeting that Draper finally disputed the deceitful way that Sharon and his
colleagues were depicting the situation in Beirut. The American envoy insisted that “the
fact is that the [PLO] evacuees out of Beirut were greater in number than we thought



when we started,” and noted that thousands more Palestinian fighters were evacuated
than his original estimate and that of Ambassador Philip Habib, the principal U.S.
special envoy who negotiated the evacuation. He went on to describe what Sharon and
his colleagues were doing as playing “with the numbers game of 2,000 and so forth and
so on.”

Growing exasperated at the refusal of the Israeli officials to accede to the
American demand for a withdrawal of their forces from West Beirut (although he was
unaware of the slaughter then taking place in Sabra and Shatila under the noses of
Israeli troops surrounding the camps), Draper finally could not restrain himself,
beginning the following exchange with Sharon:
 
Draper: The hostile people will say, sure the IDF [Israel Defense Forces] is going to stay

in West Beirut and they will let the Lebanese go and kill the Palestinians in the
camps.

Sharon: So we’ll kill them. They will not be left there. You are not going to save them.
You are not going to save these groups of the international terrorism [sic].

Draper: We are not interested in saving any of these people.
Sharon: If you don’t want the Lebanese to kill them, we will kill them.
Draper: Let me reflect my government’s position on this exactly.

Apparently shaken by where Sharon’s deceptive aggressiveness had taken the
exchange, Draper finally expressed himself with undiplomatic bluntness about Israel’s
invasion of West Beirut:

If you have to stay out here for 600 years while the Lebanese neutralize this, we want you to stay out. Let the
Lebanese do it. That’s our position. We spent three months trying to get as many of the terrorists out as possible
—safely. That was the political arrangement. So it wouldn’t be necessary for you to come in. I have to reflect the
views of Washington on this…. It still goes back to the fundamental position which I was using lightly: we didn’t
think you should come in. You should have stayed out.

Sharon’s response to this frankness was insultingly blunt: “You did not think or you did
think. When it comes to our security, we have never asked. We will never ask. When it
comes to existence and security, it is our own responsibility and we will never give it to
anybody to decide for us.” The transcript indicates that this outburst was followed by
“(Consultations in Hebrew),” details of which are not recorded in this Israeli government
record. The meeting ended soon afterwards when Sharon reiterated that Draper should
tell Washington that the response to American demands for an Israeli withdrawal from
West Beirut was the Begin government’s uncompromising cabinet resolution of the
previous day, and that arrangements would be worked out. Draper’s acerbic reply “You
suggest it is easier to convince Washington than it is to convince you?” was met by the
disingenuous words “You managed to convince us,” from Sharon, to which Draper
reposted, “Who convinced whom? (laughter).” While the participants in the meeting
laughed in false bonhomie, hundreds of people were dying in Sabra and Shatila at the
hands of the Phalangists, just meters away from Israeli troops surrounding the camps.

It is important to understand that, by this point, Sharon and many of the Israelis
present during this riveting exchange had a good sense of what was happening in the
Palestinian refugee camps. Yitzhak Shamir had reportedly been informed that very
morning that a “slaughter” was taking place in the camps.25 David Kimche was the chief
of the Mossad, Israel’s foreign intelligence service, an agency which had extensive



sources in Lebanon, had worked for years with the Phalangists, and could be presumed
to be knowledgeable about their intentions regarding the Palestinians and what they
were doing in Sabra and Shatila. We can only guess precisely how much Sharon knew
about the actions of the Phalangist militiamen he had ordered into the camps. He had
long pressed the Phalangists to send their forces into the Palestinian camps in Beirut to
complete the job of “cleaning” them. Given the behavior of these militias at Palestinian
camps they had previously overrun, like Tal al-Za’tar in 1976, this could mean only a
massacre. According to an authoritative Israeli account of the war, Sharon indeed had
come to an agreement on just such a “cleaning operation” with Phalangist military
commander and Lebanese President-elect Bashir Gemayel only two days before the
latter’s assassination.26 So it is not hard to surmise that Sharon knew what was
happening, and indeed what he intended to happen, when he sent his Phalangist
protégés into the camps. Whether or not this was his aim, Sharon’s obstinate
stonewalling of the American envoy during the September 17 meeting prolonged the
ongoing slaughter that these militias had begun the preceding evening.

Draper’s unease likely originated from his own sense that things were going
horribly wrong—both during this painfully difficult meeting and on the ground in West
Beirut. On the preceding day, September 16, Draper had apparently been shocked
when told by Yehoshua Saguy, Israel’s chief of military intelligence, that Phalangist
gunmen would be sent in to the camps.27 This meant that the worst fears of the
Palestinians were likely to be realized. It also constituted a violation of the assurances
the Americans understood they had received from the Israeli government, as Under
Secretary Eagleburger had bluntly told a not particularly forthcoming Ambassador Arens
that very day.28 As far as we know, neither Eagleburger on September 16 nor Draper on
the following day had yet learned from American diplomats on the spot or from any
other intelligence sources what was actually happening in the camps. Indeed, it was
only on September 18—the day after Draper’s meeting with Sharon, Shamir, and other
Israeli officials—that American journalists took a U.S. diplomat into the camps and he
was able to inform his superiors of the horrors that had transpired there.29

It is worth noting that even the harsh remonstrance that Eagleburger addressed
to Arens on September 16 mainly focused on how Israel’s decision to enter West Beirut
violated assurances the U.S. believed it had received from the Israeli government. The
Under Secretary of State was instructed to read talking points to the ambassador which
noted that Israel’s seizure of West Beirut was “directly contrary to a series of
assurances made in the course of the summer by the Prime Minister and the Defense
Minister that Israel had no intention of occupying West Beirut.” Similarly, Draper’s feeble
and unheeded protests to Sharon and Shamir on the following day were largely about
the Israeli entry into West Beirut and the necessity for a speedy withdrawal (which
Sharon and Shamir refused to entertain), rather than specifically addressing the
possibility of massacres of Palestinian civilians in violation of U.S. assurances to the
PLO.

It was only after news of the massacre had finally been relayed to Washington by
the sole American diplomat remaining at the embassy in West Beirut on September 18,
1982,30 that Secretary of State Shultz met with Ambassador Arens, producing an
exchange that is reproduced in the third of these newly declassified documents.31 This
time, it was the American who did most of the talking to a clearly chastened Arens, who



responded with an expression of sorrow but also with a thoroughly deceptive description
of Israel’s actions over the previous days that he said he had just received from
Sharon.32 Alluding to the “horrible picture” of the massacre that had just been
perpetrated, Shultz told Arens bluntly and forcefully that “the President has asked me to
demand of you that you get your forces out of West Beirut.” He reiterated the American
view that they had all along being assured by Israel that it never intended to occupy that
part of the city. Shultz then went beyond a simple demand for withdrawal, going as far
as any American official would to accuse the Israelis of complicity in the massacre. He
stated: “When you take military control of a city you are responsible for what happens. I
don’t say you wanted this but what happens rests in your hands. We find it very hard to
accept that this would take place if you had really asserted yourself in those camps.” He
concluded by saying that “the President is deeply upset” and was “deeply depressed by
these events.” Shultz thereby firmly slammed the barn door shut long after the horse
was gone. The United States finally acted assertively towards Israel, but it was far too
late for those lying dead in Sabra and Shatila.

What can one make of these and other exchanges contained in these three declassified
documents? One is that the PLO was grievously mistaken in relying on American
assurances to protect the Palestinian civilian population of the camps after the
withdrawal of their forces, as these assurances involved restraining an Israeli
government over which the United States exercised, or chose to exercise, only very
limited influence. This was the second of three significant American pledges over nearly
fifty years regarding Palestine or the Palestinians, none of which were honored by the
United States. The first of these had been President Franklin D. Roosevelt’s promise to
the Saudi ruler, ‘Abd al-’Aziz Ibn Sa’ud, to take no action regarding Palestine that would
harm the Arabs, or without consulting with the Arab states. This pledge was conveyed in
a letter to the Saudi king on April 8, 1945, after the two men had met in Egypt while
Roosevelt was on his way back to the U.S. from Yalta.33 These commitments were
completely ignored by Harry Truman and the rest of Roosevelt’s successors in the
White House.

The third commitment was embodied in the U.S. letter of assurances offered to
the Palestinians on October 18, 1991, before the Madrid Peace Conference later that
month. This letter affirmed that the U.S. intended to oppose actions that would prejudice
or preempt outcomes yet to be negotiated, notably “unilateral actions that seek to
predetermine issues that can only be resolved through negotiations” such as “settlement
activity in the territories occupied in 1967.”34 Over twenty-two years later and three
presidential administrations on, the United States has yet to make good on this much-
proclaimed intention. One might think that such an unbroken record of broken promises
would convince Palestinian leaders of the foolishness of relying on such assurances
from a superpower. Unfortunately, some of them apparently have not been convinced of
this.

Another striking feature of these exchanges is the tone of casual arrogance used
by Israeli ministers and envoys towards American officials, a characteristic which has
surely become familiar to these officials’ successors in office. One of those present on
the Israeli side during the first of these meetings was the young diplomat Benjamin
Netanyahu, who seconded the bluff tone of his superior, Moshe Arens.35 During these
exchanges with their American counterparts, Defense Minister Sharon, Ambassador



Arens, Foreign Minister (and later Prime Minister) Shamir, and even more junior officials
(like David Kimche and Netanyahu) are brusque to, and sometimes well beyond, the
point of rudeness. They clearly do not feel in the least awed by dealing with the top
officials of a superpower. Nothing has changed in this regard in more than twenty years.
Indeed, if Netanyahu’s lecturing of President Barack Obama before the cameras at the
White House in 2011 is any indication, at least one of the personae on the Israeli side in
1982 appears to have learned well from his Likud mentors.36 Netanyahu is now at the
pinnacle of the Israeli political system as Israel’s only prime minister besides David Ben
Gurion to have been elected to a third term.

The last enduring element to emerge from these three meetings is the utter
feebleness of American diplomacy when it comes to dealing with an obstreperous and
uncooperative Israeli ally on the Palestine issue. Some of the reasons for this are
commonly known, from the strength of the Israel lobby in Washington to the absence of
wide support for the Palestinian narrative in the U.S. public, dynamics which are only
beginning, albeit very slowly, to change. Other reasons, as I set out in Brokers of Deceit,
include the fact that the interests of the Arab Gulf autocracies are not in contradiction
with, and indeed in many respects can be seen to be aligned with, those of Israel. Thus
it is not surprising that the formidable “lobby” which staunchly supports these petro-
monarchies and is primarily constituted by some of the most powerful titans of the oil,
defense, and aerospace industries is rarely engaged on the issue of Palestine.

But this weakness of American officials extends well beyond the point that would
be dictated by what is politically expedient in terms of not being seen to alienate Israel.
It seems to stretch to the point of accepting (and even fully adopting) highly
questionable baseline Israeli assumptions. President Obama used virtually every well-
worn trope of Zionist rhapsody known to American politics in his speech to Israeli
students in Jerusalem on March 21, 201 3.37 This wholehearted acceptance of the entire
approach of one party to this conflict resonates in the language of American officials
over a number of administrations. During the Sharon-Draper exchange, the Palestinians
were utterly dehumanized by their Israeli opponents in the encompassing description of
them as “terrorists.” What is important here is the fact that this well-worn Israeli
approach has come to be adopted by their American interlocutors. We can see that
Sharon and his Israeli colleagues’ jackhammer repetition of these words to describe the
situation in West Beirut—they used them on average once every 3.5 minutes during a
meeting that lasted one and a half hours—finally had its impact on Draper. Draper had
been tasked by his superiors with telling the two senior Israeli ministers that the United
States wanted Israeli troops to withdraw immediately from West Beirut; these
instructions are apparent judging from Under Secretary Eagleburger’s uncompromising
tone to Arens the day before. Nevertheless, we have seen that Draper was finally worn
down and diverted, in large part by an unrelenting linguistic barrage from the
intimidating Israeli defense minister. Virtually the sole time Palestinians are described in
different terms by American officials in the forty-nine pages of transcripts from the Israel
State Archives made available by the New York Times was in the wake of the
massacre, when Secretary of State Shultz described the message he was conveying to
Arens as “heavy with grief for these Palestinian people …”38

The American acceptance of an Israeli-derived narrative to frame events in Beirut
in the summer of 1982 goes a long way in explaining why the United States did not then



restrain Israel as it had promised to do. The use of that same narrative to frame the
Israeli-Palestinian conflict in general (as has been done by most recent American
presidents, including President Obama in all of his speeches on the topic, up to and
including his much-remarked ones in Cairo in 2009 and in Israel in March 2013) is a
major part of the larger problem in the Middle East.39 U.S. policy makers and diplomats
have shared for too long many of the same skewed assumptions, as well as the
perverse and dishonest language that expresses these beliefs, with Israeli leaders. This
is why the American officials portrayed in these declassified documents simply could not
see that what Ariel Sharon was really talking about on September 17, 1982, amounted
precisely to the massacre of innocents, and not the “cleansing” or “neutralizing” of
pockets of “terrorists.”

Ultimately, this still-ongoing abuse of language to conceal and mis-portray reality
is why this new edition is still relevant twenty-seven years after Under Siege was first
published. So long as the unequal conflict wherein Israel op presses the Palestinians
and denies them their inalienable rights is framed for Americans by their leaders and
their media in terms derived from the lexicon of these oppressors, there is no hope of
the United States contributing to the resolution of this conflict. In these circumstances,
American efforts can only exacerbate the conflict, as they have been doing for many
years. Worse, if and when further atrocities against the Palestinian people take place,
there is the terrible danger that what could be done to prevent them will not happen, as
had occurred in Sabra and Shatila in 1982.

Finally, it is worth noting that to this day, over thirty years after the event, no one
has been punished for the deaths of the nearly 1,400 innocent people who lost their
lives in the Palestinian refugee camps of Sabra and Shatila, or for those of the many
thousands of other Palestinian and Lebanese civilians who perished during the 1982
war.
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I

Preface

t is rare that a historian has the opportunity to observe the events he later chronicles.
It is perhaps rarer still that an account by a contemporary observer merits the title of

history. I make no such claim for this work; but I did witness the events of the summer of
1982 in besieged West Beirut, and this gives it a special and, I hope, a valuable
perspective.

The writing of this book was made possible by the kindness of many individuals
and institutions: those who afforded me access to the documentary material on which it
is primarily based; those who gave generously of their time and of their sometimes
painful recollections in the interviews listed in the bibliography; and those whose
financial support was indispensable throughout.

It is unusual that sensitive diplomatic correspondence of such recent origin is
opened to the researcher, particularly without any conditions or limitations being
imposed in the process. Permission to utilize the P.L.O. Archives for the first time was
generously given by the Chairman of the P.L.O. Executive Committee, Yasser ‘Arafat.
To him, and to the dedicated individuals working in the Office of the Chairman, the
P.L.O. Archives, and the Palestine News Agency (WAFA), who extended every possible
assistance to me on three trips to Tunis, I owe deep thanks.

Among those interviewed, it is necessary to record in particular my debt to those
unable to be cited by name, but who nevertheless contributed detailed on-the-record
accounts of their experiences. I must also thank the many individuals: American, Israeli,
French, Palestinian and Lebanese; diplomats, politicians, journalists and scholars;
friends, colleagues, and co-workers, who were kind enough to discuss key aspects of
this subject with me or provided important data, but whose names cannot be mentioned.

The initial work on this book was done during the 198283 academic year at the
American University of Beirut, whose courageous President, the late Malcolm Kerr,
strongly encouraged me in my work and provided help in difficult circumstances. My
colleagues in the Political Studies and Public Administration Department, particularly its
Chairman, Professor Adnan Iskandar, and the Acting Dean of the School of Arts and
Sciences, Professor Landry Slade, were supportive throughout, and kindly allowed me
the leave of absence for the two academic years during which this volume was
completed.

During that period, generous support was extended by the Ford Foundation,
Georgetown University’s Center for Contemporary Arab Studies, where I spent a
stimulating year, the American Middle East Peace Research Institute, and the Institute
for Palestine Studies. I owe a debt of thanks to all of these institutions and their officers
and employees, in particular to Dr. Ann Lesch, who was instrumental in securing the
initial funding for this project.



The idea for writing this book came during the war from my friend and colleague,
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I

Introduction

I A War Without Victors
t is now apparent that the 1982 war has taken its place with those of 1948, 1967 and
1973 as a watershed in modern Middle Eastern history. This is clear from its drastic

effects on all the parties to the conflict, and from the extensive literature devoted to it.
Israel, the war’s initiator, was bogged down in Lebanon for three years, spending

about $1 million per day on the costs of occupation. Since June 6, 1982, over 650 Israeli
soldiers have been killed and almost 4000 wounded.2 In spite of this high cost, the
invasion of Lebanon has not measurably helped Israel to achieve its primary goals vis-
à-vis the Palestinians, Lebanon, or Syria, or to advance its security.

For over two months in the summer of 1982, the Israeli army, which on the eve of
the invasion was widely and rightfully feared throughout the Arab world, appeared
impotent before the gates of Beirut. This impression has been powerfully reinforced by
its inability to quell resistance activity in South Lebanon since then.

As a result of this novel demonstration of Israeli military incapacity, and of the
questioning inside of Israel of the war’s justifiability, there is now doubt whether Israel
can sustain its former role of preeminent regional superpower. Israelis would
undoubtedly come to the defense of their country if it were threatened, but they are
unlikely to allow themselves once again to be dragged into the kind of adventure
launched by former Prime Minister Menachem Begin and former Defense Minister Ariel
Sharon in 1982.

As for the Palestinians, they too have been major losers. In spite of their
resistance to the Israeli attack, which was more prolonged than anyone could have
predicted, the war had few positive results for them. The Palestine Liberation
Organization (P.L.O.) was driven out of South Lebanon, and then forced to leave Beirut
in August 1982. It did so without obtaining either binding guarantees for the Palestinian
civilians left behind, or the political quid pro quo it sought for the evacuation. The result
was a bloody massacre at Sabra and Shatila, and a marked decline in the
Organization’s visibility and effectiveness.

In the three years which followed, the P.L.O. has suffered dispersion, profound
internal dissension, and a bitter dispute with Syria, which led to its forced evacuation
from Tripoli. Although the loyalty to it of Palestinians in the West Bank and Gaza Strip
has not wavered, they remain under intense pressure from the Israeli authorities, while
the situation of Palestinians in Lebanon since 1982 has been precarious.3 In all of this,
the Palestinians’ national cause has not been measurably advanced.

Lebanon was the arena and a major victim of the 1982 war. Its situation, bad to
begin with, is considerably worse than when the invasion began. Aside from massive



losses to life and property in much of the country during and since the invasion, a
resolution of the long-lasting Lebanese crisis seems no closer than it was before June
1982. Instead, the precarious internal balance which had prevailed since 1976 has been
shattered, as new conflicts have erupted and old ones have reappeared.

Most depressing to the Lebanese people, the war and its bitter aftermath have
shown that many of their pre-war hopes for the future—whether for a purely Lebanese
solution, or for external intervention—were in vain. The resulting state of despair is
reflected in an economic crisis without precedent since fighting began in 1975, massive
emigration, and a state of near total public insecurity.4

Most external powers intervening in Lebanon have fared nearly as badly.
Following Israel’s invasion, the United States fell into the trap in its turn, with the
Marines eventually becoming little more than another militia on the Lebanese
chessboard, while providing easy targets for shadowy enemies. American prestige in
the Middle East has suffered measurably as a result of this involvement.

The reasons why are easy to discern. America is held responsible in the region
for not having restrained Israel during the war, for not living up to its solemn
commitments by preventing the Sabra and Shatila massacres, and for not immediately
getting Israel out of Lebanon. Thereafter, U.S. power was committed on the Western rim
of Asia for nearly 18 months in support of a narrowly based and weak regime. It
confronted a fiercely committed and battle-hardened local majority enjoying strong
external backing. This situation was strangely reminiscent of the United States position
for so many years on the southeastern rim of the same continent.

Originally, it was Israel’s failure to achieve its 1982 war aims which forced
Washington to choose between the two unwelcome options of continuing costly U.S.
military involvement, while increasing aid to a weaker Israel in the context of a closer
alliance, or allowing Syria to gain a predominant position in Lebanon, and the region,
with resulting benefits for the USSR.5 Events finally imposed the latter on the Reagan
administration, with the withdrawal of the Marines from Lebanon in February 1984, but
even then the chapter of U.S. involvement in Lebanon was not ended.

As for the Soviets, in the wake of the crushing defeat of their Syrian ally during
the war, they reluctantly had to commit several thousand of their own combat personnel
and advanced new weapons systems to a highly independent Syria. The USSR was
thereby faced with the possibility of a direct confrontation with the U.S. in a situation
over which it had little control, and where clients of clients often seemed to be be calling
the tune.

Their new and more exposed posture in the region was all the more dangerous
for the Soviets, since an enraged U.S. tended to blame its predicament in Lebanon
partly on them. In fact, the Soviet Union had done little more than benefit from gross
errors made by the U.S. and Israel, while extending the support demanded by Syria, its
sole remaining regional client of importance.

Among other negative outcomes of the war for the USSR was the fate of the
P.L.O., whose defeat in Lebanon, followed by its quarrel with Syria and the resulting
internal dissension, paralyzed an important Soviet regional client. On balance, however,
and notwithstanding the problems inherent in their position, the Soviets have probably
benefited overall from the results of Israel’s invasion.6

The numerous Arab rivals of Syria have all been discomfited by the preeminence



in Arab affairs which it has managed to achieve through its perseverence in Lebanon.
Whereas one of the initial results of the war seemed to be a diminution of Syrian power
and prestige, that is clearly no longer the case. Syria successfully stood up to both the
U.S. and Israel, while backing the winning side in the internal Lebanese conflict.

Syria would seem so far to have escaped the unenviable fate of all other external
actors involved in Lebanon for the past decade.7 However, it is now in the potentially
dangerous position of appearing to be on top in Lebanon, with a host of determined and
powerful enemies nursing their resentment against it. It will moreover be held largely
responsible for events in that country, although it cannot control them. Syria’s
experience from 1976–1982, when it was ostensibly the dominant power in Lebanon,
show that that is not always a desirable position to be in.

The summer of 1982 thus marked the end of an era in the Middle East, where the
United States has long managed to maintain its dominance, while only rarely having to
flex its own muscles. This anomaly was largely due to its special relationship with a
powerful Israel. Following the joint Israeli-U.S. debacle in Lebanon of 1982–83, it will be
considerably harder for both to maintain their former regional predominance without a
level of willingness higher than ever before to intervene directly—with all the perils that
entails.

For all the powers involved, the 1982 war was a turning point, with the
predicament of each since then firmly grounded in the events of that summer. Although
this central reality has been largely ignored in the prevalent ahistorical blindness in the
United States regarding the Middle East, that makes it no less true.

II Perspective and Rationale
Little written so far about the 1982 war has used documents or interviews to illuminate
the actions of the parties involved. The reasons are easy to find. In Israel, the war has
been a matter for bitter, partisan dispute since it began, coloring the large amount of
material which has been published so far. Lebanon is still torn by war, while the
Palestinian movement has been riven by dissension. As a result, few Lebanese or
Palestinians have had the chance to record their view of events in 1982.8

As for other actors such as the U.S., the USSR, and Syria, none is in the habit of
releasing sensitive documents on still vital issues very quickly (if ever). At the same
time, relatively little has been said for publication by those individuals who were in
positions of responsibility in 1982. At the time of this writing most of them were still at
their posts, and still engaged in dealing with the direct consequences of their decisions
during that summer.9

More has probably been written from the American and Israeli perspectives than
from that of the victims of the invasion, the Palestinians and Lebanese. Most of this
material has been devoted to discerning Israel’s precise objectives in invading Lebanon,
the degree of American acquiescence in its decision, the course of relations between
the United States and Israel during the war, and the domestic impact of the invasion and
its bitter aftermath on both countries.

Harder to answer, and less fully dealt with, have been questions about why the
P.L.O. and its allies were defeated so relatively swiftly in South Lebanon while the siege
of Beirut was thereafter so prolonged, exactly when and why the P.L.O. decided to



leave Beirut, what was the exact nature of the contacts between the U.S. and the P.L.O.
to this end, and what were their results.

Full access to the P.L.O. archives10 has made it possible to shed light on these
subjects, and provide answers to many of these questions. This was in large measure
the raison d’être for this study: to clarify, from the point of view of those under siege—
and using as much of the contemporary diplomatic correspondence as possible—what
the P.L.O. did, and why, in the summer of 1982. A better understanding of this conflict,
and of its sad aftermath, may well do something to avert similar future ones.

During this war, many Israelis began to realize for the first time that the
Palestinians and Lebanese they had been fighting for so long were ordinary human
beings. Therefore, one of the main objectives of this book has been to give these men
and women a little more substance by describing their actions during the summer of
1982 through the imperfect medium of diplomatic telex messages and recollections
recorded over a year after the event.

III The Problem of Sources
Three main categories of primary sources were used in this study: (A) documents from
the P.L.O. archives; (B) material published in Beirut during the siege; (C) interviews with
individuals involved.

A. The first category includes two groups of unpublished confidential sources:
1. Situation reports sent by the P.L.O. Central Operations Room to units in the field
and offices abroad on a regular daily basis starting June 29, two weeks after the
siege of Beirut had begun. Drafted by the top leadership of the P.L.O. (usually by
Commander-in-Chief and Executive Committee Chairman Yasser ‘Arafat), these
reports reflect their mood and their view of the state of the conflict.
2. Diplomatic dispatches sent via telex by the P.L.O. leadership to its envoys abroad,
or received from them. These include more confidential and revealing information
than the situation reports, and are the main source for the analysis of the
negotiations for the P.L.O.’s withdrawal from Beirut.

B. The second category comprises publications issued in Beirut during the siege,
including the daily al-Safir, the only newspaper to continue publishing without
interruption from the beginning of the war on June 4 until the lifting of the siege in late
August; the leading Lebanese daily al-Nahar; the daily news bulletin issued by WAFA,
the P.L.O.’s news agency; and selected issues of Filastin al-Thawra (the P.L.O.’s daily
newspaper), and of other short-lived news-sheets which emerged during the siege such
as al-Ma‘raka and al-Mitras.
C. Finally, those interviewed include most members of the top Fateh leadership in Beirut
during the siege, and several who played important roles outside. Also interviewed were
a number of middle-level P.L.O. cadres and officers in key positions, P.L.O. envoys
abroad, and a number of Western diplomats and officials involved in dealing with the
crisis.

Clearly, the material in all three categories suffers from a variety of potentially serious
drawbacks. The first is the most obvious: most of it reflects exclusively the perspective



of one party to the conflict, a party which was besieged and cut off from normal contact
with the outside world, and which was under the most extreme military, political, and
psychological pressure throughout the war.

While this feature of most of the sources must be borne in mind throughout, in no
way does it detract from the value of this material or from the validity of the perspective
it represents: that of a main participant in the conflict. Where possible, it has been
checked against other sources, and against recollections of non-Palestinian participants
in the events, which diminishes this problem somewhat.

Another more specific drawback resides in the nature of the P.L.O. situation
reports. These were intended to inform, but also served to exhort combatants and
cadres to remain steadfast. They thus often contained rhetoric, verses from the Qur’an,
and other material meant to raise morale (although the translations sent by telex and
used in this study were considerably less inflated than the originals transmitted in Arabic
by the P.L.O. military radio network).

These reports were also at times imprecise, and lacked detail when compared
with the diplomatic telex traffic, or even with published WAFA communiques. This is
notably true regarding details of the withdrawal negotiations. However, since they were
meant for units in the field, there was always a high measure of accuracy in their
description of the military situation. It would have been foolish to tell the combatants in
the front lines anything but the truth about events occurring before their eyes on a
circumscribed battlefield.

As for the diplomatic dispatches sent by telex, their use is associated with all the
normal pitfalls facing the diplomatic historian: the bias of those sending them, the
possibility that the envoy abroad is not being told the whole story by his superiors (or
vice versa), and the chance that truly vital communications are going via another
channel.

The latter consideration presents a problem, since telex traffic represented only a
portion of the P.L.O.’s wartime diplomatic communications. These also included indirect
negotiations which took place in Beirut; radio messages (to those P.L.O. missions with
full diplomatic status, and entitled to employ wireless communications); and telephone
conversations with foreign leaders and P.L.O. officials abroad, which were frequent at
decisive stages of the war.

Little from the latter categories was used in this study. This was unavoidable as
regards both telephone and verbal communications. The P.L.O., which usually made
transcripts of these, could no do so under conditions of siege (although procès-verbales
of certain key meetings were drawn up.) The memory of some of those involved had to
serve as an imperfect substitute in these cases.

In the case of the radio traffic, transcripts of the material are neither as easily
accessible nor as well organized and indexed as the telex traffic. Careful checking
determined that most of it duplicated the telex material. Where it did not, little light would
have been shed on the key issues in question, as they were generally not treated in
these radio communications with P.L.O. offices in Arab, East bloc, and third world
states. Certain things mitigate the importance of the gaps resulting from the absence of
this material. In the first place, it emerges from a study of the telex traffic that after an
early date during the war, virtually all significant messages, whether sent originally by
radio, telephone, or telex, were routinely repeated in serial form via telex to important



offices abroad.
In addition, key communications with P.L.O. offices in a number of centers

(particularly Paris and New York) took place largely by telex. This was due to the need
for a written record of what was communicated and for a high degree of textual
accuracy regarding documents which were the focus of negotiations, such as Security
Council draft resolutions, and the agreement on P.L.O. withdrawal from Beirut. At least
one P.L.O. envoy involved stated later that he consciously avoided use of the telephone
for these reasons.11

Also diminishing the extent of this problem is material gathered during interviews
with several of the principals involved. This has provided information on some of what
passed verbally during face-to-face negotiations in Beirut and elsewhere, and in
diplomatic discussions on the telephone (which was the chosen medium in dealings with
some parties).

One further problem with the telex traffic is that it went out en clair in English on
international telecommunications networks, and was thus definitely subject to
interception by the United States and Israel.12 Those sending and receiving them were
aware that their confidential communications were probably being read by the very
people they were negotiating with. There is thus at times a certain reticence, or careful
circumlocution, about important points in these telexes. On the other hand, this
knowledge on the part of the senders often meant that they were drafting their
messages as much for their effect on those doing the evesdropping as on the intended
recipients.13

In spite of these drawbacks, the resulting picture of the negotiations is complete
in several respects, although gaps remain. It reveals that the complex quadrilateral
diplomacy between the P.L.O., the Lebanese government, the United States, and Israel
to end the conflict took place on many levels. While U.S. Presidental envoy Philip Habib
was its main focus throughout, there were several complicating factors.

The most serious complication was the multiplicity of channels used in the
negotiations, due to the self-imposed prohibition on direct P.L.O.-U.S. contacts, and
Habib’s frequent relaying of Israeli positions or acting on behalf of Israel, which also
refused to recognize the P.L.O. Thus Habib had to negotiate via several intermediaries,
generally Lebanese government officials located in West Beirut and in contact with the
P.L.O. leadership, or Lebanese military officers. Former Lebanese Premier Sa’eb Salam
was also an important conduit for Habib’s diplomacy. On the Palestinian side, there
were a number of different negotiators at different phases. However, after the initial
contacts, all of them belonged to a committee authorized to carry out this task, and all
were acting on instructions from the combined P.L.O. leadership, which regularly met to
review the talks and issue instructions to its emissaries.14

Another complication which was revealed in the course of this research was the
existence of a second line of communications between the U.S. and the P.L.O.,
supplementing the “Habib channel.” Starting on June 25 (as far as can be ascertained),
the U.S. State Department sent certain important messages for the P.L.O. via the
French government. Occasionally other powers and private individuals were used as
intermediaries in relaying messages to and from the P.L.O.

Frequently the French alternate channel seems to have been used only for the
repetition of messages Habib was delivering in Beirut. But at times it carried either



original messages not sent via any other route; or messages which arrived in West
Beirut faster than similar ones relayed by Habib via his Lebanese interlocutors; or
messages whose content differed slightly from what was being sent via Habib. This was
perhaps due to the latter being transmitted through (and presumably distorted by)
several sets of mediators.

It is easier to understand why the messages Washington sent Habib, or which he
originated or brought with him from Israel, might have been distorted by the time they
reached the P.L.O. leadership if the route they took is described. The U.S., or Israeli, or
U.S./Israeli, position was generally first transmitted by Habib to officials of the Lebanese
government either at the U.S. Ambassador’s residence in Yarzé, or at the nearby
Presidential Palace in Ba‘abda. It was then passed, often by telephone (which was
subject to constant breakdowns) to other ministers or to former Premier Salam in West
Beirut. This roundabout means of transmission between Lebanese was necessitated by
the fact that neither Habib, nor President Elias Sarkis, nor his Foreign Minister Fuad
Butros went to West Beirut during the war. At the same time, Premier Shafiq al-Wazzan,
Minister Marwan Hamadeh, other Muslim ministers, as well as Sa’eb Salam, often could
not or would not go up to Ba’abda after its occupation by the Israelis for reasons of
principle, or because heavy fighting blocked roads.

However a message reached Lebanese intermediaries in West Beirut, it was
then passed to the P.L.O. official delegated to receive it, who would then take it back to
the entire leadership for consideration. During major escalations of the fighting when it
was impossible for messengers to go up and down to Ba’abda, or when time was short,
the telephone was used for the negotiation of ceasefires and other crucial accords. If the
phones were not working and the roads were impassable as a result of the intensity of
the combat, as was the case at least three times in August, negotiations ground to a
halt.

The potential for distortion in such an extended and tenuous chain of
transmission was great, particularly given the extreme strain on those involved in the
process. Moreover, most of the Lebanese intermediaries had a major stake in the
results of these contacts,15 while the members of the P.L.O. negotiating team had
conflicting views on what should be done and differing understandings of the
propositions they had received. This inevitably colored the transmission process,
particularly when messages were passed verbally.

In addition to all the above sources of unconscious or unintentional deformation
of the original messages, there was also always the possibility of conscious deception,
concealed duplicity, and intentional procrastination by any link in the complicated chain
of transmission. Possibilities of distortion on the Washington-Paris-West Beirut channel,
while clearly less great, also existed. On the one hand, it is perfectly possible that
changes of emphasis were added when messages came through Paris, just as they
certainly were added, consciously or unconsciously, by the various interested Lebanese
parties who served as intermediaries in Beirut. France—a regional power with major
interests in Lebanon, and which was deeply engaged in its own dialogue with the P.L.O.
leadership throughout the war—was able at the very least to express its opinion on what
it was transmitting. It frequently availed itself of this opportunity, often in the strongest
terms.

On the other hand, while it was the Americans who initially chose to use the



French channel, in time resentment seems to have developed on their part at the
special position France had thereby acquired. This resentment was undoubtedly fueled
by the overt conflict which developed soon after the war began between the U.S. and
French positions on most of the key questions at issue during the conflict. American
diplomats thus at times strove to demonstrate that the French were unreliable or were
distorting communications. Their apparent intention was to discourage too great P.L.O.
reliance on, or confidence in, France. They thus utilized the Paris channel as an
emergency backup to Habib’s efforts, but did not want it to take precedence over them.
This reflected the fear that negotiations would move even slightly out of American
hands, where Washington was determined to keep them centered.

As the siege went on, however, the Americans had to reconcile themselves to the
fact that at times it was essential, if only for reasons of speed and reliability, that
messages sent via Paris play a key role. They had to accept this even if it tended to
diminish the importance of Habib, enhance the French role, and bring the P.L.O. ever so
slightly closer to its objective of direct contacts with the U.S.

IV Structure and Organization
The P.L.O.’s evacuation from Beirut was not solely a function of defeats on the
battlefield, or a result of the unfavorable regional and international balance of forces. Its
decision to leave was also strongly influenced by the lack of support from the Lebanese,
particularly those in West Beirut, at the outset of the war. Their attitude can be
understood only by tracing its roots to the poor state of Lebanese-Palestinian relations
in the years immediately preceding the war. This is the subject of chapter 1.

The military situation was a key factor in the decisions taken by the P.L.O., but it
is wrong to assume that because the odds against them were so one-sided, and Israel’s
defeat of their forces in South Lebanon so relatively swift, that the course of the siege of
Beirut had little impact on these decisions, and that the P.L.O. was summarily forced to
leave, with the only question ever at issue being when and how.16 This assumptions
ignores both the length of time it took to reach a supposedly inevitable conclusion (70
days of fighting, from June 4 until August 12) and the effect on negotiations, time and
again, of decisive events on the battlefield. This topic is dealt with in chapters 2 and 3.

Chapters 4 and 5 approach the major issues facing the Palestinian leadership in
Beirut chronologically and thematically. These involved demands in mid-June for the
P.L.O.’s departure from Beirut, as stipulated in the plan offered by Philip Habib; whether
some quid pro quo could be obtained in exchange for acceptance of Habib’s proposals,
or whether better terms could be negotiated, as was hoped until late July; and after that,
whether relatively minor modifications could be made in the plan to meet basic P.L.O.
requirements.

Chapter 4 deals with the P.L.O.’s late-June decision to accept the principle of
leaving Beirut, and the factors shaping it. These included the poor state of P.L.O.-
Lebanese relations, the grave situation on the battlefield during the war’s first week, and
the absence of external aid for the P.L.O. The chapter then explores the controversy
among the besieged sparked by the growing perception in late June that the war was
not yet lost, and that better terms could perhaps be obtained. This was closely linked to
the efforts of France to achieve a settlement more favorable to the P.L.O.



Chapter 5 examines the decline of P.L.O. hopes, culminating in the decision late
in July to accept the Habib terms. It explores the crucial influence on this decision of the
actions of Syria and Saudi Arabia, and the role of other factors in leading the P.L.O. to
accept an outcome it had resisted for so long. This chapter also focuses on contacts
with the U.S. after the P.L.O.’s decision to leave had been taken in principle, and what
remained was a question of the terms under which the evacuation would take place.
The effect of Israeli actions on the battlefield on the negotiations is also examined.

In conclusion, chapter 6 discusses the aftermath of the war, focusing on the
extent of U.S. responsibility for the Sabra/ Shatila massacres, on the basis of its
commitments to the P.L.O. These included both provisions contained in the published
evacuation agreement, and others worked out in the course of the secret contacts. In all
the attention devoted to the responsibility of Israel, the Phalangists, and the Lebanese
state for the massacres, this U.S. role was largely ignored. The telex correspondence
on this matter, together with other documents, show that this tragedy could have been
prevented, had repeated explicit P.L.O. warnings been heeded by the United States.

This chapter concludes an account of events which transformed the politics of
Lebanon, the Palestinians, and Israel. In Lebanon, the war seemed to give Bashir
Gemayel a chance at supreme power. But after his death, hopes of a Maronite
ascendancy based on reliance on Israel and the U.S. were shattered, as the country
was wracked by continued war and foreign intervention. Yasser ‘Arafat and Fateh
confronted the first serious challenge to their leadership after the P.L.O. lost its
Lebanese base, while facing the daunting problems of the over four million Palestinians
it represents. In Israel, major governmental changes were only one effect of the war.
Others include a grave economic crisis and a new skepticism among many Israelis
regarding an adventurous foreign policy. The chapter is a somber prelude to any study
of the consequences of all these changes for U.S. policy and for the region, as well as
of possible future implications of this most recent Arab-Israeli war, the first between
Israelis and Palestinians.



I

Chapter 1

The P.L.O. and the Lebanese Before the
1982 War

I Turbulence Before the Storm
f the relationship between a successful guerilla army and the society it operates within
is accurately described by Mao Zedong’s metaphor of “fish swimming in the water,”

the P.L.O. was flopping helplessly on dry land in Lebanon on the eve of the 1982 war.1
Pre-war Lebanese alienation from the P.L.O. cannot be measured precisely, but it had
certainly become considerable. At the same time, Lebanese public opinion was volatile
and subject to constant shifts. As an example, many Lebanese who were bitterly critical
of the P.L.O. before June 1982 fought alongside it. against overwhelming odds during
the war.2 Nevertheless, the poor state of pre-war Palestinian-Lebanese relations had a
vital impact on the P.L.O. when the Israeli invasion began and its foes demanded that it
leave Lebanon.

It was of particular importance that immediately before the war this alienation had
begun to affect communities and groups traditionally well disposed to the Palestinians
and which benefited politically from the P.L.O.’s presence. These included the leftist,
nationalist, and Muslim parties of the coalition called the “Lebanese National Movement”
(LNM), as well as many Shi’a in south and northeastern Lebanon, Druze in the Shouf
Mountains, and Sunnis in the coastal cities.

An indication of how serious the situation had become is that in the months
preceding the invasion, there were battles between local factions and P.L.O. units in two
strategically vital areas. These were the mainly Sunni port city of Sidon, capital of the
muhafaza, or province, of South Lebanon, and several Shi‘a villages along the coast
road between Sidon and Tyre. Central to P.L.O. defensive dispositions against Israel,
both regions were the scenes of fierce fighting when the war broke out. The fighting in
the coastal area around Sarafand and ‘Adloun first started between militias of the Shi’ite
Amal movement and the Lebanese Communist Party, but P.L.O. forces became
involved, and were accused of shelling several villages in the course of the battle. Great
bitterness was engendered by these and similar incidents in the south and in Shi’a
suburbs of Beirut in which P.L.O. factions and Amal were involved, often as a result of
fighting between Amal and groups of the LNM such as the Communists or the Iraqi
Ba‘th party.

In Sidon, clashes between small local groups affiliated with different LNM and



P.L.O. factions became endemic in the Old City and the port area. The most serious
outbreak in Sidon was in late May between two groups, one linked to Fateh and the
other to the LNM, and caused massive property damage in the Old City. The P.L.O.’s
promise to pay reparations did not assauge the outrage felt by the population of Sidon.
It was little comfort that after the occupation, a few of those responsible for initiating the
incidents on both sides were revealed to have been collaborators with the Israelis.
Although local Lebanese were involved on both sides of these disputes, and often
initiated them, they left the ugly and lasting impression that in South Lebanon,
Palestinians were fighting Lebanese. This was exactly the belief hostile propaganda had
been assiduously trying to create for many years. The intensely negative impact of
these clashes paved the way perfectly for the Israeli invasion of Lebanon.

By this time, traditional Muslim politicians and religious figures had repeatedly
made clear their intense irritation with many actions of the P.L.O., as had leaders of the
LNM and Amal. One of the most damaging aspects of the May P.L.O.-Amal clashes
was the harsh criticism of the P.L.O. by Shaykh Muhammad Mehdi Shams al-Din, Vice
Chairman of the Shi’ite Higher Council, broadcast on Lebanese state television just after
the fighting ended.3 As a result, when war began, the P.L.O. found itself opposed by the
Maronite militias of the “Lebanese Forces” (LF), and without the support of important
sectors of the formerly sympathetic Sunni, Shi’a, and Druze communities.

However, there were major differences between the attitude of the Maronite right
and the other forces in the country. While the former had been in open, armed
opposition to the Palestinians since the late 1960s, and had ultimately entered into
alliance first with Syria and then with Israel to defeat them, most members of the other
sects originally looked favorably on the P.L.O.’s presence in Lebanon.

This distinction had practical consequences. On the whole, non-Maronites were
reluctant to take up arms against the P.L.O. in spite of grievances against them. This
was partly because of the widespread perception that the P.L.O. was needed to balance
the power of the dominant Maronites. In addition, there was strong sympathy among
Muslims and the left for the Palestinians as refugees and freedom-fighters; the strength
of P.L.O. military forces stationed in Muslim areas; and intermarriage between
Lebanese and Palestinians, which made relative by marriage loath to resort to arms
against one another. The constant pressure of Israel on both Palestinians and
Lebanese in South Lebanon reinforced this reluctance.

In view of all this, the clashes in Sidon and the villages along the coastal road on
the eve of the war took on great significance: they meant that the P.L.O. had gravely
alienated its last allies in Lebanon, and augured badly for its ability to resist the much-
awaited Israeli offensive.

II The P.L.O. and the Lebanese Crisis
How had it come about that the P.L.O. was virtually without friends on the eve of its
most decisive battle in Lebanon? Welcomed by large sectors of the Lebanese
population in the late 1960s, the P.L.O. originally enjoyed extensive popular support. By
1969, however, it had already become deeply involved in Lebanese politics, where its
presence polarized even further an already weak and unstable system.4 While P.L.O.
involvement in Lebanese politics was often the result of its own choice it was just as



frequently due to its being dragged into internal quarrels by its local allies.
The net effect for Lebanon of the Palestinian armed presence was inevitably

negative in the long run, not only because this presence was so destabilizing to the
internal Lebanese status quo, but also because it exposed the host country to great
danger in view of Israel’s enormous power.

Israel had soon after 1967 begun to apply what amounted to a scorched-earth
policy in areas of Jordan and Syria where Palestinian commandos were based.
Although this approach was firmly rooted in the Israeli military doctrine of punitive
retaliation (as this had been refined far earlier than 1967), it was now applied on a much
larger scale than ever before.5 This policy was increasingly applied to South Lebanon as
the P.L.O. established itself there. It involved relentless artillery, air, naval and ground
attacks, resulting in heavy Lebanese and Palestinian civilian casualties, and generally in
negligible losses to the presumed targets, P.L.O. combatants.

The reason for these apparently anomalous results is simple: Israeli attacks were
often directed at civilians, with the objective of alienating them from the P.L.O. and
exacerbating Palestinian-Lebanese tensions. Israeli attacks on civilians were nothing
new. Responding to a reporter’s question about attacks on civilians during the 1978
invasion of Lebanon, then-Chief of Staff Gen. Mordechai Gur emphatically affirmed that
Israeli forces had carried out such attacks regularly for 30 years, whether in 1948, in
1967–70 along the Canal Zone and the Jordan River Valley, or in Lebanon. He added:
“Since when has the population of South Lebanon become so sacred? They knew
perfectly well what the terrorists were doing.”6

Initially, this potentially grave situation did not pose a major problem for the
P.L.O. The southerners shared the Arab world’s post-June 1967 enthusiasm for the
commandos, who were seen as the first Arabs to strike back at Israel. Moreover, the
south of Lebanon was bound by traditional ties of trade, shared history, and proximity to
northern Palestine. To this was added a special sympathy for the Palestinians, who
were perceived by many Shi‘a as having taken up arms for a just cause. In the words of
a Shi‘a shaykh (who preached resistance to the P.L.O., and after 1982 to Israel), initially
the Palestinians “were Moslems and fought for a right cause.”7

As a result, the southerners were generous in their support of the commandos.
For many years, the impoverished villagers of the south, neglected by the Lebanese
state, continued to shelter and help the P.L.O. in spite of Israel’s massive reprisal raids.
This welcome eventually wore out, but the increasingly effective partisan warfare waged
against Israeli occupation forces in this same region since 1982 can only be understood
against the background of these fifteen years of coexistence in adversity.8

Although by 1982 the P.L.O. faced a major problem in South Lebanon, opposition
to its presence did not originate with the initially supportive southerners. It started with
the Maronite-dominated political establishment, which rapidly perceived that the P.L.O.
was a formidable potential ally for the disadvantaged, and thus a threat to the status
quo. To conservative Lebanese, the P.L.O.’s emergence in the wake of the 1967 defeat
suggested a form of politics antithetical to the existing traditional structures which they
dominated. The radical ideologies of many Palestinian groups only enhanced this
effect.9

Not surprisingly, members of have-not sects tended to be more attracted by this
vision than were those from sects that benefited the most from the status quo. Further



distinctions must be made in this broad scheme. On the whole, the Shi‘a and Druze
communities, which rightly perceived themselves to be more radically disadvantaged
then the Sunnis, were more affected by the impact of the P.L.O.

At the same time, the traditional upper-classes of all three Muslim sects
responded quite differently from their rank-and-file followers. The old politicans saw the
P.L.O. as an asset in their conventional bargaining process with the Maronite segment
of the elite. They thus sought to exploit this new card in the game, although most were
to find it hard to control, and came to regret their attempt to do so.

The P.L.O. leadership bore much responsibility for what followed. For while many
Lebanese politicians actively sought their aid, at the outset Palestinian leaders were no
less active in involving their organizations in Lebanese politics. This was a considered
decision, although most failed to realize its full impact on the Lebanese political arena.

However serious its consequences for the P.L.O. and Lebanon, theirs was not an
irrational decision. Members of the P.L.O. had arrived in Lebanon after their traumatic
expulsion from Jordan in 1970–71 deeply imbued with the idea that the only way to
avoid a repetition of what had happened was to surround themselves with sympathetic
formations of the Lebanese left. The theory was that these groups would side with them
in any confrontation with the authorities or the Israelis. The theory proved correct, at
least initially; but not surprisingly, this approach eventually led to problems.

Clashes with the Maronite militias began as early as 1969. Palestinian leaders
were soon convinced that a repetition of “Black September” in Jordan was being
planned against them in Lebanon. Whatever truth there may have been to such fears,
the frantic expansion and intensive armament of the right-wing militias was largely a
response both to the growing P.L.O. armed presence, and to the galvanizing effect this
had on their local Muslim and leftist rivals.

Naturally, an arms race was soon launched: as time went on the Palestinians and
their allies expanded their own militias and increased their level of armament in
response to similar preparations on the Maronite side. The country quickly became an
armed camp, with both sides training men and importing and distributing arms
feverishly.

However, it was not only on the level of arms that the P.L.O. had an effect. Many
Lebanese disenchanted with traditional Lebanese politics saw that it provided new
avenues to effect their aims, and joined its ranks. A number were idealistic intellectuals,
who perceived in the P.L.O. things that were not there. Some were eventually alienated
by its failure to live up to their high hopes. Their abandonment of it led to a serious
erosion in Lebanese support, while their renewed adhesions in times of crisis (as in
1975–76, 1978, and 1982) brought sudden, unexpected accretions of strength.10

Certain others who flocked to the P.L.O.’s banners were less principled, seeing it
as an irresistible force, and allying themselves with it on the time-tested principle of “ma
al-hait al-waqif’ (with the standing wall). In time, as the wall looked less solid, some
among them would abandon their support, or even move rapidly to the opposite end of
the spectrum. As a result of these two trends, Lebanese popular support for the P.L.O.
would often swing up and down dramatically.

This brings us to the heart of the P.L.O.’s problem in Lebanon: any growth of its
local strength only multiplied its enemies. At an early stage, its presence was supported
by a majority of Lebanese: nearly half a million people, most of them Lebanese, had



marched in the funeral cortege of three P.L.O. leaders, Kamal Nasser, Kamal ‘Adwan,
and Abu Yusuf Najjar, after their assassination by the Israelis in the heart of Beirut on
April 10, 1973.11 In a country of under three million, such a demonstration constituted an
expression of popular emotion which the P.L.O.’s foes could not ignore.

The killing of the three leaders contributed both directly and indirectly to the
outbreak of clashes one month later between the commandos and the Lebanese army.
Immediately after the Israeli attack, there was violent recimination between Premier
Sa’eb Salam and President Suleiman Frangieh over the army commander’s refusal to
obey Salam’s orders to confront the Israelis. Salam resigned in protest, after he had
been castigated for the inaction of the state security services by an angry crowd of
citizens on the site of one of the attacks.

The existence of widespread mass support for the P.L.O. which the funeral
demonstrated was particularly explosive, given that discontent within the Lebanese
system was growing. Maronite leaders were deeply disturbed, and began to speak
openly of the inevitability of an armed confrontation with the P.L.O. Against this
background, the Israeli raid of April 1973 finally pushed the Lebanese army onto the
offensive. In May 1973, it surrounded and bombarded the Palestinian refugee camps
around Beirut, with negligible results.

Thereafter, the Maronite leaders seem to have felt they had no alternative but to
fall back upon their own militias for the task of confronting the P.L.O. They undoubtedly
realized the limitations of these forces. However, they apparently hoped that the
prospect of “ghuraba” (foreigners) battling Lebanese would bring the army into the
conflict in force and on their side. Failing that, the only remaining recourse was the
intervention of some foreign power in their favor.

This was the background to the 1975–76 conflict.12 During its first phases, the
Maronite militias repeatedly took the offensive against the stronger P.L.O. and its
Lebanese allies. They achieved no decisive result, managing only to overrun, destroy,
and depopulate isolated neighborhoods located in predominantly Christian regions and
inhabited by poor Lebanese and Palestinians, such as Haret al-Ghawarneh, Sibnaye,
Karantina/Maslakh, and the Dbaye refugee camp. In all of this, the army failed to
intervene.

These repeated massacres in the fall and winter of 1975–76, and the January
1976 siege of the large Palestinian refugee camp of Tal al-Za‘tar, provoked the P.L.O.
and its allies into a counteroffensive. For the first time during the war, regular P.L.O.
commando forces moved toward Beirut from Syria and South Lebanon, reaching
Kahhale just east of the capital along the Damascus road, and simultaneously opening
the coast road closed by the right-wing militias. In the process, the town of Damour was
overrun by P.L.O. and LNM forces, with attendant destruction and the shedding of much
innocent blood in a cruel massacre.

The “Joint Forces” (JF) of the P.L.O. and LNM had won the military initiative.
Their offensive was halted not by Maronite resistance, but by forceful Syrian diplomatic
intervention. By the time fighting resumed in the spring of 1976, after a brief lull, the
Lebanese Army had shattered under conflicting pressures: its high command and
mainly Christian units insistently exhorted by the right to intervene in its favor, and its
Muslim units pressed by the LNM to support it.

The JF now carried the war northward toward the Maronite heartland, launching



an offensive into the Metn. Success in their quest to rid the country of the Palestinians
eluded the Maronite right wing until, by a sort of Phyrric dialectic, its successive defeats
led to a severe power imbalance and triggered the intervention of Syria and Israel
(respectively overt and covert), in its favor.13

The Maronite leaders may have hoped that they could play these two regional
rivals off against one another, and thereby make them do their bidding. For a time both
powers were willing to go along with them in limiting the ambitions of the P.L.O. and its
Lebanese allies. But both soon showed the Maronites how wrong they had been to
imagine they could maintain a privileged position in this unwieldy troika.14

Contrary to all expectations, the P.L.O. survived the joint Syrian-Maronite-Israeli
onslaught. Indeed it came out of it stronger in some ways. This was in part because it
managed to retain the support of much of the Lebanese population in the areas where
its forces and offices were located, extending services as government institutions
sweemed to wither away.

Already at this early stage, there were mutterings from some Lebanese of P.L.O.
heavyhandedness or favoritism. But in the war with the right-wing Maronite parties, the
Palestinians were generally seen as aggressed against, and were valued as natural
allies, since most of the population perceived these parties to be a threat to them as
well. Indiscrimate massacres of Lebanese Muslims, such as the bloody “Black
Saturday” killings in the heart of Beirut in December 1975, or the bombardment of
residential neighbourhoods (practiced by both sides) only reinforced such attitudes.

Even the Syrian intervention did not not seem to undermine Lebanese popular
support for the P.L.O. Many Lebanese were impressed by the ability of the JF to stand
up to the combined Syrian-rightist offensive for five months in 1976 while enduring an
Israeli naval blockade, and to emerge intact with a narrower but still ample margin within
which to maneuver. In spite of its defeat, the P.L.O. was seen by a sizable constitutency
as a powerful independent force deeply involved in the Lebanese system, which could
be relied upon to help right any imbalance caused by Maronite dependence on external
help, and to balance the powerful Syrian presence.

However, the war was by no means a victory for the P.L.O. and the LNM, and
resulted in a new situation. The postwar settlement was hammered out in October 1976
at the Riyad mini-summit (attended by the Saudi, Kuwaiti, Egyptian, Syrian, P.L.O. and
Lebanese leaders) and then consecrated at the subsequent Cairo summit. By its terms,
Syria’s position in Lebanon was legitimized and its forces became the “Arab Deterrent
Forces” (ADF). Regular P.L.O. commando units were withdrawn from Lebanon’s cities,
where they had been moved beginning in January 1976, and sent back to the south. On
their arrival there, the JF found that Israel had set up a militia under former Lebanese
Army Major Sa‘ad Haddad as local surrogates, which were expanding their area of
control into mainly Shi’a areas so as to create a buffer zone north of the Israeli border.
In view of this alarming development, the P.L.O., the Syrians, and the LNM were
impelled to reconcile their differences.

There were still scores to settle, however. Heavy fighting occurred in Beirut in
February 1977 between Syrian and P.L.O. forces. Kamal Jumblatt, head of the LNM,
was assassinated the following month; and Colonel Sa‘id Musa (Abu Musa),
commander of the JF in their defense of Sidon against the Syrians, was shot and
wounded in Nabatiyeh, both allegedly at Syrian instigation. Nevertheless, in view of the



growing Israeli presence in the south, relations between the three parties were soon
normalized, at least to the point that minimal cooperation between them became
possible.15

III The War for South Lebanon Begins
With the end of the 1975–76 fighting, a new phase commenced. This was the war for
South Lebanon, which was still raging at the time of this writing. It was during this post-
1976 phase that the P.L.O.’s problems with its Lebanese allies became acute. These
problems developed for many reasons. The most basic was that in time most Lebanese,
especially those exposed to the brunt of Israel’s firepower, ceased to believe that the
P.L.O. was achieving anything positive with its presence in the south, or whether this
was worth its high cost.

This was not always the case. After the 1967 war, most Lebanese accepted the
presence of the commandos, who were perceived as being in the vanguard of a pan-
Arab war of attrition against Israel. Even after Black September in 1970 closed the
Jordanian frontier to attacks against Israel, after that of Syria was closed by the 1974
disengagement accord, and after Sadat moved toward peace with Israel, there was little
diminution of Lebanese support for the P.L.O. This was partly because it came to be a
valuable ally for some Lebanese in their internecine conflicts.

But the five years after the return of P.L.O. forces to South Lebanon in the fall of
1976 were bitter ones for its people. In one period of under six months in 1979, there
were 175 Israeli land, sea, and air attacks on the area. Villages were hit repeatedly,
their residents made refugees time and again, and it became difficult to see what they or
the P.L.O. were achieving from this war of attrition in which civilians paid the main price.

Unlike Palestinians, whether combatants or civilians, South Lebanese villagers at
this time felt neither that their very existence as a people was threatened, nor that they
had no choice but to fight. Israel was an enemy to be feared, but the P.L.O. presence
was increasingly perceived as responsible for having brought this evil down on their
heads with such force.

Southerners came in time to believe that they were being involved unwillingly in a
conflict which was not their own. Unsuprisingly, their wrath was directed not at the
distant, awesome Israelis who tormented them, but rather at the immediate cause of
their problems, the Palestinians, who were close at hand and clearly all-too-mortal.
P.L.O. failings as regards respect for life and property, which grew to alarming
proportions after 1976, reinforced such attitudes.

This summary description encapsulates an agonizing five-year process as
families were repeatedly uprooted, driven from their villages to Beirut, and then back
again by fighting there, in an unending cycle. By 1982, most southerners were willing to
accept nearly any solution which promised relief from their agony of bombardment,
flight, and mortal peril.

IV The Transformation of the P.L.O. into a Para-State
Together with what was happening in the south, Lebanese had to contend with a
transformation of the P.L.O. which made it harder for them to maintain their earlier



supportive attitude toward it. Starting as a radical, ascetic, semiclandestine guerrilla
movement, which arrived in Lebanon in the late 1960s riding a wave of popularity
throughout the Arab world, the P.L.O. changed beyond recognition in less than ten
years.

P.L.O. Chairman Yasser ‘Arafat was now a head of state in all but name, more
powerful than many Arab rulers. His was no longer a humble revolutionary movement,
but rather a vigorous para-state, with a growing bureaucracy administering the affairs of
Palestinians everywhere, and with a budget bigger than that of many small sovereign
states. Its role in Lebanon had also changed profoundly, as had Lebanese attitudes
toward it.

The initial Lebanese perception of the P.L.O. as an ally motivated by feelings of
solidarity for the downtrodden sectors of Lebanese society had disappeared by the end
of the 1970s. It was replaced by a view of the Palestinians as motivated by self-interest,
sometimes to the exclusion of Lebanese interests, sometimes even at their expense.

Most Lebanese were disturbed by the seeming solidity of the P.L.O. “mini-state”
in Lebanon, including parts of the north, the south and the Biqa‘ Valley, and with its
“capital” in the Fakhani-Arab University area of West Beirut. These included many who
remained basically well-disposed toward the P.L.O. For there was a permanence about
its presence which seemed to indicate that the Palestinians contemplated an extended
stay in Lebanon, and welcomed an indefinite prolongation of the existing situation.

To Lebanese who found that situation distressing, the fact that the Palestinians
were relatively comfortable with it, and indeed stood to lose if it were changed, was
intolerable. For Lebanese, the crisis which had begun in 1975 was the worst period in
their country’s history. On the other hand, in spite of the numerous dangers facing them,
until 1982 Palestinians could look on their situation in Lebanon as marking a high point
in the re-creation of their national identity.

Not surprisingly, given these widely differing perspectives, many in Lebanon
came to accept in some measure the insidious argument that the P.L.O.’s objective in
creating a “state within a state” in Lebanon was permanent settlement there. Ironically,
the Arabic word used—tawtin—comes from the same root as that employed to describe
Zionist settlement in Palestine—istitan.

To anyone within the P.L.O., such reasoning seemed absurd: Palestinians felt
profoundly insecure in Lebanon, knew they were outsiders there, and most importantly,
were deeply committed to the idea of returning to their homeland. They dismissed out of
hand the idea of an “alternative homeland” in Lebanon. But in doing so, they failed to
appreciate Lebanese fears fully: the basis for them could be seen in the proliferation of
the P.L.O.’s offices, the growth of its para-state services, and its increasing military
might.

This entity did not grow up as a result of any clear plan. A comparison of the size
of the P.L.O. bureaucracy and the services it offered before and after 1975–76 reveals
that the war, and the demands it imposed on the P.L.O., were the main impetus for this
growth.16 The reason was simple: as the U.N. relief agency UNRWA and the Lebanese
state ceased to provide services during this prolonged conflict, and as the number of
casualties mounted, it became imperative that medical and social services be extended
to both Lebanese and Palestinians if morale was to be kept up and the war effort
maintained.



At the same time, as vital services affecting the whole society (like telephones,
electricity, security, and food and fuel supply) broke down during the war, it was
increasingly the P.L.O. which moved into the breach. It often did so unwillingly, but no
end of Lebanese resentment was caused by the provision of these services, even
where Lebanese experts called upon by the P.L.O. did most of the actual work (as with
the efforts to maintain electrical and telephone service). It is thus ironic that the 1975–76
war waged against the P.L.O. by its Lebanese and foreign foes was a primary impetus
in the expansion of its presence in Lebanon, which later on became the focus of so
much of their criticism.

Several strands were involved here. On the one hand, it was annoying for
Lebanese to see the P.L.O. running things, although they would have complained
bitterly had it not done so and the situation worsened as a result. In fact, the P.L.O. was
in an acute dilemma: when the Organization was too active it provoked charges the
Palestinians were taking over the country; when it was not active enough there were
complaints that the deterioration of the situation was the P.L.O.’s fault.

On the other hand, the LNM, which might have been expected to provide
services in the absence of the state, failed to do so. One reason was the division and
disunity that prevailed in the LNM, which was made up of numerous disparate groups,
parties, factions, and personalities. More serious was that its leaders could not decide
whether they wanted to replace the existing state structure with a new one, take its
place temporarily, reform it, or do nothing. Their indecision did not decrease Lebanese
popular resentment of the P.L.O. for acting in their stead.

After the temporary calming of the situation in the fall of 1976, most of these
central services reverted to the state or other Lebanese agencies, but the impact of the
P.L.O.’s wartime extension of its authority lingered on.17 Moreover, the P.L.O. was now
completely in control of the provision of extensive services in the Palestinian refugee
camps, and often in their environs. This provided a constant reminder of Palestinian
autonomy and power, which contrasted strikingly with the weakness of the Lebanese
state. Another contrast was provided by the well-financed operations of the P.L.O.

This phenomenon was of great importance. Many Lebanese were alienated from
a now-prosperous movement which they had once supported partly because of its
revolutionary asceticism. More important, this wealth seriously corrupted the ideals and
practices of the P.L.O. itself, turning many of its cadres into employees, and further
offending the Lebanese.

The flow of funds into P.L.O. coffers had increased markedly following the 1974
Rabat Arab summit resolution recognizing the Organization as sole legitimate
representative of the Palestinian people, and urging Arab states to support it. As the oil
boom made them wealthier, many of these states translated their support into growing
financial contributions to the P.L.O., and often to Fateh in particular.18

The effects were twofold. On the one hand, this money, together with funds the
P.L.O. generated from its own sources, such as voluntary taxes on Palestinian emigres,
contributions from rich Palestinians, and extensive investments, made possible the
expansion of vital services. An example was the growth of the Palestine Red Crescent
Society (PRCS) from a one-hospital institution on the eve of the 1975–76 war to an
extensive system centered in Lebanon but extending to other Arab countries, including
Egypt and Syria. By 1980 the PRCS had nine hospitals in Lebanon, with 684 beds and



637 employees, as well as twelve camp clinics. In the first six months of the following
year, it treated 425,682 patients. Over 40 percent of the unaffiliated civilian cases
treated during this period were non-Palestinians.19

On the other hand, much money was put to considerably less worthwhile
purposes. Before the 1982 war it was a prime grievance of reformers within and critics
without the P.L.O. that corruption and gross waste of funds were commonplace in many
branches of the Organization. Some of this was a result of the practice of throwing
money at problems, which originated during the feverish wartime atmosphere of 1975–
76 and continued in ensuing years, with devastating results.

Most harmful in terms of relations with the Lebanese was the spectacle of
individual Palestinian officials who had grown rich, or had obtained a luxurious
apartment, expensive car, and armed bodyguards because of their involvement with the
P.L.O. This offended both Palestinians and Lebanese, who were being asked to accept
sacrifices in the name of the Palestine cause, and could not understand how some were
not only exempt from such sacrifices, but actually prospered.

Furthermore, the disorder and insecurity in Beirut and the south after 1976 was
generally blamed on the P.L.O., which admitted many of these violations (tajawuzat). In
time, this issue was effectively picked up by the P.L.O.’s opponents, particularly the
Phalange, whose powerful “Voice of Lebanon” radio had a large audience throughout
the country. Its propaganda was based on reality, but many “violations,” whether crimes
or heavyhanded behavior by armed men at roadblocks, were the work of agents
provocateurs or thugs with no relation to the P.L.O. Nevertheless it was blamed for
them.

The issue of “tajawazat” became a major sore point with Lebanese public
opinion, a legitimate, pressing concern which neither the leadership nor the cadres of
the P.L.O. ever fully appreciated. This was far from being a marginal issue. It involved
major structural problems of discipline, motivation, and organization attendant on the
P.L.O.’s transformation into a para-state in the mid-1970s. Their persistence without any
serious attempts at resolution cut deeply into Lebanese and Palestinian popular support
for the P.L.O. as time went on.

In spite of P.L.O. efforts to limit its armed presence in inhabited areas, people
blamed it for the prevailing near-anarchy more than they did the Syrians and the LNM,
who were at least as responsible. This was inevitable in view of the P.L.O.’s clear
preeminence in much of the country. It was only aggravated by the stationing of large
P.L.O. standing forces in the cities awaiting an Israeli attack which P.L.O. leaders
repeatedly warned was imminent.20

V The P.L.O.’s Military Buildup
The P.L.O.’s problems with Lebanese public opinion were compounded by its growing
military power after P.L.O. main-force units had returned to south Lebanon in 1976. The
situation there and around Beirut was changed fundamentally soon afterward by a
renewed confrontation between Syria and the LF (an event linked to the cementing of
their alliance with Israel) as well as by Israel’s stepped-up offensive in the south.

After Syrian-Maronite relations soured, the Palestinian strategic assumption had
been that the ADF would provide the primary defense of the Beirut area against any



possible attack by the LF, and that the P.L.O. could concentrate on the Israeli/ Sa‘ad
Haddad threat in the south. Events in 1978 changed that asssumption. In spring of that
year, Israel invaded and occupied a large area north of its border, which it handed over
to its client forces before withdrawing. Simultaneously, relations between the Syrians
and their erstwhile Maronite allies deteriorated to the point of open fighting. The LF were
ultimately victorious, driving the Syrians out of East Beirut and the coastal region to the
north in fall of 1978. This opened the way for full-scale Israeli-Maronite military
cooperation, including the unrestricted importation of arms via the various ports now
fully controlled by the rightist militias. As a result, the P.L.O. was now faced with the
nightmare prospect which was to haunt it until it became reality in 1982: an Israeli
hammer coming up from the south and driving it against the anvil of East Beirut. In
addition, it was transparently clear that Syrian support for the P.L.O. in such
circumstances would be extremely limited, as would that of the U.S.S.R.

Both powers had reacted only verbally to the 1978 invasion, and few in the
P.L.O. had illusions about what could be expected of them in the future. The Soviets
were careful to make the limits of their support explicit to the P.L.O. In formal and
informal meetings, they stressed repeatedly that they could not and would not do
anything on its behalf which violated Lebanese sovereignty, or had not been formally
requested by the legitimate Lebanese authorities.21

At the same time, the Soviets repeatedly affirmed to Damascus that they were
unwilling and unable to assist Syrian forces inside Lebanon, and that any guarantees
they might extend would apply only to Syrian territory. The P.L.O. was made aware of
this. It was thus was able to factor into its calculations the cautious reluctance of both
Moscow and Damascus to confront Israel and the U.S. on its behalf in such
circumstances.

All of this helps to explain why the P.L.O. made its next military moves. In the
four years leading up to the 1982 war, it proceeded to upgrade its forces in the south in
terms of weaponry and numbers, and transformed them into something closer to a
regular army. In preparation for the expected confrontation with Israel, the P.L.O.
command stockpiled large quantities of equipment and supplies throughout the country,
and stationed significant reserve forces in rear areas, particularly in and around Beirut.22

Work also commenced at this time on a chain of underground command posts in
Beirut. A few came to be relatively well known and were used for routine business and
even meetings with outsiders, but most were kept secret and remained unused. This
process was accelerated after Israel’s aerial bombing of the Fakhani district of Beirut in
July 1981. These headquarters-bunkers, scattered throughout the city, were to have
decisive importance during the siege of the capital.

When this buildup was completed—or rather was interrupted by the Israeli
invasion—the resulting force was far from formidable insofar as Israel was concerned.23

The heavy arms acquired were obsolete for the most part (e.g., World War II-vintage T-
34 tanks and Katyusha rocket launchers). The P.L.O. was able to acquire little
technically advanced equipment (which might have made a difference against Israel)
such as guided surface-to-surface missiles, anti-ship missiles, or advanced radar-
guided surface-to-air weapons.

Nevertheless, the effect of this development was highly visible, particularly in the
cities, where the new weapons and the new formations put into the field enabled the



P.L.O. to rival the ADF and more than match the LF. In some sense, this was the aim of
these measures. After withdrawals of the ADF from East Beirut in 1978 and most of
West Beirut in 1980, and the cementing of the Israeli-Maronite alliance, it was
necessary for the P.L.O. to prepare for war on three fronts.

In and of itself this might not have been such a problem. However, it was a factor
in a new series of conflicts with the Syrians, who could not accept that the P.L.O.,
humbled in 1976, was once again an independent force to be reckoned with throughout
Lebanon. It also led to difficulties with the LNM, which chafed at the heavyhandedness
with which the Palestinians, with their newfound military strength, interfered in Lebanese
affairs.

Lebanese Muslims and leftists, who had fought with the P.L.O. against the
Syrians in 1976, now came to feel that it was becoming just as overbearing as Syria had
ever been. There was resentment at the way the P.L.O. leadership played off one
Lebanese faction against the other, at the support extended to numerous small
Lebanses groups, and at ‘Arafat’s single-handed domination of both P.L.O. and LNM
through his command of the JF. At times these practices were as willful and cynical as
they seemed. At others, the P.L.O. was caught between competing Lebanese allies or
conflicting demands, and any option it chose made it look bad.

Following the murder of the head of the LNM, Kamal Jumblatt, in 1977, this
problem was magnified by the absence of a strong leader enjoying unchallenged
authority among Lebanese leftists and Muslims. Jumblatt was probably the only
Lebanese figure who more than held his own with ‘Arafat and the Palestinian
leadership. His death, combined with the growth in military strength of the P.L.O., led to
a thoroughly imbalanced relationship.

VI The Last Straw for Israel—July 1981
The P.L.O. thus found itself in an unenviable situation on the eve of the 1982 war. Long
hated by the Phalangists, now in open alliance with Israel against them, it had
succeeded in amassing a daunting set of new opponents. Traditional Lebanese Muslim
politicians resented the P.L.O. for its alliance with radical leftist challengers to their
authority, while LNM leaders were unhappy with what they saw as P.L.O hegemony
over them. Beyond the grievances of its leaders, Lebanese public opinion was affected
by Phalangist propaganda (which seconded that of Israel), much of which it found
believable. The net effect was to isolate the P.L.O. dangerously on the eve of its biggest
battle ever.

It is worth asking at this point what the P.L.O. leadership was doing to meet this
impending peril. Aside from military preparations, which we have already touched on,
their efforts seemed to have focused primarily on the international level, at the expense
of local and regional considerations which were perhaps even more vital.

Thus the P.L.O. was careful from the outset to cooperate with the U.N. Interim
Force in Lebanon (UNIFIL), stationed in South Lebanon after the Israeli invasion of
1978. It did so even though at one stage this involved forcibly suppressing the activities
of P.L.O. and Lebanese leftist groups which were opposed to the ceasefire accepted by
‘Arafat and the P.L.O. leadership after that conflict.24

Similarly, in the wake of nearly six months of escalating cross-border hostilities



launched by Israel in 1979 after the signing of the Egyptian-Israeli peace treaty,25 the
P.L.O. accepted an internationally mediated ceasefire, and enforced compliance on its
various constituent groups. The result was nearly two years of relative quiet along the
Lebanese-Israeli frontier, which lasted until the summer of 1981, when perhaps the
most significant P.L.O. effort to appear “responsible” in the eyes of the international
community took place.

The 1981 crisis began with a Syrian-Israeli confrontation in April in the Biqa’ Valley. This
was provoked by attempts by the LF, supported by Israel, to build a road to Zahle and
thus establish themselves athwart the lines of communication of Syrian forces to the
West.26 This phase of the crisis ended after the installation of Syrian SAM-6 missiles in
the Biqa‘, as U.S. Presidential envoy Philip Habib’s mediation in effect froze the
situation on the ground rather than resolving it.

Israel then turned its attention to South Lebanon, which had already been
attacked during the spring round of fighting. As part of the muscle-flexing which
accompanied and followed the Israeli election campaign (and of which the Zahle crisis
and the June bombing of the Iraqi nuclear reactor were part) the Israeli armed forces on
July 10,1981 launched a major new series of unprovoked attacks against P.L.O.
positions, as well as refugee camps and villages in the south.27

The Israelis were suprised by what happended next. Instead of simply fading
away as they usually did when Israel attacked, the P.L.O.’s artillery and rocket units
responded in kind to the Israeli bombardments. Over thirty Israeli military bases,
kibbutzes, villages, and towns were hit again and again, in spite of the most intensive
Israeli efforts to destroy the guns and rocket launchers which were doing the firing.28

Israel then escalated, hitting the bridges connecting the south with the rest of the
country. The P.L.O. not only kept up its barrage against northern Galilee, but was able
to replace the bridges or devise alternate routes, keeping the flow of supplies and
people moving in both directions. Infuriated, the Israelis bombed apartment buildings in
the heart of the Fakhani district on July 24, 1981. The paradoxical result was a de facto
P.L.O.-Israel ceasefire mediated by the U.N., the Saudi government, and Philip Habib.

The Begin government, incapable of imposing its will on the P.L.O. on the
battlefield, was now in effect forced to accept it as a party to a ceasefire. This new
reality was perceived by all concerned, although elaborate explanations were issued by
both the U.S. and Israel to the effect that they were neither recognizing the P.L.O. nor
dealing with it directly. In fact, intensive indirect Israeli-U.S.-P.L.O. negotiations were
carried on through the medium of the U.N. and the Saudi government, a precedent for
the 1982 war.

For the P.L.O. leadership, this was a high point. Their forces had successfully
stood up to Israel militarily for nearly two weeks, they had been grudgingly recognized
as a party at the negotiating table, and they were now committed to an internationally
mediated ceasefire, which they observed scrupulously for nearly a year. All seemed to
be for the best in the best of all possible worlds. In reality, it was the calm before the
storm.

No Israeli government could be expected to tolerate such a situation for long,
especially after what had happened to Galilee. Israel’s policy since 1956, when Moshe
Sharett left the cabinet, had been predicated on intimidating the Arabs.29 If the puny
P.L.O. did not fear the might of Israel, what of more serious opponents?



The entry of Ariel Sharon into the Begin cabinet in August 1981 settled the issue,
if ever it had been in doubt. It meant that Israel would launch a full-scale war against the
Palestinians at the earliest feasible opportunity, so as to prevent this new situation from
becoming permanent, and perhaps to create new strategic realities in the region.30

And while the P.L.O.’s leaders were basking in the glow of a backhanded sort of
international recognition, what of their alliances? The general positions of the USSR and
Syria in case of a major Israeli offensive were known. But instead of trying to improve
relations with Syria, the only Arab power with the ability to affect the situation on the
ground, for better or worse, ‘Arafat and the Fateh leadership were locked in a bitter
dispute with it.

This conflict, which had its roots in the longstanding desire of the Syrian regime
of President Hafez al-Asad to establish its control over the P.L.O., had been seriously
aggravated by recent quarrels. Among other things, these had to do with the Fahd plan
(a stillborn Saudi project for a Middle East settlement named for the Saudi Crown
Prince, drawn up in collaboration with the P.L.O., but ignoring Damascus), and alleged
Fateh backing for domestic enemies of the Ba‘athist government and for opponents of
the ADF in Tripoli and elsewhere in Lebanon. All the specific issues in dispute were
symptomatic of a deep malaise in Palestinian-Syrian relations.31

The P.L.O. leadership apparently calculated that Asad was irremediably hostile,
and in any case was not about to make any military or strategic sacrifices on behalf of
the P.L.O. if it was attacked. They thus seem to have chosen to do as in 1978 and 1981:
rely on their own resources to hang on as long as possible, while depending on Saudi
mediation with the U.S. to halt the Israelis eventually. This option was based on the
wishful assumption, grounded in past experience, that the U.S. would be reluctant to let
Israel go all the way.

What they did not calculate was that they were dealing with a Begin-Sharon
government, which was much more determined than any before it to finish off the job;
that the P.L.O.’s military and diplomatic performance in July 1981 gave the Israelis all
the more incentive for doing so; that the Saudis had little real leverage with the
Americans; and that Washington was no longer willing or able to urge restraint on
Israel.32 Most ominous, as we have seen, was that the Palestinians had used up the last
of the seemingly inexhaustible fund of Lebanese patience and forbearance which had
served them in such good stead in the past.

The population of the south and the cities of the littoral had been briefly buoyed
up by the creditable performance of the P.L.O. in the July 1981 fighting. They were
brought back to reality when they contemplated the results of Israel’s bombing of the
south and of Beirut itself. The latter was a massive attack which completely destroyed
several buildings and left behind hundreds of casualties, most of them Lebanese
civilians. Once again, the civilian population was being made to pay the price in this
unequal Israeli-Palestinian war fought on Lebanese soil.

More generally, most Lebanese were fed up with their country’s intolerable
situation, and were desperate for a solution. The only voice which offered a clear
change was that of the Voice of Lebanon. It told them incessantly that all their problems
were the fault of the Palestinians, could be resolved if the P.L.O. were disposed of, and
that there now existed those willing and able to do the job.

The P.L.O. was thus in a highly vulnerable position in Lebanon when Sharon



finally unleashed the much-awaited “Operation Peace for Galilee”: isolated from the
local population and without strong backers, its opponents must have felt that no better
time could be chosen for their offensive. Events in the first half of June would appear to
bear out this assessment.



T

Chapter 2

The Occupation of South Lebanon and the
Siege of Beirut: A Military Overview

I The Importance of the Military
he untold story of the 1982 war is how over a period of ten weeks, generals who had
never lost a battle, and who had at their disposal a potential force of half a million

men in 70 army brigades, 8000 armored vehicles, more than 550 combat aircraft and 90
naval vessels, and the best weapons in the world,1 proved unable—using a
considerable part of this force—to decisively defeat less than 15,000 men, mostly poorly
armed militia, supported for less than two weeks by part of the Syrian army.

In many ways, this was the most difficult war ever waged by either of its two
protagonists, as well as the longest and one of the costliest of Arab-Israeli wars.
Militarily, it was unique in many ways. It was the first full-scale Palestinian-Israeli war; it
was the first Arab-Israeli war involving extended military operations in urban terrain; and
it was the only one not to come to a decisive conclusion. The numerous writings already
devoted to military aspects of the topic attest to the interest it has already generated.2

Although a comprehensive assessment of this war’s strategy and tactics is
beyond the scope of a study of P.L.O. decisionmaking, there are two good reasons for
beginning such a study with a careful look at events on the battlefield during the
summer of 1982. The first has already been cited: the course of the fighting was a major
element in the background against which P.L.O. decisions were taken, and at times was
the decisive input in these decisions.

The second is that any account of what the P.L.O. did and why must at least
touch on the military expectations and performance of a movement which was partly
militarized, and described itself as dedicated to a strategy of armed struggle. This is
particularly important here since, although many Israelis and some foreign military
analysts have already written on the subject, relatively little attention has so far been
devoted to it from the Palestinian side.

The pre-war expectations of Israel and the P.L.O. are the central element in
assessing the fighting. Because it was obvious from the outset that the two sides were
so unevenly matched that the Israelis could not possibly have “lost,” and that the
Palestinians could not possibly have “won,” what must be weighed is how much better,
or worse, each side’s performance matched their own—and others’—expectations.
Moreover, since the invasion was neither hastily planned by the Israelis, nor a surprise



to the P.L.O., the extent to which the two sides foresaw correctly and planned for what
was to come must also be judged.

II “Operation Peace for Galilee” in Retrospect
As its name indicates, “Operation Peace for Galilee” was supposed to remove hostile
forces forever from Israel’s northern borders, smash the military capabilities of the
P.L.O., expel its fighters from Lebanon, and eliminate the allied Lebanese leftist and
Muslim militias. At this writing, the full measure of its failure on every count is readily
apparent.

P.L.O. attacks deep inside Israel and in the occupied West Bank and Gaza Strip
have not been halted. In spite of over 4500 Israeli military casualties, including 655
soldiers killed, rockets have crashed into Galilee several times, Israeli warplanes have
attacked alleged targets in Lebanon over twenty times since January 1984, and there
remained the constant fear that Shi‘ite and Druze militias in areas just north of Israeli
lines would allow the return of Palestinian guerrillas. Israel must now deal with Shi‘ite
hostility engendered by the occupation of South Lebanon, which may last even after its
withdrawal, leaving a new and intractable problem on its northern frontiers.3

For three years after the invasion, the only immediately apparent difference from
the pre-war situation was that Israeli lines were deep inside Lebanon rather than a few
miles north of the border in the Haddad zone. It was thus far easier to attack Israeli
forces spread out in Lebanon than it was when it was necessary to penetrate Israel’s
well-guarded frontiers. Moreover, those carrying out such attacks were more likely to be
Lebanese than Palestinians.

Beyond the fact that there is no peace in Galilee, there has been deep unease in
Israel at the meager results of the war. Reflecting this mood, an Israeli journalist
recently wrote: “Israel is … smarting from the effects of a misadventure whose likes it
has never experienced in its history and whose conclusion appears to be beyond its
ken.” And in the words of former Foreign Minister Abba Eban, the war has cost more
Israeli lives “than all the world’s terrorists had been able to inflict on Israelis in all the
decades …”4

However, the failure of “Operation Peace for Galilee” goes far beyond the
objectives implied by the war’s shrewdly chosen code name, since those who planned it
had set their sights much farther afield. Of course, Galilee’s demonstrated vulnerability
to P.L.O. bombardment during the 1981 fighting placed the issue of the safety of the
area’s inhabitants foremost in the Israeli public mind, and made this a major domestic
political issue.

But for Begin, his fellow ministers, and Israel’s senior generals, war was
necessary because of three things, only indirectly related to Galilee, which they found
intolerable: (1) the P.L.O.’s exploitation of its commitment to the ceasefires—which
ended cross-border fighting in March 1978, August 1979, and July 1981—allowed it to
pose as a responsible political actor and demand participation in international
negotiations; (2) the P.L.O.’s ability in July 1981 to defy Israel militarily, in spite of the
vast military disparity between them, had enhanced its political and diplomatic stature;
(3) these new realities had an effect on the West Bank and other occupied Palestinian
areas the Likud government was committed to annex.



Their aim was thus not simply to drive back the P.L.O. from the border region,
thereby making Galilee “safe” for its Israeli inhabitants. It was rather to destroy utterly
the P.L.O., thus making the West Bank and Gaza Strip “safe” for annexation. Shattering
both the P.L.O.’s military power and its claim to be a major political actor would end the
danger that Israel might at some stage be forced to negotiate with it, and thus come to
terms with Palestinian nationalism. “Operation Peace for Galilee” was in a very real
sense a war for the future disposition of Palestine.5

Over and above this basic aim, the planners of the invasion had other objectives,
which went far beyond Galilee or any other part of Palestine.6 Lebanon, under Syrian
influence but badly divided internally since 1976, was to be reunited under Israel’s ally,
Bashir Gemayel, and brought under Israeli domination. Syria, which had defied Israel
during the 1981 missile crisis, was to be defeated, expelled from central Lebanon, and
thereby cut down to size. In consequence, Syria’s backer, the USSR, was to be pushed
further out of the region, while the rest of the Arab states were to be taught an object
lesson about the might of Israel.

Reviewing these far-reaching objectives today, it is obvious that, on the strategic
level, Israel’s war in Lebanon has been a fiasco. What will concern us most in this
chapter, however, are those aspects of Israeli objectives which were apparent at the
time, and which most influenced decisionmaking during the war. These were the tactical
and operational levels: the progress of units in the field, and the overall battlefield
strategic situation.

Even here, it is possible in retrospect to see major failures on the part of the
Israelis, in spite of their overwhelming military superiority. These shortcomings had a
significant impact on the course of the P.L.O.’s decisionmaking, its indirect negotiations
with the U.S. and Israel, and ultimately affected negatively the latter’s ability to reach its
strategic objectives.

As in all of its wars, if Israel were to achieve its aims on every military and
political level, the key lay in the ability of its troops in the field to win a rapid,
indisputable, and psychologically overwhelming triumph. It was not enough for the
“Israeli Defense Forces” (IDF), arguably the best, and very likely the third or fourth most
powerful army in the world,7 simply to beat the P.L.O. For both the grand strategic plan
and the day-to-day operational plans to succeed, it was essential that in virtually every
battle, P.L.O. forces, those of the LNM, and Syrian units in Lebanon be routed, and their
men either killed, captured, or sent streaming in flight, sowing panic before them.

Because of the pressing need for speedy execution, this collapse of enemy will
was an absolute prerequisite for the success of the Israeli war plan, but it did not
happen. The reasons are at the root of the failure of Israel in Lebanon, both
operationally and strategically. To understand why, it is necessary to go back to the
beginning.

III The Four Phases of the 1982 War
From a Palestinian perspective, the 1982 war can be divided into four phases. The first,
the battle of South Lebanon, lasted only from June 4 to 9. The second, involving the
encirclement of Beirut, was also short, ending on June 13 with the arrival of Israeli
troops at Ba’abda in the city’s eastern suburbs. The third phase, which lasted from June



14 to 26, was marked by the battle for the control of the mountains overlooking the
Lebanese capital. It was followed by the last phase, the siege of Beirut, which continued
until the August 12 ceasefire.

The first phase of the 1982 war encompassed Israel’s swift penetration of South
Lebanon along multiple axes, combined with heliborne and amphibious landings at key
points deep behind the front lines. The main objective in this phase was for units driving
up the coast road to link up with others landed from the sea north of Sidon, thus
preparing a jumping-off point for an advance toward Beirut. According to one account,
“three Israeli divisional forces” were involved in this coastal push.8 At the same time,
other columns advanced through the mountains and up the Biqa‘ Valley in the central
and eastern sectors of the front.

The initial phase took the better part of three days of ground combat. These were
preceded by two days of massive “softening-up” bombardments from air, land, and sea
directed at Beirut, the coastal region down to the border, and large areas of South
Lebanon, beginning on June 4. (This was the day the war actually started, although the
invasion was launched only at midday on June 6.) This phase ended when a linkup
between Israeli armored colums advancing from the south and troops landed at the
Awwali River bridgehead was effected east of Sidon, around midday on June 9.

The second phase consisted of a continuation of the drive up the coast toward
Beirut, combined with another through the mountains to cut the east-west roads linking
the capital to the Biqa‘ valley and Damascus.9 In this stage also, the ground push was
supported by seaborne and heliborne forces which cut off JF or Syrian positions which
were holding up the ground advance. Simultaneously, Syrian forces in the Biqa‘ to the
east were pushed back by tank columns advancing north up the valley, after Syrian air
defences had been badly battered by the Israeli air force.

The advance was only briefly interrupted by a deceptive ceasefire, described by
Israel as applying to Syrian forces only, which the IDF used to move troops up for
another push, while fighting continued unabated with the P.L.O. The second phase
concluded on June 13 with the arrival of Israeli troops at the Lebanese Presidential
Palace at Ba’abda on the eastern outskirts of Beirut, and the consequent encirclement
of the city. Israeli forces in the mountains and the Biqa’ also reached positions to the
south of the Beirut-Damascus highway in a number of places, not quite managing to
gain control of the road itself.

Although Beirut was now surrounded and under heavy Israeli bombardment, the
next phase was not an assault on the city, but rather a series of attacks culminating in a
major assault on June 21 to expel Syrian and P.L.O. forces from Bhamdoun and other
mountain towns along the main road to Damascus. Although Bhamdoun and ‘Aley were
taken, Syrian troops held on to Sofar, farther along the road in the mountains to the
east. With the ceasefire five days later which marked the end of this operation, Syria
was out of the war, and its forces had been pushed well back from Beirut.

The final and longest phase of the war, the seven-week siege of the P.L.O in the
western sector of Beirut, now began in earnest. This involved intensive air, naval, and
artillery bombardments and agressive psychological warfare directed both against the
defenders of the city and its civilian population, and included calculated pressure on the
morale of the besieged via the cutting off of food, water, and electricity.

Long periods of what at times resembled classical siege warfare were punctuated



by heavy Israeli ground assaults. These resulted in the seizure of the airport and other
areas of open terrain in the southern suburbs of the city. By war’s end, the siege
perimeter had been severely constricted—to about eight miles of land lines plus six
more of seafront. However, the IDF never succeeded in encircling JF units, in rupturing
the defending lines, or in overrunning key positions, such as the Museum and port
crossing points, the Kuwaiti Embassy hill, or the city seafront from the Summerland
beach resort to the port. It was on these lines that fighting ended on August 12.

To recapitulate, the decisive events which separate these four phases were the
encirclement of Sidon of June 9, the isolation of West Beirut on June 13, and the
capture of Bhamdoun and elimination of Syria from the war on June 26. This brief
summary gives the impression of an inexorable progression of the invading forces, and
an unmitigated series of defeats of the defenders. Although in one sense correct, the
accuracy of this impression can be judged only in light of the extent to which the
expectations and plans of the two sides were fulfilled.

IV The Plans and Expectations of the Combatants

Israel’s Expectations

From our summary of the course of the four phases of the war, it may already be
apparent that all did not got as Sharon and his generals had originally planned. In fact,
things seem to have gone wrong from the very beginning.

In an article detailing the surprise of the Israelis at the fight put up by the
Palestinians in the refugee camps along the South Lebanese coast during this first
phase, Ze’ev Schiff, the respected defense editor of Ha’aretz, states: “According to the
IDF campaign plan, the forces coming from the south were scheduled to link up with
those landed from the sea within 24 hours.”10 The failure to do this with the required
rapidity (in reality, Schiff points out, it took nearly three times as long to effect the linkup)
was only the first step in the unhinging of the Israeli battle plan, but it affected crucially
the timing and implementation of all the later stages of the war.

As is pointed out by Schiff (and was asserted forcefully by the P.L.O. at the
time),11 what held up the Israeli army in the coastal sector during the first phase of the
war was the intensity of the resistance in the built-up areas along some of its main axes
of advance, in particular the five main Palestinian refugee camps in South Lebanon.

These were located on the eastern outskirts of Tyre and Sidon, both vital
strategic nervepoints. Whenever possible, the heavily built-up camps were purposely
bypassed by Israeli advance units and left to be reduced later. Unfortunately for the
Israelis, while they could do this with the Tyre camps, in the case of ‘Ain al-Hilweh camp
near Sidon, the largest in Lebanon, this was not possible because of its location astride
key routes of communication.

Earlier, in the three camps near Tyre (Rashidiyeh, Burj al-Shemali, and al-Bass)
the defenders had put up a fierce fight. This was particularly the case in the former two,
which were much larger than al-Bass. Schiff indicates it took a whole Israeli division (of
over 10,000 men) three or four days to reduce them, during which period it suffered
nearly 120 casualties. This tallies exactly with WAFA reports at the time, which indicated
their fall by the fourth day of the war, although WAFA estimates of Israeli casualties
were higher.12



Unlike the Tyre camps, ‘Ain al-Hilweh could not simply be left behind as the
northward advance continued. In Schiff’s words, it “had to be taken to allow passage
through the town northward to where Israeli forces had landed from the sea, and
onward to Beirut.”13 It was here that both Palestinian and Israeli accounts agree that
perhaps the most savage battle of the entire war was fought.

For days after a June 11 ceasefire had briefly halted the Israeli advance against
Syrian forces far to the north, ferocious fighting continued inside ‘Ain al-Hilweh. The
defenders were led by Muslim shaykhs and spearheaded by young “ashbal” (tiger cubs:
the name given to youthful fighters) wielding deadly RPG antitank weapons at close
quarters against Israeli armor. Again and again, at nightfall they managed to retake
ground lost in daylong battles marked by intense Israeli bombardment. The camp held
out until June 17, becoming a tiny, isolated Stalingrad (“the Masada of the Palestinians”
one Israeli called it),14 sucking unit after unit of the IDF into grueling house-to-house
combat, in which the defenders were at a natural advantage, and Israel’s technological
and numerical superiority were neutralized.

This vicious ten-day battle showed up a fatal flaw in the planning of Sharon and
the IDF generals. They had estimated quite correctly that their forces would be able to
overwhelm the semiregular units of the P.L.O. in combat in open terrain. But they had
apparently not expected that many of these units would survive the initial blitzkrieg
assault in the countryside and succeed in withdrawing into built-up areas, or that the
lightly armed local militias and regular reserve units they joined there would fight with
such élan, inflicting serious casualties on the attackers.

A second flaw was revealed by the course of the fighting in the eastern sector, in
the ‘Arqoub region at the southern end of the Biqa‘ Valley. Here, it was apparently
hoped that Israeli columns could rapidly break out of what the Israelis called
“Fatehland”: the mountainous and constricting terrain controlled by the P.L.O.
immediately north of the UNIFIL zone and south of the Syrian area of deployment,
where the advance of large mechanized forces was restricted to two road axes.

The objective was as quickly as possible to get the highly mobile Israeli armor out
of the narrow lower valley, where long-entrenched P.L.O. commandos awaited them,
and into the broader plain to the north, where Syrian tank forces were located. Once
there, the Israelis had confidence in their ability to overcome these Syrian units after
destroying the air defenses which protected them.

But they apparently did not calculate on the resistance they would be offered at
the southern end of the valley by P.L.O. guerrillas, enjoying the advantage of over a
decade of familiarity with the terrain, and supported by well-dug-in Syrian artillery to the
north. It took the better part of four days of heavy fighting for vastly superior Israeli
forces to break out of the wooded, hilly, and nearly roadless terrain between their
forward lines in the Haddad zone and those of the Syrians near Lake Qar‘oun.15

In this first phase of the war, the only sector where things went more or less
according to plan was the center. Here, Beaufort Castle was captured after a bloody
two-day battle in which its defenders were killed to a man, but heavy casualties were
suffered by assaulting units of the elite Golani brigade; Nabatiyeh was bypassed and
then taken; and powerful columns were sent northwest to join the assault on Sidon, and
north to enter the Shouf, where relatively little resistance was offered by Syrian and
Druze forces (the P.L.O. had always been forbidden to station men in the region).



Further Israeli miscalculations appeared in succeeding phases of the war. One
was the assumption that the entire length of the coast road could be swiftly seized and
put to use. The IDF had extensive air- and sea-lift capabilities,16, but complete control of
this road, the best in South Lebanon, was necessary within days of the launching of the
invasion: it was the only route which could sustain logistically a multidivisional assault
directed toward Beirut. The other north-south roads—narrow, winding routes which ran
through the mountains to the east—would be supplying the Israeli forces facing the
Syrians in these areas, and could not carry the logistical load of the coastal push as
well.

This assumption was already badly damaged by the length of time it took to
surround Sidon and reduce ‘Ain al-Hilweh. It was shattered in the fighting between
Sidon and Beirut, particularly along the stretch of road in the Damour area, and between
there and Khaldeh. Here, repeated amphibious and helicopter landings behind the lines
of the JF, combined with outflanking sweeps through the mountains to the east, resulted
in IDF advances but failed to clear the road, which could not be used in its entirety until
after the IDF reached the outskirts of Beirut.

In the end, it was necessary for the Israelis to rely on their striking success in the
Shouf mountains (one of the few areas where the speed of their advance came even
close to their expectations) to swing to the east around the Khaldeh-Damour region. It
was by this route, rather than by the coast, that Israeli forces finally arrived at Ba’abda
and succeeded in encircling Beirut on June 13, at the same time outflanking the
stubborn defenders of Khaldeh.

They did so at least four or five days behind schedule, coming from a different
direction than planned, and with sections of the vital coast road still unusable. Indeed,
heavy fighting continued at Khaldeh until June 14, and the Damour area was not fully
cleared, according to one Israeli military source, until the nineteenth day of the war. By
way of contrast, an Israeli journalist was told by one officer that IDF planners had
expected three days would suffice to finish off the P.L.O.17

The battle for Khaldeh had another important effect on the course of the war,
especially on the P.L.O. It was in some ways analagous to the effect of the grueling ten-
day siege of ‘Ain al-Hilweh on the Israelis, symbolizing to all concerned just what the
war was going to involve. The fighting at ‘Ain al-Hilweh was seen and heard, if only from
a distance, by the men of most fresh Israeli units traveling north toward Beirut up the
coast and Shouf roads to join the fighting or to relieve other units.18 Even those Israeli
soldiers who didn’t witness the fighting must have been affected by the length of time it
took the vastly superior IDF, led by the crack Golani Brigade, to take the camp. This
impact was undoubtedly compounded by the Golani’s heavy casualties in this battle (the
unit’s second difficult engagement in one week, the first being at Beaufort Castle). Even
though the drama of ‘Ain al-Hilweh was fully covered in both the P.L.O. and the Beirut
media,19 it took place too far away to have the same impact on the besieged defenders
of Beirut as it did on the Israelis.

Khaldeh, on the other hand, is on the southern outskirts of the capital, and the
fighting in and around it could constantly be seen and heard throughout much of the
city. Indeed, it was virtually impossible for those in Beirut to ignore it. The stubborn five-
day defense of this vital strategic crossroads and the area to the south and east of it by
the JF, Amal militiamen, and Syrian troops boosted morale in Beirut considerably, and



provided badly needed time for preparation of the city’s defense.
At this point the IDF made yet another critical mistake, in failing to launch an

immediate thrust into Beirut. By doing so it would have capitalized immediately on the
devastating impact on its opponents’ morale of the outflanking maneuver through the
mountains to the east, which had encircled Beirut and eventually forced the evacuation
of Khaldeh.

Here, for the first time, Sharon and his generals opted for caution. They sat on
the outskirts of the city for several days as the fighting at Khaldeh and Ouzai just to the
north of it dragged on, and brought troops into East Beirut by sea to complete the siege,
all the while pushing tentatively north toward ‘Aley, located on the Beirut-Damascus
highway. Only on June 21 did they open up a major new offensive.

Surprisingly, this was directed not at Beirut, but rather at pushing the Syrian
division positioned together with P.L.O. forces in the mountainous ‘Aley-Bhamdun area
further away from the capital. After four days of heavy combat involving severe
casualties to both sides, the Israelis seized Bhamdun along the Beirut-Damascus
highway. However, the IDF failed to cut off the retreat of the Syro-Palestinian forces
involved, which managed to escape encirclement and withdraw eastward virtually intact.
Their survival was due largely to the grim and determined defense of Bhamdun by crack
Syrian commandos, who had been ordered to hold their ground at all costs until this
withdrawal was complete.

The Israeli decision to fight this costly battle instead of assaulting Beirut was fully
justified in terms of orthodox strategy (although it was probably primarily a response to
the absence of any decision by the Israeli Cabinet to enter Beirut). At the same time, the
Khaldeh road was not yet open until after June 17, and thus there was no major
overland supply route for Israeli forces in the Beirut area. In addition, the Syrian division
and P.L.O. units in the mountainous ‘Aley region, well supplied with artillery and easily
reinforced, in theory threatened the rear and flanks of any Israeli force attacking Beirut.
Finally, there were probably not enough Israeli troops on hand for a major push into the
capital.

Yet without a daring drive on Beirut, exploiting the great psychological effect of
the arrival of the IDF at Ba’abda on June 13, and ignoring the many dangers, what little
hope the Israelis ever had of swiftly seizing the capital and thereby achieving their initial
objectives evaporated. In any explanation of the reasons for what seems curiously like a
failure of nerve on the part of the normally aggressive Sharon, the senior IDF generals,
and the Cabinet, the searing impact of the fighting of the first two weeks of the war, and
the relatively heavy casualties already suffered by the IDF, undoubtedly take a major
place.

This was the last grave mistake the Israeli generals made on the battlefield, and
the last time events deviated from their plans, which were now obselete. The entire logic
of their operation had been predicated on swift, cumulative success, just as the entire
tactical philosophy of the IDF has always been rooted in movement, maneuver, and
deep penetration. Once the last chance of a rapid advance to the gates of Beirut, and a
P.L.O. collapse and surrender of the city, were gone, the IDF was in uncharted waters,
both doctrinally and in terms of what they had planned for before the invasion.

In the seven succeeding weeks during which Beirut was besieged, there were
progressively less coherent attempts by Israel to improvise and to bluff. During this



period, the initiative eventually slipped from the hands of Sharon within the Israeli
leadership, events were determined increasingly in the politico-diplomatic rather than
the military sphere, and control of outcomes shifted from Israel to the United States in
the larger context.

The primary reason for this complex development, which many at the time
perceived but had difficulty explaining, lay in the way events on the battlefield had
developed beyond the control of Sharon and the Israeli military planners from the very
outset of the war.

P.L.O. Expectations

Palestinian expectations regarding an Israeli attack must naturally be looked at
quite differently from those of the IDF command: whereas the latter had the advantage
of being able to chose the time and place to strike, the P.L.O. could only wait and
wonder where and when the blow was coming. Of course, the IDF had to revise its pre-
war expectations in light of results in the field. But the Israelis should have had less
need to do so than the P.L.O., because of their wide experience, their vastly superior
intelligence-gathering capability, and the inestimable advantage of holding the initiative.

As regards of the pre-war period, a distinction must be made between Yasser
‘Arafat’s repeated public warnings that an Israeli attack was imminent, and what P.L.O.
leaders and senior military commanders believed or actually did about these warnings.
For at least five months before the invasion began, ‘Arafat stressed publicly and
privately that Israel was preparing a major attack, aimed at trapping the P.L.O. between
Israel forces coming up from the south and hostile forces in East Beirut. The terms he
used for this were an “accordion” or a “pincers” operation. On other occasions, he
referred publicly to the possibility that the attacking forces would reach Damour,
Khaldeh, or even Beirut itself.20

The P.L.O. leadership was in receipt of information from a variety of sources—
French, Egyptian, Soviet, Lebanese, and American to name only some of them—that
such an attack was being planned. At least one of these reports indicated, in the words
of one of these bearers of bad tidings, that during a visit to Washington, Sharon “would
unroll his maps and show anyone who would pay attention how the Israeli army planned
to reach Beirut.”21

What did ‘Arafat and senior P.L.O. military commanders do about this
information, which was corroborated by P.L.O. military intelligence and by observations
of Israeli preparations along the frontier both in April (when an attack was planned and
then cancelled), and June 1982?22 One view, that of military analyst Yezid Sayigh, is
that Israel achieved a large measure of surprise, and that many P.L.O. military
commanders did not realize Israeli objectives until well into the war,23 although he
admits elsewhere that “there was some prediction and planning” by the P.L.O.24 Overall,
Sayigh gives its military commanders low marks for their preparation to meet the attack,
noting that the units which did best were those which had done their own contingency
planning for this eventuality, whereas others “taken completely by surprise lost all
cohesion.”25 Schiff has offered a similarly negative assessment of the performance of
P.L.O. regular forces and commanders.26

Granting the validity of some of these strictures, it must be asked how much
effect preparations by commanders of a semiregular force of less than division strength



could have had when they were about to be attacked by what General Chaim Herzog
indicates was “a force of eight divisional groups” with absolute air and naval superiority?

Justifiable criticisms can certainly be made of the armament, training, logistics,
and doctrine of P.L.O. military forces, as well of their pre-war dispositions. The
responsibility for these basic shortcomings was long-standing, and should probably be
divided between the P.L.O.’s political leadership and the senior military officers at the
operations, sector and unit command levels. However, it has not been sufficiently
appreciated by some critics that many of these dispositions were an inevitable function
of the P.L.O.’s need to prepare to meet a multitude of perceived threats—local, Arab,
and Israeli—at different levels of intensity. For example, the P.L.O. had to prepare to
meet Israeli pinprick raids, use its miltary forces in paramilitary or police funtions in
some areas, and (after the withdrawal of Syrian troops from many areas of the littoral in
1979–80), take precautions against hostile action by the LF. This naturally prevented
single-minded concentration on the threat of a major Israeli attack.

But given the serious structural flaws in the organization of P.L.O. military forces,
much was done in certain fields to prepare for the Israeli invasion. This included
deployment of large reserve forces in the Beirut area; stockpiling of arms, fuel, food,
medicines and other supplies in Beirut and elsewhere; widescale military training of
Palestinian civilians and their organization on a militia basis beginning in the fall of 1981;
and the building of a number of secret underground emergency military command posts
in various parts of the capital.

Ultimately, better military preparations in the south might have saved a few units
that were overrun by the IDF advance, and allowed a more effective and coordinated
partisan war to have been waged more quickly against the IDF once it occupied the
region. But excepting extensive pre-war preparation of the city of Sidon for a siege
(which was politically out of the question), or breaking down semicon-ventional units into
guerrilla formations before the war, or posting more able senior officers to commands in
South Lebanon which were sure to be overrun, it is hard to see what more the P.L.O.
command could have done in the way of dispositions.

As we saw in the last chapter, ‘Arafat and the P.L.O. leadership can certainly be
faulted for their political mistakes, such as incorrectly reading the angry mood of the
Lebanese toward the P.L.O. on the eve of the war, alienating the Syrian regime
unnecessarily, and perhaps for crying wolf too often about an imminent Israeli attack.
But these are quite different from purely military failings, which were many, but largely
structural or long-standing.

When Israeli troops attacked on June 6, after two days of bombardment, they
benefited from an element of strategic surprise. This was the result of a certain decline
of alertness on the part of some P.L.O. front-line units, after many months of awaiting an
enemy attack. The July 1981 cross-border clashes, during which Israeli forces had
never crossed the frontier, and a false alarm in April 1982, when heavy Israeli bombing
and shelling were not followed by a ground attack, probably helped in this. At the same
time, many in the P.L.O. felt a certain paradoxical relief that at last the long period of
suspense was over.27

Tactical surprise was provided by the rapid speed with which Israeli ground
forces moved forward (especially as compared with 1978); by their willingness to
surround and leave behind P.L.O. strongpoints; by their massive use of air- and sealift



capabilities to move forces deep behind the front lines, including armored vehicles; by
the intense weight of the combined air, sea, and artillery bombardments employed; and
finally by the deep penetration of their advance.

But the “Palestinian surprise” for the IDF (the words are those of Ze’ev Schiff)
was that many P.L.O. units left behind or surrounded were apparently prepared for this
and fought on; others cut off by Israeli helibome or amphibious forces would turn on
them and force them to withdraw (this happened at the Zahrani and Khaldeh
beachheads, and in the ‘Arqoub); and most often when Israeli spearheads broke
through a defensive position, they would find another awaiting them farther north.28 In
sum, Schiff noted, “in this war Palestinians did not shrink from direct confrontation with
IDF units.”29

This would seem to argue for a reasonably accurate prewar set of expectations
and some preparations on the part of the P.L.O. forces in the field, if not of their most
senior commanders. As a general rule, a high degree of surprise combined with adverse
battlefield circumstances can normally be expected to provoke panic and flight among
unprepared troops. Israeli planners were counting on their massive offensive doing this,
if what several sources indicate about their projections for the rate of the advance is
correct.30 Yet it did not happen, except in a few cases.

To conclude, the P.L.O. was ill-prepared in many ways to meet the attack it knew
it was coming, but this was a function of underlying flaws and weaknesses in its military
organization. Its basic problem was that it was utterly mis matched in the field against a
large part of the total forces (including eight of fifteen divisions) of the preeminent
regional superpower. Given this imbalance, given the numbing effect of waiting for
months for the inevitable attack their leaders kept telling them was coming, and given
the tactical surprise the Israelis managed to achieve on a number of levels, it is
surprising that P.L.O. forces fought as well as they did.

The wartime reaction and adaptation to a new situation of these same forces
presents a somewhat different picture. While most units in the field appear to have
reacted as well as could have been expected to the massive assault they faced,
regional and large unit commands frequently failed to respond to the emerging situation,
particularly in the south in the first three or four days of the war.

This was especially noticeable in the Sidon region, where the crucial Awwali
landing was not dealt with effectively. This was partly because the commanding officer,
Colonel Hajj Isma‘il, abandoned his post on the second day of the invasion, and in
consequence there was a lack of central direction in a key battle.31 There was a similar
loss of control in the Tyre area, although there the regional commander, Lieutenant
Colonel ‘Azmi Sghayir, fell in combat, after leading his forces in a battle in which an
Israeli brigade commander was killed.

This underlines the fact that pitted against the vast superiority of the IDF, it made
little difference what was done by the regional command: ultimately there was no way to
maneuver large bodies of men or to move heavy weapons in the face of Israel’s total
command of the air and sea, and its dominance on the ground. Thus, throughout the
south during the first days of the invasion, large P.L.O. units broke up, their heavy
weapons destroyed or abandoned, and the men sought the cover of built-up areas or
the hills. Where they were able to do this—in the Tyre and Sidon areas, and in the
mountainous ‘Arqoub—they effectively held up the Israeli advance.



Only when fighting reached the southern approaches to Beirut and during the
siege of the city did the P.L.O. command begin to plan effectively, respond rapidly, and
direct the battle so as to have an impact on the flow of events. Here, after an initial
period of shock and paralysis, IDF axes of advance were foreseen, swift preparations
made, reserves moved, defense lines established, and advances stopped again and
again. From the initial battles at Khaldeh to the final attacks in August, when the IDF
made its last attempt to breach Joint Forces lines and penetrate the city, the command
and control problems which had plagued the P.L.O. military forces in the south seemed
to diminish progressively.

In part this was a function of the battle becoming more static as it moved closer
to the P.L.O. central leadership and military command, and further away from those of
Israel. In part it derived from the uniquely favorable battlefield that the heavily built-up
Beirut metropolitan area provided to a force which excelled in street fighting that was
opposing another which preferred a war of maneuver in the open country. And in large
measure it was a result of the time the defenders of ‘Ain al-Hilweh, the other camps in
the south, and Khaldeh had bought for those in Beirut to catch their breath, adjust to the
reality of the vast weight of the IDF bearing down on them, and make appropriate
preparations to meet it.32

In addition to all these givens, which the P.L.O. leadership in Beirut could do little
to change, they were responsible for a number of actions which positively affected the
situation. One was the appointment of a top-ranking officer, known for his courage and
respected by the men in the ranks, to command the vital Khaldeh sector at the outset of
the war.

Colonel ‘Abdullah Siyam was a founding member of Fateh, and had been a
senior officer in the Egypt-based ‘Ain Jalout brigade of the Palestine Liberation Army
(P.L.A.). After years of distinguished combat service in South Lebanon, he had been
languishing in a minor posting, only to be propelled into what at that moment was the
most important P.L.O. field command. The highest-ranking P.L.O. officer to be killed
during the war, he died when his command post was overrun in the vicious battle for this
intersection, but the five days the Palestinian, Syrian and Lebanese defenders of the
Khaldeh/Ouza‘i area held up the Israelis amply justified his appointment, and his
sacrifice.

Another such action was the redeployment in the Beirut area of units which had
escaped the IDF steamroller in the south. While this may seem an obvious decision, it
was not the only possible one: these forces could have remained safely in the
mountains or the Biqa‘, where most of them first withdrew to. But impelled by their
individual commanders, by orders from the P.L.O. command, or by the desire of their
men to get back into the fight, these units were rushed into Beirut in spite of the
impending isolation of the city, until the Beirut-Damascus road was finally cut on June
13. Smaller formations succeeded in infiltrating through the siege lines even later.

These fighters measurably stiffened the militia and regular forces already in
position defending the city, bringing both their numbers and their valuable combat
experience in the south to this crucial battle. In addition, several officers who managed
to reach Beirut from the south were given senior commands, and played important roles
during the siege. They were especially helpful in the constitution of the command, staff,
and field operations headquarters of each of the eight military sectors into which the



besieged city was divided, and in reinforcing the P.L.O. central operations staff.33

It is ironic in view of the P.L.O. decision to move as many fighters as possible into
the soon-to-be-besieged city that some Israeli military analysts have faulted Sharon and
the IDF for not leaving a route open for the P.L.O.’s escape. Had they done so, quite the
opposite result would most probably have obtained, and the Israelis would have had to
face even larger numbers of opponents inside the city.

The last phase of the war contrasts strikingly with the prewar period, when P.L.O.
planning and preparation was indifferent in some areas and negligent in others, and with
the early part of the war, when most of the forces in the field were rapidly overwhelmed,
and organized resistance could continue only in the built-up areas and the mountainous
‘Arquob. Indeed, the siege of Beirut provides many examples of accurate expectations,
and of excellent preparation by the P.L.O. command and the units in the field.

Deserving of particular mention are the building of massive antitank earth barriers
on virtually all main roads, and the laying of extensive minefields along the projected
axes of the IDF’s advance.34 After delays in launching this work early in the war, these
precautions proved their worth during Israeli attacks in July and August, when key
sectors of the siege perimeter in built-up regions like the port and Museum crossing
points, as well as the vulnerable seafront, proved virtually impenetrable.

Only in open areas such as the airport, the Golf Club, and the Bir Hassan region
in the southern suburbs was it impossible for P.L.O. engineers to take effective
measures capable of halting Israeli armor: and only here did the Israeli army succeed in
advancing, from beginning to end of the siege. If anything, P.L.O. planners erred on the
side of caution, preparing for a full-scale Israeli ground assault up to the last moment,
although as the battle inched closer to the more heavily built-up areas of central Beirut,
there were many indications that it was impossible for the IDF to storm the city without a
politically unacceptable level of causalties.

On the other hand, that such caution was necessary was shown by the
extraordinary measures taken to protect the P.L.O. central military command structure,
the P.L.O. political leadership, and in particular its head, Yasser ‘Arafat. All were targets
of persistent, deadly Israeli attacks, with the Chairman’s office, including its
underground section, and two alternate and heavily used headquarters destroyed by
Israeli air attack using precision-guided munitions (PGM) in the first weeks of the war.35

Later on, several buildings apparently suspected of harboring members of the P.L.O.
leadership were completely destroyed in air strikes.

Previously prepared substitutes for existing command posts were already staffed
and manned before these attacks began, and when one was discovered (through use of
radio direction-finding equipment, “traditional” espionage, or other means) and
destroyed, a new one was rapidly brought into use. Except for one period of a few
hours’ duration, the Central Operations room was never out of radio or field telephone
contact with the sector commands during the entire siege, in spite of this intense Israeli
pressure on the P.L.O. command structure.

Although there were casualties among the key headquarters staff, including duty
officers, radio operators, and guards in these unremitting attacks36 the IDF bombers
never were able to hit the site where the Central Operations HQ was located, as it
moved rapidly from one fully staffed bomb shelter to another. This was a direct result of
meticulous preparation and acute foresight, for as the war went on it became apparent



that killing the P.L.O.’s top political leadership and knocking out its military command
structure was a main Israeli priority. It would very probably have been achieved had
these precautions not been taken long before the war.

As for expecting what might happen to the Palestinian civil population after the
P.L.O. departed, its leaders were deeply fearful. They had every reason to be worried.
The history of the Lebanese war was replete with massacres of defenseless civilians,
most of them directed against Palestinians and Lebanese Muslims. Then, in late June,
the LF were allowed by their Israeli patrons to enter the Druze areas of the Shouf, and
promptly began killing unarmed civilians. This was perceived by many in Beirut as a
harbinger of what could be expected in the wake of an Israeli victory, a P.L.O.
withdrawal, and a Phalangist takeover.37

As early as June 30, 1982, a telex from ‘Arafat in response to U.S. proposals for
a P.L.O. withdrawal transmitted via the French was explicit in this regard: “The important
subject is what are the guarantees against a massacre of Palestinians, both civilians
and military, in view of what happened in Tyre and Sidon, and after what the
Phalangists did yesterday to Lebanese patriots in the mountains.”38

Securing ironclad guarantees for the safety of the Palestinian civilian population
after the departure of P.L.O. military forces was a central focus of the wartime P.L.O.-
U.S. negotiations. Tragically, the subject was never given sufficient importance by Philip
Habib and the policymakers he represented.
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Chapter 3

P.L.O. Decisions: The Military Inputs

I Communication, the Media, and Public Opinion
he men who led the P.L.O. had gone through many harrowing experiences before
the Israeli invasion. Some had endured captivity or barely escaped it, all had been

under fire repeatedly, and all had experienced deprivation and various forms of extreme
danger. It was understood and accepted by everyone in the P.L.O. that things would
never be easy. On several occasions during grim periods in the past, ‘Arafat had asked
rhetorically in speeches, “But when we started all this, did we invite you to a wedding, or
a feast?”

However, what the P.L.O. had to face in 1982 was quite different from anything it
had gone through in the past. It had witnessed apparently hopeless situations in Jordan
in 1970 and 1971, and in Lebanon in the summer of 1976. But never before had it
confronted the full weight of such a formidable or ruthless enemy, and never before had
it seemed as if every possible factor was ranged against it, closing off all options except
the most unpleasant.

Not surprisingly in view of this situation, many accounts at the time and afterward
tended to lay stress on Israeli military pressure as the major influence on P.L.O.
decisions.1 Thus, assessing the exact impact of the pressure Israel was able to bring to
bear on P.L.O. decisionmaking has particular importance.

This is a harder problem than it may seem, and not only because of the obvious
difficulty of determining well after the event how the different phases of the war were
perceived by and affected the P.L.O. leadership and rank and file. It is also necessary to
clarify how information reached the leadership, how it was then disseminated to the
combat units of the JF, and what effect all of this had on the general public in Beirut and
beyond.

Public opinion was crucial in the calculations of the P.L.O. leadership during the
war. It had been sensitive to Palestinian opinion in the past, especially that of
Palestinians in Lebanon during its “Lebanese era.” It became even more sensitive to it
as the combat got closer and closer to Beirut, where the families of most fighters and
leaders were located. Their feelings ultimately became absolutely vital to the P.L.O., for
a collapse of popular morale would have had devastating results on that of the combat
forces.

Lebanese opinion too became increasingly important during the war, particularly
among the population of West Beirut, which was besieged along with the Palestinians. It



became decisive in mid-June when it grew clear that the objective of Israel, the United
States, and the Sarkis government was the expulsion of the P.L.O. and that, with one
exception, no leader in West Beirut was willing to oppose that demand. Even later,
when in late June Lebanese public opinion shifted somewhat toward the P.L.O., morale
in the capital remained a key factor in how long the P.L.O. could hold out in its attempt
to obtain more favorable conditions for its withdrawal.

Above everything else, the ebb and flow of the fighting had a direct impact on
popular perceptions in Beirut. These in turn influenced how much support the Lebanese
in the city gave the P.L.O., and how much military, psychological, or other pressure they
and the Palestinian civilian population could withstand. All of these factors were crucial
in the P.L.O.’s decisionmaking.

At the same time, it is insufficiently appreciated that the threshhold of endurance
and the resistance to deprivation of ordinary Beirutis, who had been experiencing
warfare almost constantly since 1975, was extremely high. They were inured to heavy
fighting; used to doing without water, fuel, or electricity; well-stocked for virtually any
eventuality, and experienced in finding relative safety under artillery bombardment. In
sum, the people of Beirut were relatively unaffected by events which would have caused
panic in the population of almost any other city. As a result, Israel could not have
chosen a worse city to besiege, and the P.L.O. had an invaluable asset in its weary but
war-tempered populace.

The ability of the P.L.O. to make decisions and to affect public opinion was at
least in part a function of the accuracy of the information at its disposal, and of that it
provided to the public. By the outbreak of the 1982 war, the P.L.O. had developed an
extensive military communications network. Primarily using radio, this system stretched
from units in the field to sector and regional commands, and finally to the JF Central
Operations Room in Beirut. It provided a generally accurate picture of events when the
situation in the field was not too fluid, and when local commands were in touch with
subordinate units. When this ceased to be the case, as often happened early in the war,
the information available to the leadership in Beirut grew increasingly unreliable; but
when the system was functioning properly, it enabled the Operations Room to keep
local and regional commands informed of events elsewhere on the battlefield, and
allowed accurate communiques to be issued.

As the fighting rapidly moved closer to Beirut, and as the perimeter under control
of the JF shrunk, the problem of loss of contact diminished but others arose to take its
place. One was that use of radio became increasingly hazardous, as radio
transmissions were easily intercepted, and could be used by the enemy to locate and
destroy commandposts. The solution ultimately adopted was the use of old-fashioned
field telephones within the Beirut siege perimeter. These were supplemented by field
messengers when their vulnerable ground lines were damaged by shelling or bombing.
Where radio had to be used, the antennas were located as far as possible from the
transmitter, or the transmitter was made mobile, or transmitted in short bursts. In spite of
these precautions, several radio operators were killed and many wounded in Beirut
during the siege.

There were other problems. Telephone exchanges were often hit by shellfire,
necessitating emergency repairs. After the IDF cut off electricity, the telephone
exchanges, as well as radios, field telephones, telexes, and other communications



facilities, required emergency generators. These had to be kept outdoors, and were
often damaged by shrapnel. To maintain 24-hour operation of these systems, large
supplies of diesel oil were required. Some of these problems were solved by good pre-
war preparation, plus at times inspired improvization in the heat of combat by
courageous repair crews working under indescribably difficult conditions;2 but they were
never fully banished.

Notwithstanding such communications difficulties, the P.L.O. command generally
had an accurate idea of what was going on, thanks to this military communications
network.3 The most serious problems arose when radio contact with a regional
command was lost, which usually meant the worst: the position was lost or the
commandpost had been overrun or abandoned. This was not always the case: the
commander of the Tyre district, Lt. Colonel ‘Azmi Sghayir, ceased radio contact but
remained in the field until he was killed much later.

That the P.L.O. command’s picture of the battlefield situation was usually correct
is reflected in the official communiques issued by WAFA in Beirut. When checked
against Western and Israeli press accounts, they appear generally accurate in
describing the military situation, and reliable in other respects, with the exception of
estimates of Israeli casualties. Inflated though they often were, such estimates were at
times closer to the truth than IDF‘s figures.4

The P.L.O. never released a figure on JF casualties. As for civilian casualties, in
the south there was not accurate count of them; in Beirut most fell during heavy
bombardments when the wounded and dead were coming in to hospitals so fast that
records could not be kept; many of those killed were buried under destroyed buildings
and could not be removed; others were never taken to hospitals. Figures on civilian
casualties must therefore be treated as estimates.5

In the last analysis, the ultimate check on the P.L.O. media was that it was
imperative for it to present the most truthful possible picture of the fighting, since most of
the war was being fought in the Beirut citizenry’s backyard. Glaring discrepancies in its
reporting would only have alienated these people, whose support was absolutely vital,
and eroded their confidence in the credibility of those defending the beleaguered city.

The populace had alternative sources of information. Foremost were their own
eyes and ears, which could tell them a great deal as the siege tightened. They could
also hear news from neighbors and friends, particularly those who served as part-time
militiamen, or in the extensive civil defense services which developed during the war.
These people moved around the city, and could describe combat damage and
casualties, and the progress, or lack of it, of Israeli offensives.

Finally there were the non-P.L.O. media: internationally, notably Monte Carlo and
BBC radio; locally, the Phalangist “Voice of Lebanon”; and “Kol Israel”, which broadcast
in Arabic, English, and French. The first two stations provided a valuable and much-
listened-to external perspective on events, showing those under siege something of how
the outside world saw their predicament, as well as the effect the long drawn-out siege
was having inside Israel, in the U.S., and in Europe.

The Israeli and Phalangist radios, whose information line was obviously closely
coordinated,6 lost credibility as the war continued. This was partly because in mid-June
they were central to an intensive disinformation campaign. Their news broadcasts
sowed false rumors, made exaggerated claims of Israeli advances on the ground, and



alleged sweeping secret P.L.O. concessions. These reports constituted the key element
in a psychological offensive meant to create a wave of panic, which would stampede the
P.L.O. into agreeing to leave Beirut unconditionally and in a state of complete disarray.

In the event, this apparently carefully planned campaign failed; perhaps it could
only have succeeded against a background of total Israeli victory and absolute P.L.O.
defeat. In consequence, the “Voice of Lebanon” and “Kol Israel” suffered a major loss of
listener confidence inside the city, particularly its besieged western half.

The main Beirut papers, the leftist al-Safir and the centrist al-Nahar, on the whole
bore out the tenor of JF communiques, although on occasion they flatly contradicted
them. However, they told a very different (and often more accurate) story about the
negotiations to end the fighting than did official P.L.O. pronouncements, which were
vague, uninformative, and at times simply untrue.

Lack of credibility on this score initially harmed the P.L.O. in its efforts to deny, in
mid-June, the more alarmist stories about its withdrawal that its enemies were
spreading. Only in July, with the P.L.O.’s failure to precipitously pack up and leave, as it
was alleged to be on the point of doing, were these rumors finally laid to rest.

II The Military in P.L.O. Decisionmaking

A. Phase 1: The Battle of South Lebanon, June 4–9

Throughout most of this brief but intense period of the war, from the first bombing
attacks on June 4 until Sidon was encircled and the battle of Khaldeh began on June 9,
it remained unclear to most people outside the IDF command exactly how far the
invasion was meant to go. However, from the outset, it was apparent to the P.L.O. that
this was something far more extensive than the limited 1978 incursion. The landing
north of Sidon during the first 24 hours of the invasion confirmed that the IDF meant to
go farther north than ever before, and that this was the attack which ‘Arafat had been
predicting for so long, and which the P.L.O. Chief of Operations, Brigadier Abu al-Walid
(Sa’ad Sayel), had warned would inevitably be directed at Beirut.7

The speed of the advance, the massive amounts of firepower employed, and the
willingness of the IDF to leave behind not just pockets of resistance, but entire cities,
towns, and refugee camps, impressed all concerned with the extent of Israeli
seriousness, as did the IDF’s willingness to take casualties. It had been noted by many
in the P.L.O. that in 1978, an Israeli decision to avoid taking the Tyre pocket had been
made, apparently, to avoid heavy casualties. This time things clearly would be different.

There was, moreover, an understanding among most Palestinians that in the face
of this unprecedented offensive little could be expected from the Arab states. A WAFA
commentary written on June 5, after two days of bombardments—and when it was
obvious that the invasion was about to begin—spoke scathingly of “the near
somnolence” of the Arab regimes, concluding: “The Palestinians and their allies in
Lebanon are alone in the field facing the Israeli Goliath.”8 This commentary struck a
note of defiance that, like the resistance in the field, was to be maintained throughout
the war, even during its darkest days.

In the face of a massive assault (the eight divisions indicated by Herzog totaled
well over ten times the forces fielded by the P.L.O., with many more times the
firepower),9 and in the absence of any likely source of external aid, it is worthy of note



that there was little sign during this first phase of the war that the leadership or the rank
and file of the P.L.O. were daunted. A few individuals, like Hajj Isma‘il, left their posts,
but they were exceptions. This was shown by the ferocious resistance of Sidon and the
adjoining camps, notably ‘Ain al-Hilweh, which held out until June 17 against everything
the IDF could bring against it.

The reason for this apparent equanimity was twofold. On the one hand, the
P.L.O. was well prepared, psychologically if not materially, for this attack, and indeed
expected it. On the other, reports from the front which indicated that fierce resistance
was being offered, and that the Israelis were taking heavy casualties reinforced the
existing willingness to fight on. Seemingly small things like the shooting down of an A-4
Skyhawk and capture of a pilot, Captain Aharon Ihyaz, near Beaufort on June 6, or the
initial failures of Israeli amphibious landings at Rashidiyeh and in the Zahrani area on
the same day, had an encouraging effect out of all proportion to their actual importance,
even as reverses elsewhere were being admitted.

This explains at least in part how morale held up and resistance continued even
as the news grew grimmer and grimmer on June 7 and 8, with the expansion of the
Awwali bridgehead and the creation of another at Zahrani (meaning the isolation of
Sidon was imminent), the total encirclement of Tyre, the fall of Nabatiyeh and Beaufort
castle, and rapid Israeli advances in other areas, including in the Shouf.

Partly as a rationalization, but also reflecting cold realism, the P.L.O. media by
June 7 was stressing that “this is not a war of positions … [and] Israel has the capability
to reach almost any territorial objective it desires.” The limiting factors were time and the
cost in Israeli lives, rather than external intervention, which was a chimera due to “Arab
impotence, and to international indifference or complicity.” The P.L.O.’s objective, in
addition to slowing the enemy down and inflicting maximum casualties on him, was “to
preserve their forces in being.”10 In a nutshell, this was the strategy followed until the
end of the war.

Neither the stream of bad news from the front on June 7, including Israeli
attempts to advance from the Awwali bridgehead to Jiyyeh, only 25km south of the
capital, nor devastating bombing raids on the Arab University area of Beirut, appear to
have shaken morale. During these raids Israeli aircraft using PGMs had scored direct
hits on important P.L.O. installations, but overshadowing this was the removal, long
before, of the occupants, files, and functions of the key headquarters the planes were
trying to hit. All within the P.L.O., and many throughout the city, knew this within a few
hours, and were encouraged by another example proving that the Israelis were less
than omniscient and infallible.11

As the IDF came closer to encircling Sidon on June 8, and forces moving
northward from the Awwali bridgehead neared Damour, Israeli columns began a rapid
penetration of the Shouf, where the P.L.O. had not been allowed to station forces. The
speed of this advance was deeply disturbing to the P.L.O. leadership. One June 8, Abu
Jihad, Deputy Commander in Chief of P.L.O. forces, met with Druze leaders in
Mukhtara to ask them to take measures to confront it, and to allow P.L.O. forces into the
region. Their response was noncommittal. On the same day, a P.L.O. military
spokesman recognized the seriousness of the new situation created by the impending
fall of the Shouf, stating: “This indicates that the objectives of this action go well beyond
the context of the Palestinian-Israeli conflict.”12



Most worrisome to those in Beirut was that in spite of fierce P.L.O. resistance and
heavy Israeli casualties throughout the south, it had yet to be proved that the IDF could
be slowed down, let alone stopped. By June 9, the day Sidon was finally encircled,
events close to Beirut began to preoccupy both the city’s residents and the P.L.O.
leadership. The Israeli spearheads on the coast were pushing into Damour, where fierce
fighting continued, and reinforcement of this major stronghold became impossible
because of air and sea interdiction. More serious, amphibious landings like those
successful further south threatened to initiate a leapfrogging advance to the very gates
of Beirut.

The failure of one mid-day landing attempt on June 9 between Na‘meh, north of
Damour, and the key intersection at Khaldeh, just a few miles south of Beirut, was no
reassurance.13 Khaldeh, a prized strategic point in every earlier phase of the Lebanese
conflict, was where all roads leading south from Beirut and its suburbs converged, and
where several of the main routes leading east into the mountains began.

At noon on June 9, the P.L.O. Chief of Military Intelligence, Colonel Abu al-Za‘im,
confirmed, at a hastily called press conference, the precariousness of the military
situation. He admitted that the IDF was achieving a swift penetration “intended to
achieve a psychological impact,” and repeated what was in effect an admission that the
P.L.O. was rapidly losing ground: “We do not claim that we will fight a war of
positions.”14

At nightfall, when news came of what seemed to be another major landing—this
one near the Khaldeh crossroads—the peril of the situation became clear: the capital
itself was directly threatened from the south, and all forces fighting in the Ouza ‘i-
Khaldeh-Damour-Jiyyeh area were faced with isolation or elimination. Meanwhile,
sweeping Israeli advances in the Shouf meant that West Beirut was threatened with
being cut off from the southeast as well, and could soon be totally isolated.

But later that same evening, the sound of barrages of intense firing all over the
southern suburbs of Beirut was preceded by astonishing good news: the menacing
Khaldeh beachhead had been eliminated, and the crossroads was completely controlled
by the JF. All the Israeli armored vehicles which had landed there had been either
destroyed or captured in a fierce battle at the Madinat al-Zahrat School, a Shi’ite
community institution, and all their occupants killed. As proof of the victory, two captured
M-113 armored personnel carriers (APCs) were paraded through the southern suburbs
and adjoining Palestinian camps for the rest of the night, to indescribable scenes of joy,
notably the thunderous shooting in the air which had earlier been heard throughout the
city.15

The battle of Khaldeh had begun, in a way which was to have a far-reaching
effect on morale in a city which only a few days later was to besieged. For it was at
Khaldeh, within sight and sound of all of Beirut, that it first became clear over a period of
several days that the IDF advance could be held, or at least slowed down. The first
phase of the war was over. No one watching the ecstatic popular reaction all over the
city to the events of June 9 at Khaldeh would have assumed that Israel was on its way
to an easy victory.

B. Phase 2: The Encirclement of Beirut, June 9–13

The five days between the commencement of the battle for Khaldeh on June 9 and the



encirclement of West Beirut on June 13 saw fierce fighting along the coastal highway
from Damour to Kahldeh, in the Shouf mountains, and in beleaguered Sidon. The
capital was bombed daily.

But strategically, the key developments of this period took place to the east, in
the Biqa‘ Valley. Here, beginning on June 9, Israeli planes eliminated Syria’s surface-to-
air missile (SAM) defenses, and then shot down 86 first-line Syrian interceptors in a few
days of intense aeriel combat. The import of these events was grave. First, they
confirmed unequivocally that Israel was determined to take on Syrian forces in Lebanon,
even if this meant a large-scale air, land, and electronic war; in addition, they implied
that the Israelis had every intention of eliminating not only the P.L.O. but also Syria from
the Lebanese chessboard.

There were more immediate problems for the P.L.O. The successful attacks on
the SAM missiles and the crushing blows to the Syrian air force showed that the IDF
now had the total air superiority necessary for it to drive up through the Syrian armor in
the Biqa‘ Valley, once it pushed past the last JF units still holding out in the mountainous
‘Arqoub. This meant the IDF had the option of trying to cut the Beirut-Damascus
highway either in the Biqa‘ or in the mountains to the west, thereby driving Syrian forces
away from Beirut and isolating the city. These dangers were clear to the defenders of
the capital, although such grim prospects were somewhat obscured for them by the
equally grave events happening before their very eyes, such as the life-or-death battle
for Khaldeh, whose loss would also have led to the isolation of the city.

At the outset of the war, it was assumed among Palestinians that the Syrians
would either stay out of the fighting, or that their participation would be ineffective if they
were dragged in. Thus there should have been surprise neither at the passivity of Syrian
forces in Lebanon during the first five days of the war nor at the swiftness with which the
IDF managed to gain the upper hand once it engaged them.

But there was surprise, and even dismay, at the speed with which Syrian
defenses had crumbled in the Shouf, opening up the rear of JF units fighting a
desperate battle along the coast. The crushing defeat of the Syrian air defense forces
provoked similar reactions. While these developments meant that for the moment the
P.L.O. was no longer completely alone, and that its powerful Syrian ally had at last been
drawn into the war, this had taken place under highly disadvantageous conditions which
did nothing to encourage confidence in the benefits which could be derived from it.

In any case, Syria’s forced entry into the war had no appreciable effect on the
battlefield situation which faced the JF at this juncture. The IDF had taken on major new
tasks by attacking the Syrians, but in the days which followed it redoubled its efforts
along the coast, in the Shouf, and in the air over Beirut. Because of the anomalous
position prevailing in the Shouf, the P.L.O. military command had, on the eve of the war,
been particularly worried about the vulnerability of its position in Beirut and on the coast
down to Sidon. The strategically vital Shouf region, which was off-limits to P.L.O. forces,
was defended by scattered dispositions of Syrian troops, together with the militia of the
Druze Progressive Socialist Party (P.S.P.). There were not enough of the former to halt
a determined Israeli offensive, while the latter could not be expected to do so single-
handed, particularly in view of intensive secret pre-war Israeli blandishments to the
Druze to persuade them to stay out of the conflict.16

Twice in the two weeks preceding the outbreak of fighting, Abu Jihad, together



with Brigadier Abu al-Walid, traveled to Damascus for talks with senior Syrian military
commanders. They met the Chief of Staff, Major General Hikmat Chehabi, and stressed
to him that an Israeli invasion was imminent, requesting in particular immediate
reinforcement of Syrian forces in Beirut and the Shouf. Chehabi stated that the Syrian
assessment was that an Israeli attack was unlikely, but promised that Syria would take
responsibility for the air defense of Beirut, and would reinforce its troops in Jezzin and
the southern Shouf region.17

Unfortunately, these promises were not kept. Far from reinforcing the air
defenses of Beirut, the Syrians proceeded to pull out virtually the only effective
antiaircraft weapons in the Beirut area, two batteries of radar-controlled 57mm twin
antiaircraft guns stationed in the vital Khaldeh-‘Aramoun area. One week before the
war, they also removed a total of 107 small portable heat-seeking SAM-7 missiles from
the control of pro-Syrian P.L.O. groups or P.L.A. units in or around the Beirut refugee
camps.18 And when the war came, their SAM defenses and interceptors proved to be no
match for the Israeli air force. The effect of all of this was perhaps more psychological
than anything else: it told the P.L.O. leaders that they could count on no external
assistance.

There was in any case enough close at hand to preoccupy them: on June 10,
Israeli planes raided the capital and its southern outskirts down to Na‘meh five separate
times, while WAFA claimed that IDF amphibious forces had made five failed attempts to
land troops along the coast between Damour and Ouza‘i.19 There were six more major
attacks along this vital axis over the following two days.

Although the defenders of this area held their ground in many places in spite of
furious bombardments, Israeli armored columns were managing to inch up the coast
road, leaving the sloping hills to the east under control of the JF. At the same time,
Israeli troops moving north along mountain roads in the Shouf on June 10 attacked Kfar
Matta, east of Khaldeh. Further advances here threatened to outflank these hillside
positions from the high ground to the east, leaving them cut off from three sides.

By the morning of June 11 the remaining defenders of the Damour area had
been effectively isolated, although fighting behind the lines was to continue for several
more days, claiming the lives of many Israelis, including the highest ranking officer ever
to fall in wartime, Major General Yekutiel Adam, together with another senior officer,
Brigadier Sela.20

The “southern front” was now on the outskirts of Beirut, at Khaldeh, which
continued to be subjected to daily air, ground, and amphibious attacks until after
Ba‘abda was taken on the 13th. Air raids on the city continued as well, but with the
elimination of Syrian air defenses in the Biqa‘, Israeli attention seems to have shifted
momentarily to that area and to the mountains. Large numbers of fresh Israeli units
were now being brought into Lebanon to wage a two-front war, with many sources
reporting a continuous stream of reinforcements flowing cross the border.21 Most of
these fresh troops were probably intended to face the Syrians.

At the same time, there was a perception on the part of the P.L.O. that the
intensity of the fight their forces had put up in some areas of the south, the ‘Arqoub, and
the approaches to Beirut had had a major impact on the IDF. According to the P.L.O.
media, “the Israeli military command has been stunned by the extent of the casualties
inflicted on their ranks”22. Whether or not such reports were accurate, later Israeli



accounts confirm the impression made on Israeli soldiers by the intensity of the fighting.
The death of General Adam, former Deputy Chief of Staff and Director-designate of
Mossad, could only have reinforced that impression.

At the same time, it had a powerful twofold effect on Palestinian and Lebanese
morale. On the one hand, it gave those resisting the invasion the sense that there was
an effect to their exertions, and that they were hurting an apparently invincible enemy.
On the other, it gave credence to P.L.O. claims that the IDF did not control some of the
areas it had occupied, and undermined the credibility of the latter’s communiques.

The death of General Adam in no way diminished the seriousness of the position
of the JF, as was evidenced by, among other things, the P.L.O.’s expression of
eagerness to accept a cease fire on June 12. This came after an official P.L.O. denial
the previous day that it had taken a stand on Israel’s unilateral announcement of a
ceasefire on June 11.23 Israel, incidentally, had specified that it was a ceasefire with
Syria alone. In any case, Israeli forces never ceased firing on the P.L.O., and continued
their rapid advances through the Shouf and their stubborn attempts to push up the coast
toward Khaldeh.

There was other evidence of the difficulty of the P.L.O.’s situation. By the
morning of June 12, Israeli troops had already reached the important Qabr Shmoun
crossroads, control of which meant easy access to Beirut via the Shouf from the
southeast. In a two-day pitched battle at the Khaldeh intersection, the sector
commander, Colonel ‘Abdullah Siyam, died of a shrapnel wound in a front-line position.
His forces had by then reached the end of their tether.24

The gravity of what was about to happen was reflected in the title of a
commentary published on the same day—the last day of the war during which roads to
and from Beirut stayed open. “The Battle for Beirut” made it clear that the P.L.O.
expected the Israelis to attack the city. Defiant assertions like “it is not we who are
besieged” (the Israelis had rather “walked into … a people’s war of national liberation”)
did not mask how serious things were: for as the the article made clear, the siege of the
city, the second in six years, was about to begin.25

According to Abu Iyyad, at this critical stage one part of the P.L.O. leadership (he
would mention only Ahmed Jibril, leader of the Popular Front for the Liberation of
Palestine-General Command [PFLP-GC], by name) had a failure of nerve, although the
majority of the leadership had expected such a situation and showed complete
equanimity.26 And yet the confident tone of this commentary mirrored reality in one
respect: its stress on the high morale of the men of the JF in the field.27 As was attested
by the Israeli troops who faced them, there seems to have been little sign of
demoralization or discouragement in the demeanor of the combatants in the front lines
(indeed, an Israeli spokesman stated on June 13 that IDF casualties over the preceding
48 hours—while a ceasefire with Syrian forces was in effect—had totaled 193).

The Palestinians would need all their equanimity for the upcoming phase of the
war. This was the siege of Beirut, which began in an unsettling way with the triumphant
entry of Israeli forces led by Sharon himself to Ba’abda, site of the Lebanese
Presidential Palace, followed by a brief interlude of fighting in the mountains.

C. Phase 3: The Battle of the Mountains, June 14–26

Although their forces were less deeply engaged in combat during this phase than any



other, it was perhaps the most difficult of the war for the P.L.O. leadership. Until Beirut
was actually surrounded, it had been possible to focus on how little Israel had gained for
all its losses since June 4, 1982. But this was not longer plausible when Israel began
dictating its demands for complete and unconditional P.L.O. withdrawal from a position
of great strength on the outskirts of a besieged city, echoed in this by both the U.S. and
the Sarkis government, and with no sign of help on the horizon.

The new weakness of the P.L.O. position was visible in two sets of moves which
betrayed nervousness and hesitation. The first set was the denials issued by P.L.O.
spokesmen over the next few days of persistent reports in the media regarding alleged
acceptance of what amounted to Israeli demands for surrender conveyed by U.S. envoy
Philip Habib. In one case, on June 17, three different denials, one by Fateh Central
Committee member Abu Iyyad, had to be issued in one day.28 The second set of moves
was the heavily publicized visits by ‘Arafat, Abu Jihad, and Brigadier Abu al-Walid to
front-line units, hospitals, and offices beginning on June 14, after rumors of their death,
capture, or imminent flight had been spread by hostile media. During one such visit,
WAFA told its readers, “Arafat urged all to ignore pernicious rumors and to confront the
hostile propaganda campaign which is underway.” A smiling photo of him taken on this
first tour appeared on the front pages of The New York Times and the local press on
June 15.

These visits signified the perceived need to shore up sagging morale, reassure
the troops after Israel’s isolation of the city, and to put to rest persistent reports that
surrender was imminent.29 Although they failed to do the latter, they seemed to have a
positive effect on morale, which had reached what was probably a nadir for the whole
war.

At this point, the P.L.O. was under intense pressure to leave Beirut. The U.S. and
Israel were exerting that pressure diplomatically, while within Lebanon both its enemies
and its Muslim and leftist allies were exerting it politically. But at a crucial stage, when
Israel for the first time seemed to be on the verge of achieving its aims vis-à-vis the
P.L.O., the IDF let up its pressure on the Beirut siege perimeter.30

Shelling of the city and its suburbs continued sporadically from June 15 to 20. It
intensified markedly from the 21st until the ceasefire five days later, during which time
there were four days of air raids on the city, which caused heavy casualties and great
destruction. But on the ground, there was little action. Aside from a determined effort
which ended the last resistance in ‘Ain al-Hilweh, the IDF restricted itself to a minor
advance in the direction of the Lebanese University Faculty of Sciences in Hadeth on
June 16, feeble probes at Khaldeh and Shweifat on the 21st, and a failed landing
attempt at three points on the sea front near the Riviera Hotel on June 25.

Meanwhile the heaviest fighting shifted to the mountains, notably the towns of
‘Aley and Bhamdoun along the Beirut-Damascus road. The first Israeli attacks there
after the taking of Ba‘abda came on June 17 and 18, with unsuccessful attempts to
advance in the direction of ‘Aley. They were anticipated by the P.L.O., for a
communique spoke of the commencement of “the long-awaited battle of the
mountains.”31 In fact, these were exploratory attacks, followed by two days of quiet on
this front.

During this comparative lull, an intense debate took place within the P.L.O. Its
outlines are reflected in the differing tones of statements by two members of the Fateh



leadership, Brigadier Abu al-Walid and Abu Iyyad. The words of the former were
restrained, stessing the P.L.O.’s readiness to do “absolutely everything in its power to
save Beirut,” implying a considerable willingness to compromise on the terms of the
settlement then being discussed, but concluding that the P.L.O. “may face no alternative
but legitimate self defence of itself and Beirut, whatever the consequences.32

Abu Iyyad was much more uncompromising; he described the proposals being
offered by the U.S. as “surrender terms,” which he said the Palestinians “reject
categorically.” He stressed that “no one can disarm this revolution … we will never be
transformed into a political party no matter what the circumstances.” He claimed further
that a public statement of Fateh Central Committee member Hani al-Hassan relating to
the Palestinians laying down their arms as part of a political solution to the conflict had
been “distorted,” and later rectified by him.33

This brings us to a watershed in the internal P.L.O. debate, as will be seen in the
study (in chapter 4) of the factors behind the decision to leave Beirut. What is relevant
here is how events on the battlefield affected this debate. It seems clear from the tone of
these and earlier public remarks by Abu Iyyad that as Israel delayed its long-awaited
assault on Beirut, those who called for holding out so as to obtain better terms, as well
as those who saw accepting discussion of the terms being offered as a delaying tactic,
were greatly reinforced in their positions.

Some time during the week following Israel’s arrival at Ba’abda, a potential
turning point seemed to disappear. What might have developed into panic induced by
the shock of this event was dissipated by the efforts of individuals at both the leadership
and cadre levels, who were convinced that all was not lost, and that the P.L.O. should
fight for better terms than Israel and the U.S. were offering it.

In late June, this resolve was strengthened by several things: among them were
the battle of the mountains, which began in earnest on June 21; the resignation of U.S
Secretary of State Alexander Haig on June 25; and an important shift in Lebanese
attitudes at this time. By July, advocates of accepting the Habib terms were being
savagely satirized in some P.L.O. journals as “The Withdrawal Now Movement” (a
takeoff on the Peace Now Movement in Israel),34 signifying their isolation, and the
ascendancy of the more tough-minded trend.

Before this, however, the big Israeli push on ‘Aley and Bhamdun was launched,
with immediate positive effects on P.L.O. morale. By the end of this battle, on June 26,
the Israelis had pushed the Syrian army and its Palestinian allies completely out of both
towns, and with them a vast swath of the Shouf and a long stretch of the Beirut-
Damascus highway.35 Nevertheless, the Syrians were at last taking some of the
pressure off Beirut, and the Israelis were taking so long to achieve their objective—
sources of encouragement to the defenders of the city.

The new tone could be detected in an impromptu T.V. interview by ABC and
Visnews with Yassir ‘Arafat on June 20, in which the Palestinian leader affirmed that “no
one will accept to lay down his arms,” and that “the situation we are in now is stronger
than ever.” He repeatedly stressed the P.L.O.’s determination to resist, concluding: “I
am here and I am staying here.”36

As the battle in the mountains grew fiercer in the days which followed, P.L.O.
confidence seems to have grown. The war’s prolongation was described as a sign of
Israel’s weakness, as were its failure for 21 days to achieve its stated objective, and its



“repeated unfulfilled threats to attack Beirut.” A commentary which stressed the P.L.O.’s
desire to avoid the battle of Beirut, and willingness to accept some compromise formula
involving reciprocal withdrawals under international guarantees, was at the same time
firm: “It must be clear to all that there is a ‘red line’ beyond which the P.L.O. will not
go.”37

Behind this note of defiance lay a clear belief that Israel was incapable of
storming Beirut, or unwilling to suffer the casualties involved, or otherwise prevented
from doing so by domestic or external restraints. This belief persisted in most P.L.O.
circles inside Beirut until the end of the war.

Although the last days of the bitter fighting in Bhamdun were ones of heavy
bombardment of Beirut, and intense P.L.O.-Lebanese and (indirect) P.L.O.-U.S.
negotiations, there was little change in this belief, or in the P.L.O. position: the stand
relayed confidentially to the U.S. via the French on June 27 was identical to that laid out
in the commentary of three days earlier, just cited.38

In addition to the discreet encouragement the Palestinians were receiving from
their new French interlocutors, there were more immediate reasons for their tough
position: among these was that the IDF‘s mountain offensive and bombardment of
Beirut had backfired politically. The result was the resignation of several key Lebanese
leaders from a “National Salvation Council,” meant to sanction the U.S.-Phalangist-
Israeli position on the expulsion of the P.L.O. from Lebanon.

In practice, this led to the alignment of leftist and Muslim factions closer to the
P.L.O., and to a strong boost for the latter after a very strained period of relations with
its Lebanese allies in the early days of the war. When all of this was followed by the
resignation of Secretary Haig, apparently partly because of disputes over policy in
Lebanon, it became apparent that a long and difficult process would be necessary
before the P.L.O. could be brought to its knees.

D. Phase 4: Seven Weeks of Siege, June 26-August 12

The battle of Beirut was by no means the same from day to day, particularly the seven-
week siege which ended the war. There were gaps of several days with relatively little
fighting, long stretches without aerial bombardment, and even a few days of complete
quiet. At the other extreme, there were entire days of intense bombardment, lengthy
periods of continuous fighting along the front lines, and times when the bombing and
shelling continued for days on end.

Throughout the war, one of the most significant indicators of the severity of the
fighting was whether the Israeli air force was involved. It is notable that for the 25 days
from the short-lived ceasefire, which finally came into effect on June 26, until July 21,
Beirut was not once attacked from the air. This probably owed something to the
intervention of Habib or the disarray in Washington after Haig’s resignation. All was not
peaceful, however: the IDF made a number of limited attempts to advance during this
period, which also witnessed a total of ten days of artillery and naval bombardment of
the city, some of it extremely intense.

Because of the length of the siege, it would be pointless to give a blow-by-blow
description of how the fighting affected P.L.O. decisionmaking. However, a clear
periodization of these seven weeks is possible. Following the June 26 ceasefire, there
was one week, until July 4, without any significant hostilities. Nevertheless, tension



remained high in the besieged city. On July 1 and 2, Israeli planes, beginning at dawn,
screamed over Beirut in mock air raids, while a psychological war of formidable
proportions was waged against the P.L.O., with rumors regarding its imminent departure
being spread constantly.

This war was waged against the background of an ever-present fear of car
bombs, after a devastating series of explosions of boobytrapped vehicles. A sequence
of public confessions by captured drivers made clear these were being utilized by the
Israelis and their Phalangist allies to increase the pressure on the P.L.O. to leave.39

Both were doing the P.L.O. a backhanded favor in another domain at the same
time as they were randomly killing people in the streets of Beirut with cars packed with
high explosives. As has already been mentioned, the entry of the LF into the Druze-
populated areas of the Shouf under the aegis of the IDF in late June was accompanied
by outrages and massacres which had a major impact on Lebanese Muslims and leftist
opinion. This was the first intimation of what an Israeli victory over the P.L.O. would
mean in Lebanese terms.

The immediate result was a series of forceful statements by prominent Lebanese
political figures calling for defiance toward Israel and support for the P.L.O. These
included former premiers Rashid Karami and Selim al-Hoss, as well as Walid Jumblatt,
Nabih Berri, and Ibrahim Qulielat, all three key militia leaders. At one point, Berri
prophetically stated of his Shi’a followers: “If the Israelis stay in Lebanon, we’ll become
the new Palestinians.”40

This was the first time since June 4 that such important leaders had come out
openly in support of the P.L.O. It had the effect of reinforcing its stand of holding out at
least for matching Israeli withdrawals and fail-safe guarantees of a settlement, backed
up by the entry of reliable international forces to Beirut, before it would withdraw from
the capital. This position was later summed up in an 11-point document which remained
the basis of the P.L.O. negotiating position until the end of July [see appendix].

Even before the shooting started again, persistent reports were being received by
the P.L.O. from a variety of sources that Israel was preparing a major assault against
Beirut.41 In view of how accurate such reports had been in the past, these were taken
quite seriously by the military command, particularly those which pinpointed the starting
point of the offensive as the Fourth of July weekend, when many U.S. policymakers
would be out of Washington, and the handover from Haig to his successor, George
Shultz, was still incomplete.

Beginning on July 4, Israel did in fact begin to increase the military pressure. For
the first two days, this involved an escalating series of attacks in the southern suburbs
of the city and around the airport, marked by intense artillery exchanges. The Israeli
forces gained little ground in spite of several attempts to advance, and were discomfited
when P.L.O.gunners effectively supported front-line units of the JF in breaking up their
attacks, and their shells and rockets hit a number of Israeli artillery positions.42

This was followed on July 6 by intensive shelling of several areas of West Beirut,
well to the north and west of the scene of the ground combat. When IDF attempts to
advance were resumed the following day, they achieved little, and the shelling of
residential districts of the city continued. The fighting reached a peak on July 11, when
heavy and repeated Israeli assaults brought IDF lines right up to the eastern runway of
the airport, as furious bombardments of West Beirut left 63 civilians dead and 211



wounded, according to Lebanese police figures.43

One unpleasant surprise for the Israelis during the fighting of the 11th was the
return fire of JF artillery and rocket units. Directed at IDF positions in the Ba’abda and
Hazmieh areas, this hit an Israeli ammunition dump whose explosion was heard
throughout the city, inflicting eight casualties according to an IDF spokesman (a P.L.O.
spokesman estimated Israeli casualties at 75).44 A ceasefire intervened at this point, and
held with minor breaks for 10 days.

It is interesting to gauge the effect of these eight days of combat on the P.L.O.’s
outlook and negotiating position. Whereas before this pressure was applied, the P.L.O.
line was firm and uncompromising, with Abu Iyyad claiming, “We will not surrender,” and
‘Arafat telling a French paper the P.L.O. was not yet prepared to leave Beirut,45 there
was little apparent change after the fighting died down. On July 17 Abu Iyyad stressed
again that there would be no climbdown from the minimum position laid out in the
P.L.O.’s 11-point negotiating position.46

In contrast with mid- and late June, when the tone of the P.L.O. media was
strident, reflecting the intense stress the Palestinians were under, the eight days of
Israeli attacks in early July seem to have had little effect on their mood. A WAFA report
had spoken on July 5 of the new assault marking “the first phase of what promises to be
a long battle of Beirut,”47 but in the midst of the fighting, the agency carried statements
by both Brigadier Abu al-Walid and Abu Iyyad stressing that there was no change in the
P.L.O. position, with the former emphasizing that the city had been turned into a fortified
stronghold, and that the effect of the siege on the Joint Forces was minimal.48

On the last day of this round of combat, a WAFA commentary drew up a sober
balance sheet of the war after five weeks, betraying neither any particular despair, nor
any excessive confidence (“the Joint Forces [never] … claimed that they were able to
stop the Israeli army single-handedly”).49 On the same day, ‘Arafat drew David and
Goliath parallels between the P.L.O. and Israel, and blasted the silence and impotence
of the Arab regimes.50 His focus on the latter rather than Israel betrayed what was and
continued to be a primary concern of the P.L.O. leadership.

A sarcastic WAFA commentary after the ceasefire finally came into effect,
entitled “Israel’s Losses after 5 Weeks of War,” ridiculed Israeli Chief of Staff General
Eytan’s claim that there was only one P.L.O. gun left in Beirut, citing Western news
agency reports that P.L.O. artillery and rocket fire had scored direct hits on IDF
positions and had forced the withdrawal of Israeli tanks from exposed areas of Shweifat
the previous day.51 The clear message of this commentary—that Israel was fighting a
war of attrition which it was far from winning—was repeated a few days later in a similar
piece which spoke of the war not only as Israel’s Vietnam, but also as her Verdun.52

Nothing said publicly by the P.L.O. during this round of fighting or in the ten days
which followed indicated that Israel’s military pressure had achieved anything, an
impression which is amply confirmed by the confidential diplomatic exchanges going on
at this time, discussed in chapter 4, which show little change in the P.L.O.’s stand.

In fact, by mid-July the attention of the P.L.O. leadership was turning increasingly
to what would be done in Washington by an Arab League delegation composed of
Saudi and Syrian Foreign Ministers Prince Sa‘ud al-Faisal and ‘Abd al-Halim Khaddam,
and Fateh Central Committee member Khaled al-Hassan, It was here that they looked
for the emergence of something new, whether positive or negative, rather than on the



battlefield, where Israel had done little over the preceding 25 days to make them believe
it could impose its own will single-handed.

That belief was about to be tested, for on July 21 Israeli attacks recommenced
with an attempt to advance on the airport. It marked the beginning of an almost
continuous escalation of violence which continued until the war’s final ceasefire on
August 12. This 22-day period witnessed 16 days of Israeli bombing, as well as the two
largest Israeli ground operations of the entire siege.

In deducing the effect of these three weeks of attacks on P.L.O. perceptions and
decisionmaking, it is necessary to realize that by the last half of July, there was only one
decision left for the P.L.O. to take: whether to accept the generally unsatisfactory terms
being offered by Habib, or to continue to hold out further in the hope that some external
factor would change the situation in their favor and thereby allow acceptance of their
own terms: the “11 points.”53

Although both plans entailed the withdrawal of the P.L.O.’s forces and leadership
from Beirut, the 11 points featured a number of highly significant additional provisions.
These included prior arrival of international forces with a firm and explicit mandate,
reliable international guarantees for the safety of civilians in West Beirut, and matching
IDF withdrawals (both at an initial and final stage of a P.L.O. withdrawal), as well as the
P.L.O.’s continued political presence in Beirut, and a limited military presence elsewhere
in Lebanon.

The key point to keep in mind when assessing the effect of what the IDF was
doing during this final apocalyptic period of the war is that the P.L.O. dropped its own
plan as a basis for negotiations before the end of July. It had definitely done so, and had
begun to negotiate on the basis of the terms offered by Habib, well before August 1,
when the two major ground assaults and the most massive bombing raids began.

Equally important, as we shall see in the next chapter, it seems to have been the
utter failure of Arab efforts during July to change the U.S. position—worse, tacit Arab
acceptance of that position—which brought the P.L.O. to decide that there was little
point in holding out further. At this point, acceptance of the Habib plan became an
unpleasant but inevitable choice.

As to what the P.L.O. perceived the IDF to be doing at this stage, it was seen not
so much as pushing it to leave Beirut, or do so under certain conditions, as trying to
circumvent the entire negotiating process so as to crush the P.L.O.—psychologically if
not physically—and thereby make a negotiated settlement redundant. While perhaps
not totally accurate, such a perception does not seem far-fetched in light of the
grandiose Israeli objectives discussed earlier, and Israel’s frustration at not having
achieved them.

Although they had little effect on the negotiations, or on the outcome of the
conflict (except in terms of losses in lives and property), these three weeks of Israeli
attacks deserve special mention here, for at least three reasons. The first is that during
this period there were two serious Israeli attempts to make significant ground advances,
which met with limited success. The second is the intensity of the Israeli bombing of
Beirut, which surpassed that in any period of the war. The third is that this round of
fighting was marked by determined Israeli attempts to kill P.L.O. leaders via aerial
bombardment of densely inhabited buildings.

After a day of limited probing attacks toward the airport, the final weeks of the



war opened with five consecutive days of bombing raids on south-central Beirut, the
Palestinian refugee camps, and the southern suburbs, coupled with shelling of areas of
the city further north and even more full of people.

The next day, July 27, was one of unparalleled ferocity, with 36 air attacks during
one two-hour period. Its high point was an air strike which devastated three densely
populated apartment buildings in the Raouche area at the westernmost tip of the city,
leaving over 350 casualties, virtually without exception civilians.54 According to rumors in
Beirut at the time, the target was an apartment used by a P.L.O. leader, but no one was
killed, nor was evidence ever adduced that anyone had been in the area or frequented
it.

The IDF tactic of trying to kill P.L.O. leaders was not unexpected, and had been
the subject of repeated warnings from foreign sources. A Central Operations situation
report issued two days before this attack warned of “either special or extensive regular
military operations in Beirut against institutions, individuals, or leaders, or against
specific areas. This is confirmed by all reports received, and has always to be
considered as priority in our planning.”55

In a postwar interview, Abu Iyyad, the head of the P.L.O. security services,
revealed that seven Israeli agents of a group of 24 (all of them Arabs) had been
captured by P.L.O. counterintelligence in July and August. They had confessed that
their mission, which began in January 1982, was to discover the meeting places, offices,
and residences of the leadership, as well as military targets, so as to pinpoint them for
air attack. Ironically, he pointed out, ten of these agents were killed in air strikes they
themselves called in on presumed targets, victims of the callousness of their bosses, or
of pilot error.56

The Raouche bombing appears to have made little impression on P.L.O. leaders,
as is clear from Central Operations situation reports during this period. Far from
stressing the effect of Israeli bombing, they focused on “the paralysis of Arab action”;
“this Arab slave market”; and the seven Arab foreign ministers meeting at Jedda “at their
leisure, as if no Arab capital were being besieged,” and asked “Don’t the Arabs worry
about the fate of their capitals in the near future … ?” which give an indication of the
P.L.O.’s preoccupations.57 A bitter WAFA commentary on July 30, the day the results of
the Jedda meeting became known, stated that the U.S. was “twisting the arms of
virtually every Arab state.”58 Clearly, nothing could be expected of the Arabs, and U.S.
pressure and Israel’s attacks would continue unabated.

As if to underscore this, the next day there were two hours of fierce air attacks on
heavily populated residential areas along the Corniche al-Mazra‘a, in the heart of the
West Beirut, and in neighboring districts, as well as the southern suburbs and the
Palestinians refugee camps. Artillery simultaneously pounded the entire city from dawn
until just after 9 P.M.59

The worst was yet to come: this was especially ironic in view of the P.L.O.
leadership’s acceptance in principle of the Habib plan. While it is impossible to date the
decision precisely—memories are hazy, the negotiations were highly confidential, and
many key agreements were apparently oral (and certainly do not exist in any of the
archives consulted)—it can definitely be placed before August 1.

Negotiations on the new basis had proceeded so far by that point that a Central
Operations situation report of August 1 notes that the P.L.O. had already presented a



working paper for withdrawal, including a timetable, which was to have been the subject
of a P.L.O.-Lebanese military meeting at which U.S. and Lebanese responses to it were
to be discussed.60 The meeting had to be postponed due to Israel’s escalation.

From this point on, and in spite of a number of obstacles which arose during the
course of negotiation, an agreement had been reached in all but name, and only the
details of the accord finally announced on August 18 still had to be worked out.61 But
twelve more days of bitter fighting had to pass before a lasting ceasefire was imposed.

Because these had little or no effect on P.L.O. decisionmaking or on the solution
finally arrived it, they can be reviewed briefly. The three high points of these last twelve
days were the airport attack of August 1, the major ground assault of August 4, and the
nine hours of air raids involving over 220 sorties with which the fighting ended on
August 12.

The August 1 attack was covered by more than 200 sorties by Israeli planes, and
involved attempts to push up the coast from Khaldeh, as well as a seaborne assault
against the Summerland Beach, both of which failed. The main thrust of the assault was
directed against the airport, which was lost by the JF after a 15-hour battle.

This new defeat was the occasion for another attack on the passivity of the Arab
regimes by Abu Iyyad who, in the first such critique to refer to specific states, said that if
they were serious in their claims to support the P.L.O., Saudi Arabia should cut off oil to
the U.S. and Syria throw its full military weight into the battle.62 It was perhaps not
coincidental that these were the two countries which had sent their foreign ministers to
Washington, and had later jointly presided over the seven-party Jedda meeting.

At the same time, a WAFA commentary claimed that politically the battle marked
“perhaps the most spectacular failure Israel has suffered since the war began.” This was
the case since the attack had failed to intimidate the P.L.O., and at the same time
resulted in a Security Council resolution condemning Israel, thus removing settlement
efforts from friendly U.S. hands, even if only temporarily.63

The IDF offensive of August 4 was even more intensive. It involved an attempt to
push into West Beirut at five points. Israeli troops pushing off from the newly captured
airport achieved success on the southern axis of advance, reaching a Lebanese Army
barracks only a few hundred meters from Shatila camp. They were finally halted before
the Kuwaiti Embassy, which they could not take in spite of repeated attacks backed by
heavy air strikes. On the other four axes of advance, the port, Tayyouneh, the Museum,
and Summerland Beach, the IDF could not advance at all, suffering relatively heavy
losses (in the neighborhood of 100 according to both sides64.

Although the siege perimeter was tightened in the south by the advance to the
Kuwaiti Embassy, the IDF’s failure to break through along all four axes of attack located
in built-up areas—the southern advances having been along the last remaining area of
open ground on the front lines—seems to have had more of an impact on the defenders
than the loss of a few hundred meters of ground.

This was the opinion of many P.L.O. military officers at the time. It was mirrored
in a WAFA report, which stressed that the IDF’s sole advance of the day was a few
hundred meters in “the open terrain between the airport road and Ouza‘i.” In a later
interview, however, ‘Arafat himself noted that after Israeli forces reached the Kuwaiti
Embassy they were in rifle range of Corniche al-Mazra‘a, the Fakhani area, and Shatila,
a situation which had to be taken seriously. On the other hand, Abu Iyyad stated that



after a visit to forward P.L.O. positions at the Kuwaiti Embassy following the battle, he
had been impressed by how little progress the IDF had made.65

The IDF was now up against the unbroken chain of multistory concrete buildings
which formed the battlements of fortress Beirut, having taken all the flat clear terrain
where its armor could maneuver freely and its planes see their targets. Perhaps for this
reason, the attack of August 4 was the last major Israeli ground offensive (although
three limited attacks were launched at the Museum on August 9, 11, and 12, all
unsuccessful).

The IDF thereafter restricted itself to concentrated air and artillery bombardment,
including both indiscriminate barrages and pinpoint attacks like the bombing raid on
August 6, which completely flattened a nine-story building in the Sanaye’ district killing
perhaps 200 people (‘Arafat had reportedly been seen there just before the attack66).
The combat phase of the war ended with the intense day-long bombing raids of August
12. The 220 sorties flown on this last day of punishment of Beirut inflicted over 500
casualties.67

Strange as it may seem, there appeared to be little despair in P.L.O. ranks after it
was all over. A commentary on the last day of the bombing even struck a cautiously
optimistic note: Israel had shown it could destroy Beirut and starve its inhabitants if it
wanted to, but 10 hours of nonstop bombing were proof that it had not yet succeeded in
its aims. In spite of “the cowardice and treachery of the Arab world … Israel has not
prevailed,” the commentary continued. Indeed, after 70 days of war, Beirut was still
resisting, which meant to the Palestinians that in spite of their superiority, “the Israelis …
are not invincible.”68

Striking the same note, Abu Iyyad stated just after the bombing stopped that the
only possible explanation for the raids was to mask Israel’s “failure to confront the Joint
Forces on the ground,” and to “raise the morale of their soldiers who have been forced
to fall back in attack after attack on our positions.”69 At the same time, a Central
Operations situation report pointed out that three IDF attempts to advance while Beirut
was being turned into an “inferno” by the bombing had been foiled with heavy
casualties, and that attacks were still being launched by the JF behind enemy lines. It
concluded with Koranic verse warning against sadness, “for God is with us.”70

If the P.L.O. had been beaten after 70 days of fighting, its leader’s statements
and the tone of its media certainly did not show it. That the combat phases of the war
had ended with the P.L.O. battered but still dug in behind its fortified positions in Beirut
and with the vastly superior Israeli army still besieging the city, prevented from storming
it for whatever reasons, apparently meant more to the defenders of Beirut than the fact
that they had lost and would be forced to evacuate the city.

In an unequal contest, they had fought longer than had all the Arab armies put
together in all their wars with Israel, doing better than anyone could have expected. But,
as an August 9 editorial August concluded, “In the end, the only thing which we were
unable to affect was the immobility, the paralysis, the frozen will of the Arab world.”71

Speaking much later, ‘Arafat reflected that because the P.L.O. had fared better against
Israel than the Arab regimes, they could not allow it to leave Beirut with even a symbolic
victory, and thus extended no help whatsoever.72 This, and their demonstrated ability to
stand up to Israel under the right conditions, were the main lessons the Palestinian
fighters carried away from Beirut with them.



D

Chapter 4

June 1982: The Decision To Leave Beirut

I Beirut, the Palestinians, and the P.L.O.
uring the 1970s, Beirut came to be a second home (if only a temporary one) for
many Palestinians. Among them were P.L.O. combatants, cadres, and leaders who

had been obliged to move to Lebanon after the P.L.O.’s expulsion from Jordan in 1970–
71 and had established or begun their families there. In this cosmopolitan city they
joined those of their countrymen who had first arrived in Lebanon in 1948–49 as
refugees, as well as political exiles from all over the region who had made Beirut their
home.

There were many other Palestinians in Beirut, who were there by choice. Over
the years, members of the growing Palestinian bourgeoisie1 were drawn to the city’s
free political and economic environment. Many managed to obtain Lebanese
citizenship. The Lebanese capital also attracted thousands of young Palestinians from
the occupied territories, Jordan, and the Gulf, who came to study at the American
University, Beirut University College, the Lebanese University, or the Arab University of
Beirut. Most went home after a few years, but many stayed after their education was
completed or after leaving university.

While all these institutions had large numbers of Palestinian students, the Arab
University had a mainly Palestinian student body. It was located near the Fakhani
quarter where most P.L.O. offices were found, and adjoined the sprawling Sabra and
Shatila refugee camps. For Palestinians in the years 1971–82 this roughly one-square-
mile area in the center of Beirut was the closest thing they had had to a political,
intellectual, financial, administrative, and spiritual capital since 1948.

This was true even of many Palestinians who had never seen Beirut. For those
suffering the daily humiliation of the Israeli occupation, as well as for others subjected to
varying levels of intolerance in the Arab host countries, the P.L.O.’s presence in Beirut
meant a great deal.

On the one hand, it was a powerful symbol of Palestinian existence, autonomy,
and peoplehood. On the other, in a concrete sense it was their court of last resort, their
administrative center and the guarantor of their status. Instances of the P.L.O. in Beirut
dealt with serious disputes between Palestinians, and with requests for economic aid,
scholarships, and payment of medical expenses, as well as complaints about bad
treatment by Arab governments.

The P.L.O. structure briefly discussed in chapter 2 was carrying out functions



many of which had never before been performed on a national level. Neither at the
height of their pre-1948 national movement nor in the two decades which followed the
1948 defeat had the Palestinians managed to develop modern integrated national
institutions.2 This the P.L.O. had done, and it was something of which Palestinians were
justifiably proud. It was also realized by Israel’s leaders, who were deadly foes of
anything which reinforced Palestinian nationalism.

Palestinians in Lebanon were acutely aware that their powerful Israeli enemies
were bent on ending the P.L.O.’s presence in Lebanon. Nevertheless, the idea that it
might be forced to leave Beirut would have seemed fantastic to most of them on the eve
of the 1982 war. It also seemed highly unlikely to many Lebanese.

Many factors contributed to this sense of the permanence of the P.L.O. ministate
in Lebanon, and to a disbelief that the objectives of their opponents could be realized.
Among them were memories of a recent string of failed attempts to dislodge them; the
seeming solidity of P.L.O. structures; the extent to which individual Palestinians had
settled in Beirut; and the degree to which the P.L.O. had become integrated into the
conflict-torn Lebanese political map.

However, all of these apparent certainties crumbled in mid-June, with the IDF at
the gates of Beirut and the world’s greatest superpower insistently seconding the
demands of Israel, President Sarkis, and the Lebanese right that the P.L.O. leave Beirut
forthwith. As a result, the P.L.O. leadership faced one of the toughest, most painful
decisions in its history.

We have already seen what an unenviable situation the P.L.O. was in as it faced
these demands. By this point it had long since lost the support of the vast majority of
Lebanese. Moreover, in the wake of its defeat in the south, the rapid advance of the
Israelis through the Shouf, and the isolation of Beirut, the P.L.O.’s military position
contained no glimmer of hope. Morale at every level reflected these harsh givens.

How did its leaders take the decision confronting them? What were the dynamics
of the interaction between them? Who played the key roles, and when were the
essential decisions taken? These questions may never be answered definitively.
However, what follows offers responses based on the archival record of what was
written and said at the time publicly and privately, and on the recollections of
participants in these events.

II The P.L.O. Leadership
A handful of men were involved in the P.L.O.’s decision to withdraw from Beirut. To
understand this decision, and why it was accepted by the P.L.O. rank and file, it is
necessary to describe the individuals concerned, and the context within which they
functioned.

The formal structures of the P.L.O. were rarely the forums for crisis decisions,
and most P.L.O. decisions had to be made in times of crisis. However, in “normal”
circumstances, the P.L.O. Executive Committee, Central Council, and National Council
all played specified roles in taking decisions, in promulgating them, or in giving them
legitimacy.3 This was particularly the case for the Palestinian National Council (PNC).
This body, made up largely of elected representatives, served as the equivalent of a
legislature, meeting annually (when possible), approving the budget, reviewing the



actions of the Executive Committee, and passing on major changes of course, such as
acceptance of a West Bank/Gaza Strip state as the P.L.O.’s provisional objective in
1974.

While the 60-member Central Council was little more than an advisory sounding
board, the Executive Committee was supposed to be more than that. It was certainly not
a cipher. The Executive Committee performed several important functions, including
approving all major spending decisions, and defining the parameters of the P.L.O.’s
policy toward the Arab regimes and the course of its international diplomacy.

The Executive Committee was nevertheless highly unsuited to crisis
decisionmaking. With its composition determined at each session of the PNC by
bargaining between different groups, and its members based in different Arab states
and sometimes representing their interests inside the Palestinian polity, it reflected
many of the least attractive aspects of the consensus politics which characterized the
P.L.O. Far from being the seat of real executive power, in practice it resembled nothing
more than an unwieldy and weak coalition government with little control over vital
matters.

Real power was located in the top ranks of Fateh and the other groups which
made up the P.L.O. Among them, the primus inter pares was unquestionably Yasser
‘Arafat (Abu ‘Ammar), affectionately known to all in Fateh as al-khityar (the old man).
Identified in the mid-1960s only as the spokesman of the Fateh leadership, he was now
Chairman of the P.L.O. Executive Committee and Commander in Chief of all P.L.O.
military forces. As one of fourteen members of the Fateh Central Committee (whose
Secretary, Abu Lutf [Farouq al-Qaddoumi], was also P.L.O. Foreign Minister), ‘Arafat
dominated that body.

‘Arafat’s preeminence inside the Fateh leadership was by no means absolute.
Opposition within the Central Committee often forced him to back down from positions
he had staked out, and he had constantly to consult with its members. His closest ally
on the Committee was usually Abu Jihad (Khalil al-Wazir), Deputy Commander in Chief
of P.L.O. forces, while the part of the loyal opposition was often played by Abu Iyyad
(Salah Khalaf), chief of the P.L.O. security apparatus, normally allied with Abu Lutf. Both
Abu Jihad and Abu Iyyad also had important Fateh responsibilities in addition to their
P.L.O. titles, the former with relation to Fateh military forces and the occupied territories,
and the latter regarding security and intelligence matters.

This foursome had provided the core leadership of Fateh for decades (together
with others who had died along the way). In spite of differences which at times arose
among them, they had a relationship with one another which was extremely durable,
and were linked by strong bonds of mutual affection and respect going back to their
common background in the Gaza Strip, Egypt, and Kuwait in the early 1950s.4

Other early leaders of Fateh beyond this core played significant roles. Among
them were Abu Sa‘id (Khaled al-Hassan), based in Kuwait,5 and Abu Mazin (Mahmoud
‘Abbas) and Abu Maher (Muhammad Ghunaym), both based in Damascus. However,
they were usually not in Beirut, which meant that their input into daily decisionmaking
was less regular and less frequent than that of others

In addition to these older men, who had been active in Palestinian politics since
the early 1950s, and who by 1982 were in their early and mid-fifties, there was a
somewhat younger second generation of leaders, who were not among the founding



fathers of Fateh. Three of them require special mention, either because of their wartime
prominence, or their importance in terms of the internal political balance of the
leadership.

Brigadier Abu al-Walid (Sa‘ad Sayel), the P.L.O. Chief of Military Operations, was
to play a key role in 1982, both in directing the fighting and in the negotiations. Like the
Deputy Chief of Operations, Colonel Abu Musa (Sa‘id Musa Maragha) and many other
officers in the top Fateh military leadership, he had been a Jordanian regular army
officer until 1970. His stature had grown since the mid-1970s, a fact recognized when
he was elected to the Fateh Central Committee in 1980. It was to grow further during
the siege of Beirut. His postwar assassination was a severe blow to Fateh.

Hani al-Hassan, like his older brother Khaled, was identified with the
conservative, “pragmatic” wing of Fateh. He was one of the main P.L.O. negotiators
during the siege, playing the same role of senior envoy he had previously perfomed in
Iran after the revolution and elsewhere in the region. With the formal title of Political
Advisor to ‘Arafat, he had a narrow organizational base inside Fateh, and was often
chosen to carry out delicate missions and to stake out positions which could later be
abandoned.

Nimr Saleh (Abu Saleh) was on the other side of the political spectrum. The
outspoken, impulsive leading figure of Fateh’s “radical” faction, he tended to lean toward
Syria and the Soviet Union. In ill health and severly hampered politically by the death in
October 1981 of Majid Abu Sharar, his far shrewder, more intelligent, and more
respected ally inside the Central Committee, Abu Saleh was often in a minority of one.
In spite of being a member of the Central Committee group supposed to supervise the
Fateh military forces, his role during the war was limited. After the war he became a
leader of the insurrection against ‘Arafat.

On an entirely different level were the heads of the Popular Front for the
Liberation of Palestine (PFLP) and the Democratic Front for the Liberation of Palestine
(DFLP), which together with Fateh had been the main independent political forces in the
Palestinian arena for over a decade. Dr. George Habash and Nayef Hawatmeh both
had longstanding relationships with ‘Arafat and the core Fateh leaders. Habash had
once been a serious rival to the P.L.O. Chairman for leadership of the entire Palestinian
national movement, but had seen his own group decline in the 1970s. The PFLP had
formed the nucleus of the “Rejection Front,” dedicated to opposing the 1974 decision to
accept the idea of a West Bank/Gaza Strip state, but which disintegrated after the
1975–76 war. The DFLP, a 1969 offshoot of the PFLP, had originally championed the
idea of a West Bank/Gaza Strip Palestinian state, and remained loosely allied to Fateh
from the early 1970s onward.

Ironically, in view of the recurring tension between the political positions of the
PFLP and Fateh, and the closeness between those of the latter and the DFLP, personal
relations between Habash and most members of the Fateh core leadership were
generally closer than those enjoyed by Hawatmeh. However, by 1982 it could be said
that a certain level of confidence and mutual trust existed between the leaderships of
Fatah and both groups. This was particularly true of those individuals located in Beirut,
and proved important when the time came for taking and implementing hard wartime
decisions.



III The First Week of War
When the war broke out, chance dictated where individual P.L.O. leaders were located.
‘Arafat, in Saudi Arabia when the bombing of Beirut and the south started on Friday,
June 4, was able to return on Saturday, the day before the invasion began. Abu Lutf
stayed abroad and traveled to New York for meetings of the U.N. Security Council.
Habash and Hawatmeh’s deputies, Abu ‘Ali Mustafa and Yasser ‘Abed Rabbo, were not
in Beirut (the latter left the city on the night of June 11–12 to take command of the Souq
al-Gharb sector in the mountains), and thus both leaders acted without the influence of
these younger and often more dynamic men. In the end, seven of fourteen Fateh
Central Committee members found themselves in the Lebanese capital during the
siege, as well as five of eight DFLP Political Bureau members, the majority of the PFLP
leadership, and only five of fifteen P.L.O. Executive Committee members.

Initially, the P.L.O.’s diplomatic activity focused on obtaining U.N. action to halt
the Israeli advance.6 In retrospect this may seem like an exercise in futility, but it did not
appear to be so at the time. Past experience taught that most of Israel’s wars had been
ended within a matter of days by an international consensus operating through the
United Nations. This was true of the 1956, 1967, and 1973 conflicts, which were halted
in this fashion in five, six, and eighteen days respectively, as well as of Israel’s 1978
invasion of South Lebanon, and the 1981 cross-border fighting, both of which lasted for
a matter of days (seven and nine respectively).

When confronted with a major Israeli escalation in the past, the P.L.O. almost
routinely requested the Arab states, the Soviet Union, the European Community, and
the nonaligned and Islamic blocs at the United Nations to put pressure on the United
States, each in its own way. The “moderate” Arab states headed by Saudi Arabia would
be asked to use their presumed influence in Washington to press for U.S. action to
restrain Israel, while America’s European allies often made similar moves,
simultaneously backing nonaligned and Arab initiatives at the U.N. to stop the fighting.
The USSR could be counted on to support such a course, and to threaten unspecified
consequences should U.N. action not suffice.

The expectation in June 1982 that something similar would eventually take place,
and that the P.L.O. had only to hold out until then, ultimately proved incorrect, but it was
not totally unfounded. It was reinforced by the passage of Security Council resolution
509 late on June 6, the first day of the invasion, with the U.S. voting in favor. This
demanded that “Israel withdraw all its military forces forthwith and unconditionally
withdraw to the internationally recognized boundaries of Lebanon,” and an immediate
halt to hostilities.

Had such a resolution been enforced, the previous pattern would have been
repeated, and Israel’s invasion would have been brought to an abrupt halt. For this to
happen, however, hard decisions would have been necessary in Washington. That the
Reagan administration was not willing to take them in 1982 was demonstrated when
Israel continued its advance, and when the tone of U.S. pronouncements changed
perceptibly. (On June 13 Haig told a TV interviewer that the U.S. did not demand an
immediate Israeli withdrawal from Lebanon, while by June 21 a State Department
spokesman declared that S.C. 509 was no longer relevant.)

The first signal of this change was a U.S. veto on June 8 of a Security Council
draft resolution which would have condemned Israel for noncompliance with S.C. 509,



and which stated that sanctions against it would be considered if it did not halt its
invasion within six hours. All Security Council members except the United States were
in favor of this draft. But from this point on, the U.N. was virtually paralyzed by an
American refusal to consider any serious measures against Israel.

The administration was clearly divided internally on what to do, and apparently
suffered from mixed signals while the President and Secretary Haig were in Europe in
early June.7 It finally decided to support Israel unreservedly, in the apparent hope of
utilizing Israel’s invasion of Lebanon to achieve U.S. regional objectives vis-à-vis the
P.L.O., Syria, and the USSR, and in the process to transform the Lebanese internal
situation.

This position did not change during the war. In a sense, it remained unaltered
until the withdrawal of U.S. Marines from Beirut in February 1984. Haig’s description of
the war as providing “a historic opportunity to deal with the problem of Lebanon,” and
creating “a fresh opportunity to complete the Camp David peace process” (or
Kissinger’s, “it opens up extraordinary opportunities for a dynamic American diplomacy
throughout the Middle East”)8 not only reflected their hard-line views, but summed up as
well the basic attitude toward the situation emerging from Israel’s invasion of most
leading members of the Reagan Administration, including the President and Haig’s
successor, George Shultz.

The P.L.O. initially hoped that the new, tougher U.S. position which first emerged
on June 8 could be reversed. This illusion was encouraged by telephone contacts with
the Saudi leadership, and in meetings in New York and Paris between P.L.O.
representatives and Saudi Foreign Minister Prince Sa‘ud al-Faisal. Telexes on June 11
reported in almost identical terms what the Saudi minister told Abu Lutf in New York and
P.L.O. Paris representative Ibrahim al-Souss about his contacts in Washington, Paris,
and Bonn.9

The essential point which emerges from Sa‘ud al-Faisal’s account of his talks
with American officials is that they tried to convince him of U.S. good faith, at a time
when the United States was in fact preventing implementation of S.C 509 at the U.N.,
thereby enabling Israel to continue its advance. The President, for example, told the
Saudi diplomat that the U.S. knew in advance of the Israeli operation, but not that it
would be on this scale. Reagan assured him that the U.S. was embarrassed by the
invasion, stressed that the cancellation of a planned visit by Haig to Israel was a sign of
displeasure, and “promised to use leverage on Israel for complete withdrawal” from
Lebanon.10

At this stage, on June 11, Israel did in fact announce a ceasefire with Syrian
forces after the bulk of operations against them had been completed, but it pointedly
excluded the P.L.O. from its provisions. This ceasefire was most likely related to U.S.
intercession, influenced by Arab and U.N. moves and a Soviet démarche. Soon
afterward, however, the Israelis again violated the ceasefire they had proclaimed. When
they reached and surrounded Beirut on June 13, and proclaimed harsh conditions for
their withdrawal—amounting to unconditional surrender by the P.L.O.—the U.S. now
firmly aligned its position with Israel’s.

From this point on, the P.L.O. had to contend not only with the full weight of
Israel, but also with that of the U.S. This was quickly perceived by the P.L.O.: telexes
from Beirut spoke often of “the American-Israeli position.”11 The Organization’s leaders



quickly realized that they would have to drastically revise many of their assumptions
about how long Israel would be allowed to carry out a major offensive military operation.
This time, the U.S. was not going to step in to stop the IDF.12

The frustration of the P.L.O. leadership at the inability of the U.N. to obtain a
binding ceasefire, or to station its truce observers on the spot (U.S. obstruction in the
Security Council prevented this) reached a peak on June 13, the day the Israelis
reached Ba’abda. Hours before that, ‘Arafat had ordered that a detailed breakdown of
Israeli ceasefire violations, based on radio messages received by Central Operations,
be sent to New York. His hope was that after one week of uninterrupted fighting
between Israel and the P.L.O., this would aid in obtaining decisive U.N. action to halt the
advance of the IDF.13

It failed to do so, and ‘Arafat’s angry reaction to the paralysis in New York
emerges from a peremptory telex sent later the same day to Abu Lutf and Zuhdi Tarazi,
the P.L.O.’s U.N. representative. It read: “There is a waste of time … the enemy
succeeded this morning in the face of the absence of observers in occupying the
Khaldeh triangle … We asked of you since yesterday [sic] to move truce supervisors,
but it appears the delay is intentional so as to give Israel the opportunity to complete its
task.” The message ended harshly: “There is no point to the exchange of telexes only.
We demand action … we demand steps on the ground.14

No such action was forthcoming. Indeed, because of persistent obstruction of
such action by the U.S. and Israel, U.N. observers were not deployed in Beirut until mid-
August, after fighting ceased. In the absence of effective U.N. action to impose or
supervise an effective ceasefire, the P.L.O. leadership encircled in Beirut with the bulk
of its military forces, and with little hope of any external relief, had to decide under
enormous pressure how to respond to the Israeli demand of June 13 for the P.L.O. to
lay down its arms and withdraw from Beirut.

IV The Internal P.L.O. Debate Over Withdrawal
There rapidly emerged two distinct schools of thought within the leadership on how to
deal with the P.L.O’s grim situation. The first, identified with Hani al-Hassan, saw no
alternative to withdrawing P.L.O. military forces from Beirut, but wanted three things in
exchange: a political gain as a quid pro quo for withdrawal, a morale victory resulting
from prolonged resistance, and the retention of a P.L.O. political and military presence
in Lebanon as one element in a formula to protect Palestinian civilians in Lebanon.15

The desired results of this approach included some form of U.S. recognition of,
and direct contact with, the P.L.O.—which of course was never achieved. Some argued
that this approach was linked to the transformation of the P.L.O. into a purely political
body, which would attempt to gain its ends diplomatically rather than forcibly.

Support for this position within the ranks of the P.L.O. went up and down in the
feverish days of mid-June. By early July, its partisans had been discredited, and were
scornfully described by their opponents as “The Withdrawal Now Movement,” a takeoff
on the Israeli “Peace Now Movement.” But in the crucial days after June 13, some
P.L.O. leaders saw no realistic alternative to acceptance of Israel’s demands. As an
initial result of the intense internal debate within the leadership, the partisans of the first
approach received a green light to explore what could be obtained, although this did not



stop their opponents from criticizing this policy bitterly in private and in public.16

The semipublic way in which the P.L.O. internal debate was carried out at this
stage caused great confusion, both within the movement and for foreign observers. This
was true particularly when the propositions being discussed by Hani al-Hassan first
became known. Opponents of this approach fought it in the P.L.O. media, in on- and off-
the-record discussions with local and foreign journalists, as well as in internal P.L.O.
councils. At the beginning they had an uphill fight because of the number and influence
of those who supported the idea of negotiating a withdrawal.

The composition of this group was surprisingly disparate, including a number of
individuals who were not normally political bedfellows, and some of whom had reached
the point of “collapse” according to Abu Iyyad.17 Besides Hani al-Hassan, there was the
PFLP spokesman, Bassam Abu Sharif, who spoke often to journalists at the
Commodore Hotel about how desperate the P.L.O.’s situation was, affirming that
immediate withdrawal was the only way out; Ahmed Jibril, the bombastic leader of the
pro-Syrian PFLP General Command (PFLP-GC), whose normally hearty appetite for
fighting the Israelis seemed to wane after Beirut was surrounded; the leaders of two
minor radical factions, Dr. Samir Ghosheh of the Popular Struggle Front (PSF) and Abu
al-‘Abbas of the Palestine Liberation Front (PLF); and a number of Fateh leaders,
among them Abu al-Hol (Hayel ‘Abd al-Hamid), and Brigadier Abu al-Walid.

The position of Brigadier Abu al-Walid among this group requires elaboration.
Having long argued that if the Israelis launched a major military operation their only
alternative was to make Beirut their objective, he realized that this was happening as
soon as he heard the first report of the Awwali landing on the first night of the invasion.18

He was thus not surprised by the IDF’s arrival at Ba’abda, unlike some other P.L.O. and
LNM leaders. Throughout the war, he maintained his equanamity. Even while arguing
that the logic of the military situation dictated P.L.O. acceptance of the demand for its
withdrawal, he was constantly supervising day-to-day military operations, as well as the
feverish building of fortifications and sowing of mines which were to make the defense
of Beirut possible for the last eight weeks of the siege.

The attitude of the P.L.O.’s senior commander was probably rooted in his
traditional military background. An engineering officer who had reached the rank of
colonel in the Jordanian army, Brigadier Abu al-Walid had received advanced staff
training in the United States (at the same time as Mordechai Gur, IDF Chief of Staff
during the 1978 invasion). He argued in mid-June that Beirut was militarily indefensible
(the term used in Arabic was “saqita ‘askariyan”). From the standpoint of classical
military principles, this was a reasonable claim, especially in light of the hopeless odds,
the complete isolation of the city, and the IDF’s position in the heights overlooking it.
Brigadier al-Walid modified this view only in late June, after completion of P.L.O.
defensive preparations and the appearance of a strong Israeli reluctance to storm the
city. Until then, he sided with those who said withdrawal was inevitable.

The opposing group argued that the matter could not be looked at in classical
military terms. It too was composed of disparate elements, many of them individuals
who agreed on little else, including Fateh leaders Abu Iyyad, Abu Saleh, Sakhr Abu
Nizar, the Secretary of the Fateh Revolutionary Council, and Colonel Abu Musa, as well
as Dr. George Habash and Abu Maher al-Yamani of the PFLP, Nayef Hawatmeh of the
DFLP, and Talal Naji of the PFLP-GC. They stressed that the situation was not



hopeless, that the war was far from over, and that the Palestinian and Lebanese
defenders of Beirut had a good chance to hold out for better terms.

The military men in this second group argued forcefully that Beirut, its southern
suburbs, and the adjoining refugee camps were nearly ideal for the type of warfare the
Joint Forces were best suited for, and atrociously inappropriate for what the Israelis
were comfortable with. The intensity and length of the fighting in Sidon and ‘Ain al-
Hilweh, as well as in Damour and Khaldeh (all far smaller and more easily assaulted
than Beirut), were used to buttress their argument. Moreover, they claimed, a reluctance
to enter the city had already been evinced by many quarters in the Israeli military and
government, and it would be foolish for the P.L.O. to throw away an opportunity to take
advantage of this.

There were differences among those holding this position. A few, like Colonel
Abu Khaled al-‘Amleh, later a prominent leader of the Fateh rebellion, argued that Beirut
and the adjoining camps were practically impregnable. They held, moreover, that as a
matter of principle the P.L.O. should not withdraw from the city under any
circumstances, and should hold out against the Israeli demands indefinitely, whatever
the consequences.

But the majority of the second group (which ultimately became the core of a
majority within the leadership as a whole), saw things differently. While sharing the
slender hope that the P.L.O. might be able to drag out the siege, wear down the Israelis,
and thereby ultimately avoid withdrawal altogether, they perceived that this was not
likely. In their view, negotiations were an open-ended tactic. The objective was to obtain
the best that could realistically be expected from the situation. While differing from the
maximalists who refused any compromise, a gulf separated them from the minimalists,
who were fully reconciled to accepting some version of the U.S.-Israeli terms, but hoped
to obtain specific political compensation in return. This difference was summed up in the
words of Abu Iyyad: “Negotiations were a tactic for some in the leadership, and a
strategy for others.”19

In the immediate aftermath of the collapse of the Shouf followed by arrival of the
Israelis at Ba’abda, the second point of view was almost inaudible inside the P.L.O. This
was partly because of the drastic effect of these events on most Lebanese, who were
unprepared for the Israeli invasion and stunned by it. During the first weeks of the war,
“we were in a state of shock,” said Walid Jumblatt soon afterward.20

Already seriously alienated from the P.L.O., many Lebanese took the seemingly
unstoppable Israeli advance as the occasion for an outpouring of hostile feeling against
the Palestinians. This naturally took different forms. In the south, many Shi‘a welcomed
the Israelis, assuming that their arrival meant the end of the state of war which had
lasted for a decade, during which time the southerners had paid the heaviest price.
There was unrestrained jubilation in Maronite circles at the prospect that Israel would
eliminate the Palestinians, and thereby clear the way for a new order in Lebanon, of
which they would be the natural beneficiaries. Even among the Sunni urban population,
closest in many ways to the Palestinians, there was some expectation of positive results
from the new state of affairs.

Thus at a critical moment of decision in mid-June, P.L.O. leaders found
themselves almost completely deprived of any Lebanese support. It was not surprising
that confronted with the might of Israel and the insistent support for it of the United



States, many Lebanese should feel that they had no alternative except to go along with
what seemed like a fait accompli imposed by the U.S. and Israel. The deep involvement
of the U.S. in the shaping of events was symbolized by the ubiquitous presence of Philip
Habib, who spent most of his time during the weeks that followed either in meetings at
the Presidental Palace in Ba‘abda or directing the negotiations from his headquarters at
the U.S. Ambassador’s residence in nearby Yarzé.

The Council of National Salvation, whose formation was called for by President
Sarkis on June 14, was generally understood to be intended as a vehicle for a
unanimous Lebanese front in dealing with the P.L.O. on the basis of the Israeli demands
of June 13 and the nearly identical position of the United States. The reservations
regarding it of Walid Jumblatt and Nabih Berri did not conceal the fact that in practical
terms the P.L.O. had no organized Lebanese backing. In the immediate aftermath of the
occupation of Ba’abda, even the P.L.O.’s allies in the LNM advised them that they had
no alternative but withdrawal.21 Some of its parties, Jumblatt acidly said at the time, had
become “virtually Phalangist.”22

It is important to reiterate that while some Lebanese public attitutes, such as
Maronite hostility to the P.L.O. or the antagonism toward the commando presence of the
bulk of the southern Shi‘a population, were stable, others fluctuated violently. Thus, less
than two weeks after the occupation of Ba’abda led to the coalescence of what seemed
to be a broad anti-P.L.O. front, the outlook of many Lebanese was reversed. This was
the effect of new factors like Israeli-Phalangist cooperation in occupied areas, fears of
what this might portend in the wake of a P.L.O. withdrawal, the renewal of IDF attacks
on Syrian forces in the mountains, and a higher estimation of the ability of the P.L.O. to
hold out in Beirut.

As we saw in the last chapter, the turning point in this shift in Lebanese attitudes
came during the last week of June. Even before that, however, the balance within the
Palestinian leadership had shifted. As a result, a unified position had finally emerged,
embodying elements of the outlooks put forward by both sides in the internal P.L.O.
debate. This became clear during negotiations via the mediation of France, which began
in the second half of June. The final decision was formally embodied in a brief
handwritten memo delivered by Yasser ‘Arafat to Premier Shafiq Wazzan on July 2,
promising that the P.L.O. leadership would leave Beirut.

The text, never published—and reported in distorted terms in the press at the
time—was deliberately vague, and referred only to the P.L.O.’s acceptance in principle
of the movement of its headquarters from Beirut. Vague though it was, this was the first
firm, formal, written commitment by the P.L.O. regarding withdrawal. Wazzan claimed at
the time that he had no intention of delivering it to anyone, but that it was an assurance
to the Lebanese about the P.L.O.’s intention to do everything possible to spare Beirut.
This is consistent with the way the P.L.O. described the pledge, which, at a meeting at
Saeb Salam’s home the same day, was delivered also to the traditional Sunni and Shi’a
politicians of the Islamic Grouping and the Front for Preservation of the South.23 It
remains for us to go back and describe how such a commitment was agreed on
unanimously by the P.L.O. leadership in the final two weeks of June.

V The Decision is Taken



The catalyst for the P.L.O.’s decision was the fierce internal debate that arose following
the leaking to the press of the terms being discussed by Hani al-Hassan with
intermediaries for Israel and the United States. They caused a stir not only in Beirut, but
also among supporters of the P.L.O. abroad.24 The furor was all the greater since many
of the points being discussed were distorted or taken out of context in the local and
foreign media. On top of this, as previously noted, a variety of hostile actors were
simultaneously trying to create panic in West Beirut by exaggerating the P.L.O.’s
concessions and describing its capitulation as imminent.

What seems to have caused the first reaction against the approach ascribed in
the press to Hani al-Hassan was the sudden realization by many Palestinians of how
harsh the Israeli terms were, and shock at the fact that acceptance of them meant
leaving Beirut. They differed in their reaction from a few members of the P.L.O.
leadership who advocated this approach and seemed to regard the prospect of leaving
Beirut with relative equanimity. This was probably because these individuals aspired to
shift the focus of P.L.O. activities elsewhere, had no personal political base in Lebanon,
or were uninvolved in P.L.O. military affairs.

The reaction to this line, when it came, took the form of pressure on the
leadership to deny press reports of the terms the P.L.O. was allegedly willing to accept.
Specifically, there was intense pressure for a disavowal of statements attributed to Hani
al-Hassan regarding transformation of the P.L.O. from a military into a political
movement, calling for a dialogue with the United States, and accepting the inevitability
of leaving Beirut. This pressure reached a peak on June 17, the day when four P.L.O.
denials of press reports on this subject appeared, two specifically refuting propositions
attributed to Hani al-Hassan.

On the same day, a confidential memo was sent to ‘Arafat by a senior P.L.O.
official criticizing remarks made by Hani al-Hassan to Western journalists on several
occasions. In some of the things he said, the memo stated, al-Hassan not only was
contradicting the public P.L.O. line on the question of withdrawal, but also was severely
undermining morale and public confidence in the P.L.O. leadership, and severely
weakening the P.L.O.’s negotiating position, as exaggerated or distorted versions of his
remarks were published in the foreign media and had wide circulation in Beirut.25 Similar
complaints were being voiced throughout the P.L.O., and made their way to the ears of
‘Arafat and his fellow leaders, sometimes in a forceful manner.

Particularly sensitive in this regard was the issue of the P.L.O.’s laying down its
arms, a condition then being firmly demanded by Israel, and which al-Hassan had been
reported by U.P.I. on June 16 as having accepted. It was imperative for the leadership
to draw the line here, because of the devastating effect such a rumor, if believed, would
have had on the forces in the front lines. Not surprisingly, this was the key point in three
of these four denials issued over a period of 24 hours. One said the P.L.O. was not
“prepared to negotiate regarding its arms” (this and other issues relating to Palestinian-
Lebanese relations could be discussed only “after the withdrawal of the occupation
forces,” it cited al-Hassan as having said to U.P.I.). Another denial quoted Abu Iyyad as
having said that the Palestinians “will not throw down their arms,” and that al-Hassan’s
words had been “distorted and falsified.” In a third, a military spokesman declared:
“nobody can disarm the Joint Forces.”26

Perhaps responding to this internal pressure, on the same evening, June 17,



‘Arafat took one of his toughest public stands since the beginning of the war, in a
message “to the Arab, Lebanese and Palestinian masses … and to all the fighters in the
field.” In it he savagely attacked Arab hesitation, cowardice, and timidity. The battle of
Beirut, he stated, had not yet begun, and added: “We are ready for this battle, which will
be the Karbala of this age … and the Stalingrad of the Arabs …”27 It was probably not a
coincidence that conciliatory public statements and off-the-record interviews with foreign
journalists by Hani al-Hassan ceased for a time.

In fact, an important decision had been taken by the P.L.O. leadership. The initial
exploratory negotiations they had authorized, and in which al-Hassan had taken a
leading role, had revealed Israeli and American conditions which were unacceptably
harsh. The strong negative reaction from the base and from middle-level cadres
reinforced the position of those in the leadership who had been skeptical all along about
the course initially followed. At the same time, the state of near-panic which had seized
a few P.L.O. leaders subsided, as the battlefield situation stabilized in the somewhat
calmer atmosphere after June 13.

In consequence of all these factors, during the third week of June the P.L.O.
stand crystallized around making a commitment in principle to withdraw, while
categorically refusing the original Israeli-U.S. terms. This was linked to acceptance of
French good offices, offered formally by Francis Gutman, Secretary-General of the
French Foreign Ministry. This took place during meetings on June 15, 16, and 17 in East
Beirut at which Hani al-Hassan first put forward the proposals noted in the preceding
section of this chapter. The objective in using this French channel in addition to existing
Lebanese ones was to attempt to get better terms than were being offered, on the
theory that sympathetic go-betweens in Paris were better than hostile ones in Ba’abda,
with Habib and the Israelis at their elbow.

It was ‘Arafat who finally decided the issue. He had been under intense pressure
since June 11, when disagreement arose within the P.L.O. leadership over acceptance
of a ceasefire.28 His initial inclination had been to play for time while hoping for new
factors to arise and for the situation to improve. But given the weak stand during the first
days of the war of their Lebanese Muslim and leftist allies—whose support was
essential for any sort of resistance—he and most other P.L.O. leaders had initially seen
no alternative but to make some sort of commitment to withdraw.29

The French offer of meditation of June 15 constituted just the sort of new factor
‘Arafat had been awaiting. It made itself felt over the next two weeks as the P.L.O. was
taking its decision to offer a vague commitment in principle to withdraw. This was
ultimately done via the memo delivered to Wazzan on July 2 after approval by the entire
P.L.O. leadership.30

The extensive telex correspondence with the French government via the P.L.O.
office in Paris which began at this point makes it possible to watch the evolution of the
P.L.O. position, and of the role of ‘Arafat in particular. This is possible because, in the
absence of his “Foreign Minister,” Abu Lutf, nearly all these telexes were drafted by
‘Arafat or contain extensive corrections in his hand on the Arabic originals.31

The P.L.O. leader was naturally gratified by France’s new role, and repeatedly
expressed this to the French.32 There was good reason for his gratitude. Once Hani al-
Hassan had made the P.L.O.’s June 15 proposal to Gutman to consider ending its
armed presence in Beirut and preserve only a political presence there in exchange for a



political quid pro quo, France considered that it had received a green light to explore
alternatives to the harsh terms of Israel and the U.S.33 It was to do this in a determined
manner.

Four days later, after meeting French Foreign Minister Claude Cheysson at the
United Nations, Abu Lutf met with French Premier Pierre Mauroy and again with
Cheysson in Paris, the first official meetings on such a high level. The French position
as outlined to Abu Lutf was clear: unequivocal condemnation of Israel’s invasion, an
immediate ceasefire and unconditional Israeli withdrawal, noninterference in Lebanese
domestic affairs and P.L.O.-Lebanese negotiations to regulate the former’s status in that
country, a link between solving the Lebanese crisis and the Palestine problem, and self-
determination of the Palestinian people with their own state on the West Bank and Gaza
Strip.34

The position conveyed to Abu Lutf by Mauroy and Cheysson was the basis of
French policy for the next six weeks of the war. This policy only changed then because
at the end of July the P.L.O. finally abandoned its efforts to get a better deal than Habib
had been offering. In the meantime, the French showed perseverence in the face of
often brusque attempts by Israel and the U.S. to discourage their initiative. They were
deeply convinced that what both powers were trying to do was misguided in the long
run. In the end, France agreed to join the American-inspired Multi-National Force (MNF)
only because of a P.L.O. request, tied to a desire to preserve some of their traditional
influence in Lebanon.

The first active move made by French diplomacy was the introduction of a draft
resolution before the Security Council on June 25. This would have provided for an
initial disengagement of forces (a key P.L.O. demand), with the IDF pulling back 10 km
from Beirut and P.L.O. forces retiring to the refugee camps, with U.N. observers, the
Lebanese armed forces, and possibly a U.N. military force being interposed between
the two sides. The U.S., rightly perceiving this as part of what Secretary Haig would
later call “attempts to relieve the P.L.O.’s dilemma,”35 on June 26 vetoed the resolution,
which was supported by the other fourteen Council members. By this time, however, the
Secretary had resigned, an event resulting in part from the problems for U.S. policy
resulting from the invasion, but one which also had an important impact on the course of
the war.

VI Haig, the P.L.O., and the Role of France
As the war in Lebanon entered its third week, the American Secretary of State was in
his final days in office, aware of his precarious position within the administration, and
apparently trying desperately to score a last-minute diplomatic success. This perhaps
explains why his published account of events at the end of June diverges in some
respects from the story which emerges from the P.L.O.-French diplomatic
correspondence, as well from that given by most other sources.

Haig claims in his memoirs that the French, although “anxious to appear as
friends of the P.L.O., were offering valuable support for our position on P.L.O.
withdrawal.” He states specifically that on June 24 the French “agreed that the P.L.O.
must disarm,” and “would convey this view to the P.L.O.”36 However, his detailed
account of events on June 25, the day his resignation was announced by the President,



omits a peremptory message to the P.L.O. sent via the French which is highly revealing
of the French position. In an urgent telex to ‘Arafat dated 25 June, Ibrahim Souss wrote:

I have just been notified by the French authorities that the American Secretary of State, Haig, has asked the
French government to transmit to the P.L.O. leadership: “Specific American thoughts on what steps the P.L.O. in
Beirut would have to take with the Lebanese government in order to assure a peaceful resolution of the problem
in and around Beirut:

1. All Palestinian fighters in West Beirut and the camps to the south of the city will hand over all arms to the
Lebanese armed forces and turn these areas over to the control of the Lebanese armed forces and the
Government of Lebanon
2. The leadership of the P.L.O. and such others as may chose to join them will depart Lebanon under safe
conduct guaranteed, monitored and assisted if requested by outside observers.

Immediately after the agreement to these points is given steps will be taken to ensure that Israeli forces will
adjust their lines so that the foregoing steps will not be seen to be carried out under threat of Israeli guns”

Had the French message conveyed by Ibrahim Souss stopped at this point, Haig’s
claims regarding France’s position might have stood some chance of substantiation. But
Souss added a further passage, containing the first of many French commentaries on
the U.S. messages they were asked by Washington to transmit:

The authorities conveyed to me their entire disapproval of the American terms which in their opinion are
completely alignated [sic] on those of the Israeli government. Furthermore as the Americans have asked them to
transmit to the P.L.O. those terms “in the most severe manner” they have asked me to make very clear to you
that France is in no way associated directly or indirectly with this American position.37

Aside from the urgency which must have motivated Haig, what is most remarkable in
this communication is the extraordinary presumptuousness of its author. It is
reminiscent of nothing so much as the Foreign Minister of a great power at the height of
the age of imperialism dictating terms to a much weaker state. Haig’s request that these
terms be conveyed “in the most severe manner” recalls the kind of diplomacy
symbolized by the instructions of British Foreign Secretary Sir Edward Grey to his
Ambassador to the Ottoman Empire in 1910 that a 10-page dispatch making onerous
demands on its recipients be read in full to both the Ottoman Foreign Minister and
Grand Vizier.38 Sir Edward, however, did not specify the tone to be used by his envoy.

The impression that Haig was in a hurry and cared little for the feelings of those
he dealt with is confirmed by other sources. In the words of a French official closely
involved in the negotiations, Haig had telephone conversations with Cheysson on this
issue which were “out of this world” (the word used was sidérant). All that was
necessary for a resolution of the crisis, Haig had said, was to crush the P.L.O. He
refused to listen to what his French interlocutors were saying in response—that this
would only put the P.L.O. under Arab control, make the Palestinians into desperate
terrorists, and remove the only spokesman for the Palestinian cause.39 This same
inattention, combined with a tendency to hear only what is desired, is apparent from
even a casual comparison between the account of events in Haig’s memoirs and French
communications with the P.L.O., as can be seen in the dispatch cited above.

Whatever reaction the outgoing American Secretary of State may have expected
from the P.L.O. to his ultimatum (and his memoirs makes it appear that again and again
he had the impression that he nearly single-handedly had ‘Arafat on the point of
surrender), it was ruined by the impact of his resignation, announced at about the same
time the French message of June 25 was received. Not surprisingly, there was jubilation



in Beirut at the news, and a sense that the P.L.O. had surmounted a major crisis. One
official in the Chairman’s office privy to the negotiations recalled later: “I felt as if we had
won the war that night.”40

The pronounced shifting of Lebanese sympathies, at least those of its traditional
allies, in the P.L.O.’s favor at around this time had a further bracing impact on the
morale of those besieged. This was reinforced by the analysis of the situation by senior
French officials in a meeting with Souss in Paris the next morning, after the effect of
Haig’s resignation had sunk in. Pointing to divisions in Israel and within the American
administration (of which the P.L.O. had its own abundant evidence from independent
sources41), the French saw that the situation had shifted somewhat, that an Israeli
assault on West Beirut, “while still possible,” was less likely, and that there was now
some pressure on Israel to withdraw.

Their central point was to reassure the P.L.O. that “The American request for
disarming the Palestinian forces has met with total French rejection. Any such step,
according to France, should necessarily be linked to a global approach to the
Palestinian and Lebanese problems,” which meant movement toward Palestinian self-
determination. Moreover, the French added, the U.S. proposal provided no guarantees
for the Palestinians.42

All this relatively good news did not induce euphoria in ‘Arafat and his colleagues.
The Palestinian leader responded cautiously to the American ultimatum of the 25th,
essentially agreeing with the negative reaction of the French, and leaving it to them to
convey his response to Washington, saying “We accept what you agree on with the U.S.
administration.” He added, “We thank the French government for this stand and this
attention. Our people will never forget it.”43

In response to a French request for a more detailed P.L.O. answer to the U.S.
message, ‘Arafat on June 27 specified terms which, formulated later into an 11-point
position paper, were to be the core of the P.L.O. stand for over a month. These called
for a neutralization of Beirut and a disengagement of forces, with a joint Lebanese-U.N.
force under international supervision interposed between the combatants. A first stage
was to include a P.L.O. withdrawal to the camps and an Israeli withdrawal of five miles
from its positions around Beirut. Finally, they called for “agreement on some formula for
Palestinian presence in Lebanon which would include … the kind of weaponry, and its
size, all in accord with Lebanese sovereignty.” ‘Arafat concluded that with regard to a
P.L.O. political presence and that of Palestinians resident in Lebanon “there is no
disagreement with the Lebanese government.”44

Not surprisingly, the American response to these P.L.O. terms was negative. It
was conveyed to Abu Lutf during a meeting on June 28 in Tunis with a senior French
emissary. The U.S. Under Secretary of State, Lawrence Eagleburger, had told the
French Ambassador in Washington that the U.S. considered this proposal “under the
circumstances to be unrealistic, essentially because according to the U.S.A. the P.L.O.
does not provide firm commitments, and therefore [it] cannot be considered the basis for
serious negotiation.”

The French stated that they had responded that the P.L.O. proposals were
“serious, realistic and acceptable.” They pledged to continue their talks with the U.S.,
but for the first time raised an issue which was to become a refrain during the remainder
of the negotiations. This was Eagleburger’s claim that in negotiations with Habib in



Beirut via Lebanese intermediaries, the P.L.O. had put forward significantly different
terms from those transmitted by Paris. He made specific reference to its reported
willingness, expressed to Sa’eb Salam, to hand over weapons to the Lebanese army
and leave either by road or sea.

The French shrewdly added that they “estimate there has been some distortion of
information as relayed to them through American channels.”45 In fact, there was
probably also a delay in the transmission of information to the State Department via the
tortuous Lebanese channels described in the first chapter. Thus the terms Eagleburger
mentioned were very likely those mooted by Hani al-Hassan as much as ten days
earlier, but since superseded by the position embodied in the negotiations via the
French.

‘Arafat responded immediately to the U.S. claims, denying that anything had
been said about handing over weapons, and stressing the demand for a P.L.O. military
presence in Lebanon along the lines of that in other Arab countries. He added that a
disengagement of forces was imperative to create a proper atmosphere for negotiation.
Regarding the issue of the P.L.O. leadership remaining in Beirut, he said that the P.L.O.
had expressed a “readiness to understand the Lebanese point of view.” (This meant in
effect accepting the demand for its departure, which he, Abu Jihad, and al-Hassan had
by this point already done verbally in repeated meetings with Lebanese interlocutors.)
‘Arafat finally reminded Souss: “You must understand that the American position stems
from annoyance at the French move because they want to be the only ones dealing with
this crisis.”46

American annoyance showed itself over the next few days of feverish
negotiation. The next day, June 29, the French informed the P.L.O. that they had been
told by Washington that negotiations via the Lebanese and Saudis had brought the
P.L.O. to the point of accepting a departure from Beirut without its weapons. Souss went
on:

The Americans have suggested to the French not to interfere in the Lebanese crisis insisting that the P.L.O. is
not taking the French role seriously and therefore does not keep France regularly and accurately informed about
developments in negotiations. The Americans have insinuated to the French that the P.L.O. is transmitting to
them false information about the real P.L.O. position. The authorities here have requested clarification … due to
the fact that the Americans have told them that the P.L.O. is playing a double-faced game.47

Remarkably, the same day the State Department twice used the French channel to
transmit its counterproposals to the earlier conditions set forth by the P.L.O., while
stressing that Habib had been asked to transmit the same terms via Lebanese
intermediaries. These contained little that was new. What was interesting about them is
that they were sent via the French just after the latter had been told “not to interfere,”
and that the French bluntly described them to Souss as “not serious,” adding “they
cannot see how the P.L.O. could accept them.” Souss added: “The French appear to be
very perplexed by the confusing propositions coming out of the American
administration.”48

‘Arafat responded immediately to these messages, and to the American
insinuations about P.L.O. bad faith, referring to “the psychological war and the various
fabricated lies being circulated,” and adding, “These are all part of the on-going battle.”
He sarcastically added that “The U.S. State Department seems to be unaware even of
Israeli statements,” noting that Begin the day previously had offered to allow the P.L.O.



to leave with its personal weapons, a concession not included in Eagleburger’s first set
of terms. He affirmed further: “We have informed Philip Habib that we will not repeat not
hand over our weapons to anyone.”

In this and a later message the same day to the French, ‘Arafat stressed an issue
he was to come back to again and again: “The important point is what are the
guarantees against a massacre of Palestinians, both civilians and military, in view of
what happened in Tyre and Sidon, and what the Phalangisists did yesterday to
Lebanese patriots in the mountains?”49 This was a question which until the end never
received a satisfactory answer.

VII The Importance of the June Decision
The welter of confusing proposals and counterproposals just surveyed has perhaps
obscured several important things that happened in the last two weeks of June. The
P.L.O. contemplated and then drew back from accepting in their entirety the terms of its
enemies. The French offered their mediation directly to the P.L.O., and then were
brought into the negotiations by the Americans. The U.S. thereupon tried to undermine
French confidence in P.L.O. good faith, but this maneuver failed. The P.L.O. put
forward, via the French, proposals which were to form the core of their negotiating
position until the end of July. And in saying that they were ready “to understand the
Lebanese point of view” on the issue of the leadership’s departure from Beirut, the
P.L.O. made an important concession, which was later to be formalized in the signed
note delivered to Wazzan by ‘Arafat on July 2.

This was a major decision. It meant that the leadership of the P.L.O. had
accepted in principle the idea of evacuation from Beirut. As the following six weeks of
siege were to show, this by no means meant that a final agreement had been reached.
Indeed, many in the P.L.O. had made this decision with the greatest reluctance, and still
harbored the hope that it would somehow be possible to avoid meeting the American-
Israeli terms in full. But ‘Arafat had made a formal written commitment to Wazzan which
was the fruit of intense internal deliberations, and the result of an extremely unfavorable
military situation. Nearly everyone in the leadership recognized that this meant that in
one way or another the P.L.O., or most of it, would have to leave Beirut.

What remained was the negotiation of the terms for the departure. These matters
were regarded as minor details by Habib and the United States, which repeatedly
expressed irritation at the way the P.L.O. stubbornly insisted on obtaining satisfaction
regarding each specific point. The Americans and the Israelis suspected that the
Palestinians were holding firm to their terms simply to drag out the negotiations and
postpone the inevitable, to both of which the P.L.O. was certainly not averse.

However, to the P.L.O. these were far from minor matters or insignificant details.
Issues like P.L.O. retention of its weapons, an IDF withdrawal a few miles from Beirut
and a disengagement of forces before any P.L.O. withdrawal, the arrival beforehand of
U.N. forces, and clear, binding international guarantees not only of the evacuation, but
also for the civilians remaining behind, were vital matters. They were particularly
important in view of the well-known propensity of the IDF for violating ceasefire
agreements, and the intensity of the Begin government’s commitment to annihilating the
P.L.O. ‘Arafat summed up this concern as follows: “To us, international guarantees are



basic to any agreement between us and others, especially in view of the tragedies in the
occupied areas [of Lebanon].”50

Although many of the grave consequences ‘Arafat and others feared were to
ensue because Israel and the United States ultimately refused to entertain most P.L.O.
demands—both those just mentioned relating to the situation on the ground and the
broader political ones relating to a regional settlement—it is remarkable that the P.L.O.
was in a position to put forward any conditions at all at the end of June.

That they could do so while virtually unsupported by either friends or allies, and
while facing the full might of the U.S. and Israel, was a testament to the fighting
capabilities of the Palestinian, Lebanese, and Syrian forces which had held the IDF at
arm’s length, while inflicting enough casualties to give Israel serious pause before it
contemplated storming Beirut. It was also a tribute to the cohesion and negotiating skills
of the P.L.O.’s leaders. In an exceedingly grave situation, these men had surmounted
grave differences, had held together as a group, and by means of a sometimes
confused decisionmaking process had finally fashioned a compromise negotiating
position satisfactory to all concerned within the leadership.

Their cohesion and their nerve were to be further tested in the six weeks of war
which remained. Difficult, sometimes distasteful decisions had to be taken by these men
during this period, as the siege perimeter was tightened and they themselves became
targets of repeated Israeli attempts at assassination by aerial bombardment. Foremost
among these decisions was accepting the Habib plan with its grossly inadequate
safeguards for their people who were to be left behind in Beirut, a plan they had been
fighting against since June 15. But in spite of everything, according to the memories of
the participants and the documents produced at the time, none of this was as trying as
what they had already gone through in June.
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Chapter 5

July 1982: The Decision To Accept the
Habib Plan

I Beirut Under Siege
s July began, the P.L.O. could turn its attention from the internal front in Beirut for
the first time since the beginning of the war. This was because the P.L.O.’s pledge

to leave the city embodied in ‘Arafat’s July 2 memo had convinced its traditional Muslim
leaders of the P.L.O.’s desire to do anything within reason to spare Beirut from further
harm. Moreover, the growing anxiety of many Lebanese about the local imbalance of
power which would result from a Palestinian evacuation meant that Lebanese pressure
on the P.L.O. to leave was replaced by support for its efforts to hold out for better terms
and firmer guarantees from Israel and the U.S.

From late June on there had been a constant improvement in relations between
the P.L.O. and its erstwhile allies, as Lebanese leaders from Wazzan and Salam to
Jumblatt and Berri accepted that the P.L.O. was truly willing to leave under certain
specific conditions and guarantees. They realized, and began to declare publicly, that
the delay in obtaining a settlement, and the resulting punishment of Beirut and its
population, were the gratuitous result of the stubbornness of Israel, backed by the U.S.,
in holding to its demands for virtually complete P.L.O. capitulation.1

If the P.L.O. was a guerrilla fish out of water before the 1982 war, its isolation had
never been so painfully exposed as during the first two weeks of that conflict. Yet things
could have been worse. Palestinian leaders at one point early in the siege were
expecting public Lebanese expressions of discontent in Beirut. After the war, one of
them pointed out that it was fortunate that there were no demonstrations by Lebanese in
West Beirut demanding the P.L.O.’s departure, adding that such manifestations would
have been a terrible embarrassment.2 This did not happen for many reasons, one of
them the P.L.O.’s rapid acquiescence to the legitimate concern of the people of West
Beirut that their city not be destroyed needlessly.

But the P.L.O. had to have more than passive, grudging support from the
populace of Beirut for its defense of the city. It was necessary for it to meet their needs
for food, shelter, and medical care, to establish security and prevent the occupation of
empty homes or the looting of businesses, and to organize services like ambulance
stations to meet the demands imposed by the fighting and by Israel’s blockade of water,
food, and electricity.



Together with the shared experience of suffering deprivation and surviving under
the harshest conditions, such civil defense efforts helped establish a sense of a
common destiny among the besieged. From any account of a population under siege,
whether that of Leningrad during World War II or Jerusalem during the 1948 war,3 one
can see how a siege can lead to cohesiveness among the beleaguered population. All
of this was crucial to the P.L.O.’s strategy of continuing to fight in the hope of obtaining
better terms. The passionate outpouring of emotion from ordinary Beirutis, and from
their leaders, when the P.L.O. left in August showed that something had indeed
changed from the bleak days of mid-June.

Another factor in this newfound fellow-feeling was the growing anger with Israel
among Beirutis as the siege dragged on. In the years before the war, the Lebanese had
tended to forget their traditional hostility to Israel as a result of growing friction with the
Palestinians and Syrians. But as the war went into a second and then a third month, and
as Israel made clear its intention of staying through the winter, many Lebanese,
especially those in Beirut and the south, began to awaken to the fact that their country
now had a major problem with Israel independent of that of the Palestinians. They also
realized that the siege of Beirut was partly a function of the desire of Israel and the
United States to rearrange the Lebanese order in favor of their clients.

The indiscriminate nature of the Israeli bombardment of the city intensified these
effects. It was all well and good for Israeli propaganda to claim that only military targets
were being hit. Occasionally this was true, as on most occasions when PGM’s
(precision-guided munitions) were used (which, because of their expense, was
infrequently). However, the areas most heavily hit were the city seafront, the southern
suburbs, and the adjacent refugee camps—all of which in effect became front-line areas
and much of whose population fled. Here, saturation artillery bombardment and the
destruction of entire buildings by aerial bombing took place. It could be tenuously
justified by the proximity of military positions, although heavy civilian casualties were
sometimes caused in these sectors.

But in other areas—the heavily populated central districts of the city where Israeli
bombing and shelling caused most of the civilian casualties—there was no such military
pretext. Indeed, the claim that P.L.O. weapons were cold-bloodedly sited near civilians
for protection is a gross canard.4 Such a ploy would never have occurred to P.L.O.
commanders because in their ample experience Israel had never in the past shown any
compunction about hitting civilian areas, irrespective of whether military targets were
nearby. More to the point, most P.L.O., Syrian, and LNM forces and weapons were
necessarily stationed in the front lines, where they were badly needed to hold off a
vastly superior foe.

The back cover of D. Bavly and E. Salpeter, Fire in Beirut: Israel’s War in
Lebanon with the P.L.O.5 is a perfect example of the falseness of the claims of Israeli
and other apologists for the IDF, most of whom had no idea what was actually going on
in West Beirut. The dust jacket shows a section of the Ramlet al-Baida beachfront,
including numerous weapons and military emplacements (mainly Syrian: shown is the
barracks which was the headquarters of the Syrian 85th brigade), with a caption
reading: “Aerial photo of West Beirut, taken in July 1982, showing P.L.O. heavy
weapons placed in close proximity to embassies, hotels, churches, mosques, and
residential buildings.”



Unmentioned is the fact that the entire Beirut seafront, including the area shown,
was part of the siege perimeter. It was constantly shelled and repeatedly bombed, which
drove away most of its population, and was the target of three Israeli landing attempts
between June 25 and August 4. All were in close proximity to Ramlet al-Baida. This
area was crucial to the IDF plan for the penetration of West Beirut that was foiled in
early August, when a linkup between seaborne forces to be landed in the vicinity and
others driving west along Corniche al-Mazr‘a from the museum was planned. In view of
the strategic importance of the area, it would have been surprising if weapons were not
emplaced there.

The main reason the P.L.O. did not, indeed could not, site military emplacements
in heavily populated areas during the siege is simple: Lebanese and Palestinian civilians
were highly sensitive to the presence of potential targets near inhabited residential
areas, for they knew the might of Israel, and could see what it was capable of. They
therefore protested violently (and usually successfully) to the P.L.O. when they felt that
its dispositions were threatening to bring Israeli attacks down on their heads.

An example was the reaction of the people of the Jeanne d’Arc quarter in Ras
Beirut when toward the end of the war the P.L.O. radio station, the “Voice of Palestine,”
placed its mobile transmitter there. It had to be moved away again because of
neighborhood protests.6 As the siege perimeter tightened, and as the P.L.O. was slowly
driven back from the largely Palestinian southern suburbs into the central and northern
parts of the city, finding sites for sensitive communications and command facilities
became a major problem. In July, when ‘Arafat himself became a target, his staff had
great difficulty finding safe quarters for him which did not endanger innocent civilians.7

However, everyone in Beirut, including foreign journalists and the few diplomats
who remained, knew perfectly well that most civilian casualties were inflicted in areas
with no legitimate military targets nearby. It was common knowledge in West Beirut that
many of the bombardments, especially by naval and ground artillery, were
indiscriminate, random, and arbitrary, hitting whole regions at a time rather than specific
targets. There can be no other explanation for the repeated shelling of every hospital in
West Beirut, most embassies and hotels, and whole residential quarters without the
slightest strategic importance. As a result of these attacks, the PRCS was forced to
relocate its hospitals repeatedly.8

II The Franco-Egyptian Draft Resolution
While the leaders of the P.L.O. had the dubious satisfaction of knowing that most of the
half million or so people left in West Beirut shared their feelings about the Israelis, and
accepted the sincerity of their willingness to leave and thereby spare the city if their
minimum conditions were met, none of this solved the basic problem of how to change
the balance of forces so as to bring Israel and the U.S. to accept their terms. This
dilemma was to preoccupy them until the end of the war.

The P.L.O. explored two main avenues in an attempt to improve its position
during July. The first was via a project for a Franco-Egyptian draft resolution in the
Security Council (which was never formally presented to the Council). This would have
linked the Lebanese crisis and the Palestine question, and would have embodied
mutual and simultaneous recognition between the P.L.O. and Israel, thus bypassing the



U.S. insistence on prior P.L.O. recognition of Israel as a condition for a U.S.-P.L.O.
dialogue. Although stillborn because of the unbending opposition of the U.S. (which
wanted the P.L.O. eliminated rather than rehabilitated), this draft resolution was central
to P.L.O., French, and Egyptian diplomatic efforts until near the end of July.

The second was an attempt to use the visit to Washington of an Arab League
delegation including the Saudi and Syrian Foreign Ministers, Prince Sa‘ud al-Faisal and
‘Abd al-Halim Khaddam and Fateh Central Committee member Khaled al-Hassan to
strike some sort of direct deal with the United States. This would have involved the U.S.
opening a dialogue in return for some P.L.O. move toward recognition of Israel. The
second approach was equally fruitless, and indeed ultimately resulted in the two Arab
powers’ tacit acquiescence to the terms being put forth by Habib without any satisfaction
of the P.L.O.’s requirements.

In spite of this barren outcome, these two episodes reveal how far the P.L.O.
leadership was willing to go in the direction of an overall regional settlement, what
concessions it was and was not willing to make under extreme duress, and why in the
end it finally gave in and accepted the terms which Habib had been trying to force on
the P.L.O., essentially unchanged,9 since the middle of June.

The French government first transmitted to the P.L.O. what it called a preliminary
outline of a draft for submission at the U.N. Security Council on July 2.10 This was
revised again and again, but its basic ideas stayed the same until the end. It included
provisions which had been featured in the French draft vetoed on June 26, such as an
immediate ceasefire, mutual preliminary Israeli and P.L.O. withdrawals (the Israelis to a
distance of five miles from Beirut, the P.L.O. to within the camps), and a separation of
forces to be policed by Lebanese and U.N. troops. However, in addition to a call for a
total, rapid withdrawal from Lebanon of Israeli forces, and of all non-Lebanese forces
except those authorized to remain by the “legitimate and representative” Lebanese
authorities, the draft laid down the basic elements of a lasting Lebanese and regional
settlement.

It specified that the crisis was to be settled on the basis of security for all states
and justice for all the area’s peoples. It also confirmed the sovereignty, territorial
integrity, independence, and unity of Lebanon, and the restoration of central
government control over all its territory; the right to existence and security of all states in
the region in conformity with Security Council resolution 242; and the legitimate rights of
the Palestinian people, including their right to self-determination, and the P.L.O.’s
involvement in the negotiations for a settlement.

The resolution was notable in a number of respects, aside from elements like
mutual preliminary withdrawals which had led to the imposition of a U.S. veto on the
French draft resolution of June 25. One was the specification that it was up to
“legitimate and representative” Lebanese authorities to decide which foreign forces were
to remain and which to depart. The implication was clear that the Sarkis regime,
operating in an area occupied by Israel, and dominated at this point by Bashir Gemayel
and the Maronite right wing, was neither fully legitimate nor representative.11

Among other features of the resolution were its explicit linkage of security for all
states in the region (the terminology of S.C. 242) to justice for all its peoples, an
unmistakable reference to the Palestinians; the reference to the principles of S.C. 242
and to the resolution itself, of significance in a draft strongly supported by the P.L.O. as



a basis for a regional settlement; the mention of legitimate Palestinian rights including
self-determination; and the inclusion of the P.L.O. in negotiations based on the French
argument that “to be engaged, the Palestinian people must be represented in the
negotiation, and thus the P.L.O. should be a party.”

It was to be expected that these features would be anathema to a U.S.
administration which accepted fully Israel’s rationale for its invasion, was helping it to
achieve its aims, and was irremediably hostile to the P.L.O. The implication that the
government in Ba’abda was illegitimate and unrepresentative was naturally unwelcome
to the U.S., as was placing justice for the Palestinians on a par with Israel’s security.

More fearsome still was the possibility that via the Franco-Egyptian resolution the
P.L.O. might obtain a revised version of S.C. 242 which met its own objections and
which it could therefore accept. This would have meant that the Palestinians would at
last have met the conditions set down in Kissinger’s secret 1975 memorandum of
understanding with Israel for a U.S.-P.L.O. dialogue. It can be seen how embarrassing
such a prospect would have been for the U.S. at a time when it was working to
eradicate what Kissinger, in June 1982, called the “mirage” that “the key to Middle East
peace is to be found in a P.L.O.-Israeli negotiation based on various formulae to
‘moderate’ the P.L.O.”12

Neither the P.L.O. nor the French had any illusions as to the tenacity of American
opposition to the resolution. Both sides understood clearly that the approach it
embodied directly contradicted everything that Washington had done almost since the
war began, and that it posed a serious threat to American policy because it was virtually
the only alternative approach to Habib’s for solving the Lebanese crisis. However, both
were determined to push ahead with it in the hope that American determination would
be worn down by the P.L.O.’s resistance.

After the French draft had been placed before the Security Council, Souss
reported that both officials of the French Foreign Ministry and advisors to President
Mitterrand were convinced that “it is totally unreasonable to ask the P.L.O. to make
concessions in Lebanon without giving it substantial political gains.” Given this view,
they not surprisingly found that “The USA has still a completely negative attitude.”
Souss added that “the American argument is that at a moment when nearly all Arab
states consider that the P.L.O. ‘has already disappeared from the international scene’ it
seems incomprehensible that France is opening up new horizons to the Palestinians.”

The Americans were not the only ones to have the impression that the Arab
states had given up on the P.L.O. The same telex relates a French description of Arab
attitudes as “totally ‘passive and marked by impotence,’” and the impression that “Arab
envoys to Washington and New York are very much influenced by American
pressures.”13 The effect of this timid Arab stand was stressed in another message from
Souss the same day: “The USA considers that it has no use for the P.L.O. (according to
the terms used by the French) in its global strategy in the region and in this attitude the
US feels encouraged by relative passivity on the side of the Arab countries.”14 Arab
passivity was often replaced by something worse: active complicity with the U.S. in
putting pressure on the P.L.O. and undermining the French role.

An example of this arose a few days later, at a time when the U.S. was engaged
in trying to stampede the P.L.O. into evacuating Beirut unconditionally during the very
last days of Haig’s tenure at the State Department. In the outgoing Secretary’s own



words, “It was essential to maintain the momentum. Above all the P.L.O. must be
moved out quickly.”15 Unfortunately, his haste, and his reliance on the Saudi
interpretation of what was happening in Beirut,16 seem to have led Haig to fail to pay
close attention to the actual position of the P.L.O. or to the stand of his French ally.

Unlike the French, who were skeptical of what was coming out of Washington,
the Saudis seem to have been very much impressed by the arguments of Haig and his
successors. Thus, on July 8, at the height of a wave of reports that the P.L.O. had
accepted the Habib terms, the French related to Souss that their ambassador in Saudi
Arabia had been called in by Sa‘ud al-Faisal and informed of Saudi “preoccupation and
anxiety” because the French were not willing to join an American-organized force to
supervise the imminent evacuation of the P.L.O. from Beirut. The Prince insisted to the
envoy that a French force must participate.

The French were unmoved by this Saudi pressure, asking Souss to tell ‘Arafat
that they considered “that all this information enters into the cadre of the intoxication
campaign being waged by Israel and the United States.” They issued a statement the
same day stressing that preconditions for sending a disengagement force to Beirut
included a Lebanese government request, P.L.O. agreement, agreement of all parties,
and a clear definition of its mandate.17

Refusing to be rushed by the Americans, the French would calmly ask the P.L.O.
each time whether one of the many reports they had heard from Washington that a final
agreement had been reached was true. Upon being repeatedly assured by ‘Arafat that
these assertions were false, they proceeded to ignore requests from Washington that
they drop their planned draft resolution and immediately fall into line with U.S. plans by
agreeing to provide a force to help U.S. Marines oversee the P.L.O.’s departure.

These French queries and P.L.O. denials regarding exaggerated U.S. claims of
the imminence of an agreement eventually came to seem almost ludicrous to both the
French and the P.L.O. ‘Arafat’s first denial came in a telex dated July 2; it was followed
by two new French inquiries on July 3, two P.L.O. denials the same day, three queries
on July 8, and two P.L.O. denials the same day. The last embodied the 11-point
summary of the P.L.O. stand, which was to remain the basis of its position until the end
of July, and was later transmitted to all P.L.O. offices.18

By the end of this dizzying sequence, on July 8, French officials had the distinct
impression that the Americans were confused; they told Souss the Americans had
“fallen prey to their own campaign of intoxication.”19 A day later, the French told the
P.L.O. envoy “that there is a lot of American double, triple, and quadruple play.” Souss
added in his telex, “Altogether, the feeling is that there is a lot of American maneuvering
to gain time, maybe according to them with the complicity of many parties.” Specifically,
the French suspected the Syrians and the Saudis of collaborating with the U.S. Much of
this activity, they felt, was aimed at derailing the Franco-Egyptian draft in the Security
Council, which Paris was intent on pushing ahead with.20

The French were reassured by ‘Arafat’s transmission to them of the 11 points,
which they were told had been given widespread distribution. At a meeting on July 9,
Cheysson told Souss that “The French Government has taken into consideration the 11
points … and will deploy all efforts on the international scene on this basis.” Souss
further told ‘Arafat that the French would continue to try to push through the Security
Council draft as rapidly as possible, “according to your wish,”21 although in later



meetings French officials expressed some skepticism as to the outcome because of
intense U.S. pressure on all delegations in the Council, and even on Egypt, co-sponsor
of the resolution.22

This pressure was being applied in spite of what the French described to Souss
as “the absence of the capacity to take clear political decisions on the American side”
following the ousting of Alexander Haig and before George Shultz took over. Under
Secretary Lawrence Eagleburger did not have the authority to make decisions, the
French added, while they perceived the President to be “totally out of the picture.”
(Haig’s description of Reagan in his memoirs is not dissimilar.) He was said to be acting
on the advice of White House advisors “who are considered by the French to be
amateurs.” Apparently, however, Eagleburger and the U.S. Ambassador to the U.N.,
Jeane Kirkpatrick, were not hampered by this vacuum at the top in their intensive and
successful efforts to “avoid the Security Council” as the main forum for treatment of the
crisis.23

After a full meeting of the Palestinian leadership discussed the latest messages
from Paris, a telex was sent to Souss on July 11 to inform the French that after careful
deliberation at the highest level, the P.L.O. fully endorsed the line being followed by the
Mitterand government, particularly its emphasis on U.N. sponsorship for the
international disengagement force.24 This was specified because both parties hoped to
prevent what eventually transpired, a resolution mediated solely by the United States,
and its resulting domination of the international force sent to Beirut.

It is perhaps coincidental that this message and the last copies of the 11 points
were sent to P.L.O. offices abroad on July 11, a date which in the words of the definitive
Israeli account of the war “would become a watershed in the conduct of the siege.” On
that day a meeting was held in Ariel Sharon’s office in Tel Aviv at which “a critical
discussion of the issues took place.” Possibly in response to intelligence intercepts of
this unequivocal indication from the P.L.O. leadership that it was holding firm to its
stand, Sharon was impatient. He told his assembled generals that the southern part of
Beirut, including the Palestinian refugee camps located there, “must be cleaned out,
utterly destroyed.” He concluded: “We are not waiting any longer. I want an attack next
week!”25

In fact, Israeli attacks had been going on throughout the preceding week,
climaxing with heavy fighting on the 11th. This was followed by a 10-day lull, after which
the fresh attack ordered by the Israeli Defense Minister was launched exactly as he
ordered, in the middle of the following week. There was thus not much time for the
P.L.O. to obtain what it wanted before Sharon resumed his efforts to force complete
capitulation on his foes with more military pressure, if need be steamrolling the efforts of
Habib.

It was argued earlier that this pressure was not decisive in the P.L.O.’s decision
to accept the Habib terms. This can be proven only after an examination of the effect of
the Sa’ud al-Faisal/Khaddam/Khaled al-Hassan mission in Washington in the following
section. But it can be partially confirmed via the assessments of the situation transmitted
confidentially to the P.L.O. by a number of French defense analysts, including a senior
officer and strategic thinker who was advising Cheysson on the Lebanese crisis, a
former head of the Institut d’Études Stratégiques, General George Buis.

These tended to reinforce the P.L.O. leadership’s perception of its situation vis-à-



vis Israel, and encouraged them in the course they were following. The French analysts
argued that “Israel is heading towards a strategic defeat… [which would] nullify its series
of tactical victories achieved at the start of the war.” This assessment grew out of the
calculation that Israel would lose strategically whether it attacked Beirut or not. In the
latter case, it would simply have fallen short of its objectives, and the ultimate result
would be the fall of the Begin government.

If it tried to attack Beirut, however, Israel would have other problems. The first
was that although it had the capability to coordinate its air, land, and sea forces for such
an operation, and military leaders capable of taking the necessary decisions, “it now
lacks (for the first time in its history) the capacity to take a political decision of this
calibre.” This was a reference to the acute political differences which beset the Israeli
polity and the Begin cabinet over the question of an attack on Beirut. It was probably a
correct estimation, if accounts of dissension within the Israeli cabinet and suspicion of
Sharon by his fellow-ministers are correct.26

On an entirely different level, an attack would lead to other problems. These
would include “intolerable” losses, the inefficiency of Israeli air, land, and sea forces
operating on an urban battlefield, and the “tremendous” dissuasive effect of “the
presence of the international press and the mobilization of international public opinion.”
All of this led the French defense experts to the conclusion that “the P.L.O. cannot now
be defeated except by intense diplomatic pressures,”27 a perceptive point apparently
realized in Washington, if not by Sharon and his generals. The Americans were soon to
exploit this, finding the P.L.O.’s Achilles’ heel in their Arab brethren.

The estimation that a failure to attack Beirut meant a strategic defeat for the
Israelis was based on the strong belief by these French analysts that Israel’s objective
from the beginning was “the total defeat of the P.L.O., both militarily and politically.” This
in turn required that the strategic objective be Beirut, “the only serious objective for
Israel.” Souss added in one of his telexes reporting these views: “Again and again I
heard the same remark from various personalities: ‘Beirut was the Israeli objective.
There could not be any other objective for them.’”28 This view is seconded in the
definitive Israeli account of the war, which confirms that Sharon had no other objective
than Beirut from the outset, although he took pains to conceal it.29

The French perceived Sharon’s desire to finish the war quickly, as well as the
“technical” and political reasons why this did not happen. One of the technical problems
was the failure to assign the IDF “a precise and accurate objective task,” which Beirut
manifestly was not—a criticism later echoed in Israel. Another problem was that after a
certain period of time, as the French correctly observed, bombardments are no longer
effective and kill only civilians, “definitely not the military objectives assigned.” Among
the political problems was that the P.L.O. was not only a military force, but also, in the
words of these analysts, “is first and foremost a tremendous political force in the Middle
East.” Souss concluded another of his telexes: “General Buis is convinced that the
‘operation’ camouflaged by Israel as ‘Peace for Galilee’ will be reduced by any historian
to ‘a series of secondary tactical successes and a very serious strategic defeat, the first
Israel has known’. And again I quote him: ‘But what a defeat.’”30

While such a view seems fully justified in retrospect, it may have seemed hard for
the leaders of the P.L.O., besieged in Beirut, and with little prospect of relief, to accept it
fully. But this advice, and the unstinting diplomatic support offered by France, helped to



reinforce their newfound equanimity in the period beginning in late June. At the same
time, the French doggedly continued throughout July to try to convince Washington to
offer the P.L.O. a political quid pro quo in exchange for its withdrawal from Beirut, and to
accept some of the conditions in its 11 points, while simultaneously warning the P.L.O.
when they got word of impending Israeli military operations.31

In the course of these exchanges, the French repeatedly had occasion to ask
about the latest exaggerated U.S. reports on the progress of the negotiations over the
Habib plan. In his reply to one of these queries, ‘Arafat on July 14 told Souss to pass on
some details of the negotiations with Habib, so as to show Paris exactly where things
stood. ‘Arafat reported Wazzan as having said that Habib was disturbed by what he
perceived to be an Israeli game, of which he was the target. What was meant,
presumably, was that the U.S. envoy felt he was being used by Tel Aviv to achieve its
ends.

The Israelis, according to Habib, were initially unwilling to withdraw one inch, or
to have foreign forces arrive in Beirut before a total P.L.O. withdrawal, but he had
obtained a modification of their position on these points. In fact, if the Israelis ever made
these concessions, they went back on them, for they were to resist both until well into
August. According to Wazzan, Habib “affirmed complete guarantees and full
responsibility for the safety of the departure and the safety of those Palestinians who
stay.”

The same message informed the French that in spite of both Israeli
“concessions” and this guarantee, on the evening of July 13, the P.L.O. had informed
Habib via Sa’eb Salam of its rejection of his latest terms and its insistence on the P.L.O.
plan.32 It is an indication of the level of confidence between the two sides that this was
one of the few times that the P.L.O. needed to inform the French fully of the exact tenor
of its negotiations with Habib, in spite of repeated incorrect reports about them, which
the French eventually came to believe were purposely floated by American diplomats to
sow suspicion between Paris and the P.L.O.

This was stated explicitly to Souss by a French official who had just returned from
Moscow in late July and who told him: “The Americans have been giving the Soviet
Union false and distorted information about France’s position.”33 Such “intoxication”
campaigns, which the French declared Habib had also engaged in on trips to Rome and
London late in July,34 did not discourage them. In discussions with Souss on July 24
they stressed “The necessity of insisting always that the problem is not technical but
political: the Americans … want the problem to be reduced to a technical one, that of the
evacuation of Palestinians forces and the French are insisting that the … whole problem
is political, i.e. the Palestinian question.”

He continued that the officials he spoke with were “very convinced” that a
solution must “adopt the formula presented by the Chairman of ‘a political plus against
any possibility of a military minus.’” To Paris, this meant that “any practical measures
which would have an effect on the military capacity of the PLO in Lebanon should be
obligatorily compensated by concrete political steps towards Palestinian aspirations.”35

France was deeply committed to this course, as was shown by President
Mitterrand’s reception of an Arab League Foreign Ministers’ delegation, including Abu
Lutf, on July 15. The group was told that the P.L.O. forces in Beirut had shown
themselves to be courageous and steadfast, and to be prepared to die to defend the



city. Mitterrand stated that he regretted that the Arabs hadn’t recognized Israel, and that
the Palestinians had chosen military means to achieve their ends, but he added that he
understood Israel had driven them to it by refusing political solutions, and understood
the P.L.O.’s choices. The P.L.O., Mitterrand concluded, must be a basic party in all
future negotiations.36

This supportive French position did not change the facts on the ground, however.
Although the P.L.O. appreciated France’s efforts, these were clearly not enough to
break the deadlock and bring about a shift in its favor. From mid-July on, the Palestinian
leadership began to look to the Arab states, and specifically to the trip to Washington of
the two Arab Foreign Ministers and Khaled al-Hassan, as a possible avenue for gaining
a favorable resolution of the crisis. When this failed, it became clear that the P.L.O.’s
only alternatives (assuming it could avoid total defeat) were to keep fighting in the hope
that attrition would compel Israel and the U.S. to accept some of its own terms, or for it
to accept Habib’s.

When Paris realized that the P.L.O. was on the point of doing the latter at the end
of July, Gutman asked Souss to warn ‘Arafat against the “trap” of a U.S.-sponsored
evacuation agreement.37 But it was already too late. The Arab states, notably the two
which together constituted the key regional axis, Syria and Saudi Arabia, had added
their weight to that of Israel, the United States, and their Lebanese clients in putting
pressure on the P.L.O. At this point, all factions of the P.L.O. leadership saw no viable
option but to accept the Habib offer, before Sharon imposed his own solution by force of
arms. How this happened is the subject of the next section, the last episode in the story
of how the decision to leave Beirut was taken.

III The Arab “Brethren” and the War in Lebanon
In terms of the depth of heartfelt anger for their role in the war, those most resented by
the P.L.O. and the Lebanese and Palestinian civilians besieged in West Beirut were not
the Israelis, nor their American patrons, nor those Lebanese who supported them. They
were rather the Arab regimes because of their universally perceived complicity in what
was happening.

Some expressions of these feelings by the official P.L.O. media—normally very
discreet where the Arab regimes are concerned—have been noted previously. But what
was printed was no more than a pale reflection of what was said and felt during the
siege, a point noted at the time by many foreign journalists in Beirut. In the words of
Selim Nassib, covering the P.L.O. evacuation on August 22: “The Arabs. They are the
main target for the anger of those who are leaving and those who stay behind. The
anger is not directed against Israel. Israel is the enemy, and has behaved as such. It is
on their self-styled ‘brothers’ that the anger of Beirutis is focused.”38

This was not simply a popular perception. It was one shared by the P.L.O.
leadership, who felt a bitterness identical to that of their followers for the pitiful
performance of the Arab states in failing to come to their aid throughout one of the
longest Arab-Israeli wars. Indeed, according to a P.L.O. calculation made on the last
day of the fighting, its 70 days of continuous combat made the 1982 conflict the longest
of all (if the truces during the 1948–49 war are taken into account), and nearly as long
as the combined total of less than 90 days of fighting during the 1948, 1956, 1967, and



1973 wars.39

However the focus of the P.L.O.’s bitterness was not Arab passivity but
something worse: tacit complicity and even collaboration with the foes of the P.L.O.
Strong though such sentiments may seem, they were heartfelt. In a postwar interview,
‘Arafat described the position taken by most Arab regimes as more than a coincidence:

We did better than all the Arabs in this war. They therefore couldn’t let us win. In the past, against the French, the
Italians, the British, there was Arab solidarity, especially as in time the Arabs won. But this wasn’t the case with
the Israelis in this war, after they had all been beaten by them. So we were alone. Not just the Syrians: all of
them intentionally left us on our own.40

This feeling started early on in the war. It began when the conservative Arab
states failed to put any meaningful pressure on the United States to moderate its all-out
support for Israel. It was reinforced when Syria failed to believe it would be a target of
Israel’s offensive, then accepted a ceasefire on June 11, and finally withdrew from the
war on June 25 after its forces had been driven out of ‘Aley and Bhamdoun. To some
extent, all of this was expected and even accepted: in the past these same states had
not done much more. What was new during July was the active and highly unsupportive
role played in particular by Saudi Arabia and Syria during and after the Arab League
Foreign Ministers’ visit to Washington, culminating in the Jedda meeting of seven
Foreign Ministers of July 28–29.

The P.L.O. did not confine its complaints about the policies of the Arab states to
its media or to diplomatic exchanges with the French. ‘Arafat and his colleagues were
equally blunt in their communications with these Arab governments. Commenting on
complaints by the Egyptians in the first part of July that he was not sufficiently
appreciative of their efforts and those of Saudi Arabia, and indeed was ignoring them,
‘Arafat replied in a top secret message to Egypt (one of the first via the newly opened
channels of communication between the P.L.O. and the Mubarak government) during a
heavy bout of fighting on July 11:

It is absolutely not true that we have closed the Cairo-Riyad road … However, there is Arab inaction, including in
the two capitals. In spite of the intensity of enemy military activity around Beirut, where the inferno has reached a
dangerous stage, this inaction continues … How can we be silent in the face of Arab silence regarding death and
destruction in Beirut? Will no one in the Arab world be moved by this death and destruction?41

The P.L.O.’s main problems with the Arab states, however, were not with Egypt.
This country, only just beginning to emerge from the isolation in the Arab world to which
Sadat had condemned it, was eager to win its way back into Arab favor via backing for
the beleaguered P.L.O. Egypt was thus generally supportive of the P.L.O., if only weakly
so, and with much wavering due to intense pressure by the Untied States and Israel.
Although it refused to abrogate its peace treaty with Israel or even to break diplomatic
relations with that country during the war, Egypt’s backing of the projected Franco-
Egyptian resolution was significant. Egyptian diplomats stated to a P.L.O. envoy at the
U.N that this document was specifically meant to put on record Egypt’s departure from
those provisions of the Camp David framework and the peace treaty with Israel that
related to West Bank autonomy.42

The greatest difficulties for the P.L.O. were with Saudi Arabia and Syria. We have
already seen how extraordinarily responsive the former was to U.S. suggestions and
advice, even when these were opposed by the P.L.O. This was obviously a grave
handicap given that Saudi Arabia was necessarily one of the main avenues of



Palestinian-American communication. The problem of its failing to stand up to the
United States on behalf of the P.L.O. was to be compounded when Sa‘ud al-Faisal
returned to Washington in July.

Syria posed a more serious problem. Ostensibly aligned with the Soviet Union
rather than the United States, aggressively radical and Arab nationalist in its public
posturing, and hegemonic in its attitude toward its smaller and weaker neighbors, the
Syrian regime was not particularly well disposed toward the P.L.O. leadership or its
explicit aspirations for an independent policy.43 The personality clash between Hafiz al-
Asad and Yasser ‘Arafat was a further complication.

Like most other Arab states, Syria had seemed perfectly willing to see the P.L.O.
defeated in Lebanon at an early stage of the war, when the foolish illusion still prevailed
that Israeli objectives were limited to dealing with the P.L.O. But the indifference of
these regimes turned to concern when Israel’s intentions toward Lebanon and Syria
became apparent. This concern grew when the P.L.O. appeared to have withstood the
initial Israeli blow and managed to hold out in Beirut, thus embarrassing the Arab
regimes by juxtaposition of its resistance with their inaction, and even seemed as if it
might achieve a minor victory via the Franco-Egyptian initiative.

Syria, especially, tried to cover up for its defeat on the ground and in the air with
a media blitz to convince its own citizens that the Syrian army and air force had done all
the fighting in Lebanon. The more successful the P.L.O. was in dragging out the siege,
the worse the Asad regime looked; and any prospect of a P.L.O. victory, or even a mere
avoidance of defeat, meant a major blow to Syria’s prestige, and its hope to remain the
dominant Arab power in the Fertile Crescent-greater Syria region.

The Syrian attitude toward the diplomatic strategy being pursued by the P.L.O.
emerged clearly in the first part of July. Not surprisingly, it was entirely negative. The
only original thing about it was the logic in which this stand was couched. The kernel of
the Syrian argument was that it was a grave mistake to link the question of the Israeli
occupation of Lebanon with the broader Middle East crisis, as was done in the Franco-
Egyptian draft resolution. This, the Syrians argued, was because such an approach
risked perpetuating the former without solving the latter, since at this time the balance of
forces between Israel and the Arabs (for which read Syria) was negative.

At a meeting at the Foreign Ministry in Damascus on July 11, the same day the
Syrians were informed of the P.L.O.’s 11 points, ‘Abd al-Halim Khaddam told Abu Maher
that the French draft resolution was a bad proposal for all these reasons. Although Abu
Maher pointed out that there were differences between the text the Syrians had and the
one he had been supplied with, the Syrian Foreign Minister was adamant. Khaddam
added that the Syrians had asked the Soviets to veto the resolution should it come up
for a vote.44 The Quai d’Orsay was aware of this obstacle, and though repeated French-
Soviet and French-Syrian contacts were devoted to clarifying the resolution and meeting
Syrian objections, French diplomacy had some success in Moscow but little in
Damascus.45

Foreign Minister Khaddam repeated the same arguments at another meeting with
Abu Maher on July 13, at which the main topic of discussion was whether Syria would
accept the P.L.O. leadership and forces evacuated from Beirut. Khaddam said his
country’s official position was to accept the former but not the latter.46 This was fine with
the P.L.O., since they were in no hurry to leave Beirut, and still had hopes that they



could get better terms for their eventual evacuation. This was one of the few occasions
during the entire war when Syrian and P.L.O. objectives coincided, although their
motives were far from the same.

‘Arafat was naturally unhappy with Syria’s position on the French draft, and tried
hard to meet its objections. These were apparently rooted in fears that if an Israeli
withdrawal from Lebanon, which Syria considered it vital to obtain, were linked to that of
the P.L.O. from Beirut, it might never take place, given the Palestinians’ obvious
aversion to leaving the Lebanese capital. This at least was what the Americans were
informing the Syrians, according to the estimate of the French. They told Souss on July
13 that they were sure that U.S. Special Envoy Habib’s assistant, Ambassador Morris
Draper, had helped to convince Damascus to oppose the Franco-Egyptian draft during a
visit there on July 9–10.47 In a message sent to Abu Maher for the Syrians, ‘Arafat
replied to Khaddam’s arguments against the resolution, pointing out that it included
provisions for a ceasefire, disengagement, and a total Israeli withdrawal from
Lebanon.48 These points should have overcome Syrian objections, but did not.

A final meeting in Damascus for P.L.O.-Syrian coordination before Khaddam’s
departure for Washington brought this out clearly. Abu Maher reported the Syrian
minister as saying bluntly that he was “opposed to relating the withdrawal from Lebanon
with the Palestinian cause, because that is a dangerous thing, and we have to give
priority to Israeli withdrawal from Lebanon.” What should be done in Washington,
Khaddam said, would be to discuss the Palestine question “in general” and to ask the
U.S. to recognize the P.L.O. and Palestinain rights. He refused to discuss the matter of
a solution to the Arab-Israeli dispute in Washington “in view of the current balance of
forces.” Pressed further, Khaddam in effect cut off the discussion by saying he was “not
entitled by the leadership to enter into negotiations with the U.S. over broader
questions.49

However reasonable Khaddam’s position may have seemed, it effectively
sabotaged the P.L.O. strategy of trying to get a broader political quid pro quo in
exchange for a withdrawal from Beirut. This meant that the two Arab ministers would in
effect confine themselves to vague generalities about a settlement of the Arab-Israeli
dispute and an Israeli withdrawal from Lebanon on the one hand, and what would be no
more than a discussion of the mechanics of getting the Palestinians out of Beirut on the
other. This amounted exactly to the circumscription of the discussion to technical details
which the French had repeatedly warned the U.S. was trying to achieve, and which they
and the P.L.O. had been trying to avoid.

The Saudis meanwhile maintained their position of sowing doubt as to P.L.O.
commitment to the Franco-Egyptian draft, insinuating that the P.L.O. was on the point of
reaching an agreement with the U.S. through Saudi good offices and via the
intermediary of their political ally in Beirut, Sa’eb Salam. This provoked ‘Arafat to send a
firm message to Souss and Zuhdi, affirming “We asked Saud al-Faisal before he left for
the U.S. to support the French initiative. We are with it, with our amendments (the 11
points), which we insist on. The crux of the resolution is the rights of the Palestinian
people … and we insist on French participation … [while] the U.S. wants to act alone.”50

At the same time, the Syrian position continued to be one of unremitting
opposition to the entire approach followed by the P.L.O. This was probably as much
because Egypt was a co-sponsor of the resolution which was the vehicle for this



approach, as because a P.L.O. victory via the resolution would be a defeat for Asad in
the ruthless zero-sum game of inter-Arab politics. The Saudis, meanwhile, timid as ever,
were reluctant to stand up to the United States on this issue. They too were jealous of
the Egyptians, and were probably loath to see Yasser ‘Arafat and his battle-hardened
commandos emerge into the Arab world after the inferno of Beirut with a political victory
largely of their own making.

Since the P.L.O. had to suffer the frustration of using an intermediary to
communicate with the United States, the visit of the two ministers was vital if a
breakthrough were to be achieved in Washington. But it was doomed to failure given the
lukewarm support of both Syria and Saudi Arabia for the P.L.O. position, combined with
the unbending hostility of the Reagan administration. In the circumstances, the failed
visit became the straw that broke the camel’s back as far as the P.L.O. was concerned,
and finally forced its leaders to acquiesce in the Habib plan they had resisted for so
long, but which their Arab “brethren” accepted with almost indecent alacrity in
Washington.

IV The Arab League Delegation in Washington
A key figure in much of what occurred—and what did not occur—during the visit of the
Arab League delegation to Washington was Khaled al-Hassan. In many ways, he
played as crucial a role in the negotiations in the U.S. capital as had his younger brother
Hani in those which took place in Beirut.

The Arab League Foreign Ministers had originally decided to send delegations
including a P.L.O. representative to the capitals of all permanent members of the U.N.
Security Council. Abu Lutf’s meeting with President Mitterrand on July 15 had come in
the context of one of these visits, while similar delegations traveled to Peking, London,
and Moscow. Khaled al-Hassan was thus a full member of the Arab League delegation
as far as its members and sponsors were concerned, but not in the eyes of the
government it was dealing with.

His anomalous position did not prevent al-Hassan from showing great activity.
While it is difficult to reconstruct all of his moves (much communication took place by
telephone, and some has not been clearly recalled by the participants), it is clear from
the evidence in the P.L.O. archives that he began his efforts to break the logjam in the
negotiations even before Khaddam and Saudi Foreign Minister Sa‘ud al-Faisal arrived in
the United States on Sunday July 18 for meetings the following week with President
Reagan and members of his administration.

Khaled al-Hassan proposed to ‘Arafat in a confidential telex from New York on
the 17th that the resolution of the crisis required the Chairman himself to restate publicly
the P.L.O.’s position. The idea at this stage was relatively simple:

What is required is a clear statement from you concerning the French initiative, even if this were linked to a
condition—American recognition of PLO and dialogue and non-use of veto on the French initiative—or our
acceptance of the initiative with some slight amendments that have been sent to PLO representative at the UN,
and subject to affirmative vote by the USA.51

Al-Hassan affirmed optimistically that “On the whole, situation in our favour if we act
prudently as stated above.” The same telex expressed concern that in the negotiation
process in Beirut “some facts are lost in the process of transmittal between mediators,”



and suggested that a check be made on what Habib was being given and what was
received in Washington, and also on the proposals being made by the U.S. envoy. He
concluded, “On this matter I sensed some preoccupation here.”

In his next message to ‘Arafat from Washington two days later, Khaled al-Hassan
maintained his positive tone, and his insistence that a personal initiative from the P.L.O.
leader was necessary if his mission to the U.S. was to make headway. He reported
Sa‘ud al-Faisal’s “successful” meeting with the Senate Foreign Relations Committee,
and that the Prince’s information as to the favorable situation in Washington coincided
with his own. Al-Hassan added that in view of “the change to our benefit both in the
Congress and the White House,” it was possible to win the battle for Beirut as well as
the Palestinian struggle for self-determination “if we know how to take advantage of the
momentum and if we know how to direct it.”

As a member of the Fateh Central Committee and a founder of the movement,
Khaled al-Hassan could allow himself to be forceful in urging a course of action on
‘Arafat. He thus told him, “Now we are at a point where we have to make policy and not
diplomacy,” adding, “the usual Arab approach of ‘wait-and-see’ should be avoided.” To
continue a reactive policy, he went on, would be a “fatal mistake.” All of this led up to a
major new proposal for action by the Chairman, which al-Hassan stated was needed
“very urgently,” specifically within the following 14 hours (i.e., before the two Arab
ministers saw Reagan).

The proposed statement, of which a draft was submitted, was to be issued by
‘Arafat personally and stressed that the P.L.O. had “no objection to 242 regarding the
full withdrawal of the Israelis from all the territories occupied in the 1967 war,” which
would be “acceptable to us if the right to self-determination of the Palestinian people is
connected with it.” The statement also called for the opening of a dialogue with the U.S.
and for face-to-face negotiations with Habib.52

The difference between this suggestion and that made two days earlier is
noticeable. Originally, all al-Hassan was calling for was a public restatement by ‘Arafat
of P.L.O. support for the Franco-Egyptian resolution, with its balanced combination of a
repetition of the principles of 242 with an affirmation of the Palestinian right to self-
determination. The provision in al-Hassan’s first proposal to ‘Arafat that the U.S. vote for
the draft would in effect have meant supplanting 242 with a new text more acceptable to
the P.L.O. But now, after meeting the Saudi Foreign Minister, Khaled al-Hassan was
advocating something entirely new and far less favorable. This was an open acceptance
of 242 by the P.L.O., conditional only on its linkage (in an unspecified fashion) to the
principle of Palestinian self-determination.

Not surprisingly, there was intense skepticism in Beirut about this new proposal.
A participant described a meeting of the P.L.O. leadership to consider al-Hassan’s
suggestion on the night of July 19, the eve of a meeting Sa‘ud al-Faisal and Khaddam
were to have with Reagan. At one point, after being urged by a Fateh Central
Committee member to respond positively to al-Hassan’s message, ‘Arafat turned to a
colleague, saying: “You see what they are trying to get me to accept? If I go out on a
limb like this what guarantee do I have that we will get anything at all in return? You see
what kind of pressure I am under? I will not do it.”53

At 3:30 A.M. Beirut time, after extensive deliberation, an unconvinced ‘Arafat
carried the day. A telex was sent to al-Hassan pointing out that there seemed to be no



guarantee that P.L.O. acceptance of 242 would be linked to a binding process whereby
the Palestinians’ right to self-determination could be achieved. The key phrase used in
the telex (a literal translation from the Arabic) was that the proposal left Palestinian self-
determination as “a fish in the water,” with absolutely no assurance that it could be
landed.54

Al-Hassan responded immediately, declaring that those who had suggested the
proposal to him were sure that there would be a positive response. He added that the
proposed statement could initially be in the form of a nonbinding offer rather than an
ironclad commitment. Al-Hassan perhaps revealed the quarter which influenced this
proposal when he stressed that Sa‘ud al-Faisal concurred in thinking this was a wise
idea, and that the Prince expected a positive response after seeing the new Secretary of
State, George Shultz, on the morning of the 20th.55

Before those in Beirut had a chance to respond, however, al-Hassan sent
another telex asking them to delay action on both of his messages until further notice,
which he expected to be able to give them the following day. After the war, the Fateh
leader explained his change of advice by saying that he was getting contradictory
suggestions from different quarters in Washington, with Sa‘ud al-Faisal and others
proposing the P.L.O. accept 242, and semiofficial U.S. contacts discouraging P.L.O.
concessions. Al-Hassan indicated that certain moves by the U.S. toward the P.L.O.
were hinted at during these semiofficial contacts, but then the idea was dropped for
unknown reasons.56

None of this was known at the time in Beirut, where July 20 came and went with
no word, and ‘Arafat sent a telex to Washington saying he was “awaiting together with
brothers” al-Hassan’s current opinion on his earlier proposals.57 They were also
anxiously awaiting the results of the meeting with Reagan and Shultz that day, but
inexplicably recevied no report on it from their envoy either on 20th or the next day. On
the 21st, ‘Arafat sent al-Hassan two urgent telexes demanding written clarification of
what he had apparently reported in summary form by telephone. The P.L.O. leader’s
irritation was evident:

Until now we have not received anything regarding the discussion except what you said on the phone to Abu
Jihad. I want something documented and official so as to move in light of it. Please insist that Prince Saud knows
that so as to act in light of it in our moves and discussion with the Lebanese and Habib. We cannot move in light
of a telephone conversation.58

‘Arafat and the P.L.O. leadership had to wait until the following day to receive a report
on what had occurred in Washington from al-Hassan, and they got it only via the P.L.O.
New York office, which fulfilled an urgent request to repeat the text of a highly
confidential message sent originally (and inexplicably) to Abu Lutf in Damascus rather
than to Beirut.59

In his telex, which contained a detailed report of all his activities in Washington,
Khaled al-Hassan noted that he had met Sa‘ud al-Faisal on Monday the 18th and had
given him a copy of the P.L.O.’s 11 points, and that he met him again after the Prince
and Khaddam met with Shultz on the 19th, and once more after the two ministers’
encounter with the President and Shultz on the 20th.

According to al-Hassan’s account, based on what he was told by Sa‘ud al-Faisal,
during the initial meeting with the two Arab ministers Shultz restricted himself to insisting
on the withdrawal of Palestinian forces from Lebanon, while his interlocutors stressed



the necessity for linkage between a settlement of the Beirut issue and a comprehensive
settlement of the Palestine question.

The later meeting with Reagan and Shultz, Khaled al-Hassan reported, had
resulted in an agreement on a number of points. These included a ceasefire; the
presence of an international (U.N.-sponsored) or multinational force to disengage the
opposing forces; a regrouping of P.L.O. forces and simultaneous Israeli withdrawal from
around Beirut and from the P.L.O.’s routes of withdrawal (this was the first and only time
any mention was found in any source that the U.S. had accepted such a condition); a
redeployment of P.L.O. forces in Tripoli or the Biqa‘ Valley, or both, until an Arab
League decision on their final disposition; Syria would host the P.L.O.’s leadership, its
administrative staff, and 1000–1500 of its troops, in addition to the P.L.A. brigades
originally from Syria; other aspects of Palestinian-Lebanese relations were to be agreed
upon between the parties.

The message concluded with a brief account of perhaps the most crucial points
discussed:

The American side expressed its commitment to Israeli withdrawal from Lebanon in accordance with resolution
509 but did not indicate any guarantee or time-table. The American side accepts linkage of Beirut issue and
Palestinian question, and did not indicate time or form of settlement, but said this will be soon. Formula[tion] of
strategy for this purpose is underway.60

In light of the disappointing nature of what was being offered by the United States, it can
perhaps be seen why the proposal on 242 was not raised again by al-Hassan, why it
took him so long to respond to ‘Arafat or to report on these meetings, and why when he
finally did so it was via a telex to Abu Lutf in Damascus. For ‘Arafat had been completely
correct in his skeptical initial reaction to the proposal regarding 242. According to al-
Hassan’s account of the meeting, there was to be no U.S. quid pro quo, and no
guarantee of a favorable U.S. response, not only regarding Palestinian self-
determination, but even on the far less sensitive matter of an Israeli withdrawal from
Lebanon.

The Sa‘ud al-Faisal/Khaddam/Khaled al-Hassan mission had been a total failure
as far as P.L.O. interests were concerned. However, the full depth of this failure is
apparent only when this account of the meeting between Reagan and the Arab
ministers is compared with another, considerably fuller, version. This was published
after the war in a Paris Arabic-language magazine, Kul al-‘Arab, and later reprinted in
the Beirut daily al-Safir. According to a reliable source, this text originated with a senior
Saudi diplomat in Washington, and constitutes a complete and accurate transcript of the
meeting.61

A number of important points emerge from it. The first is Ronald Reagan’s single-
minded insistence on eliminating the P.L.O. from Beirut, and on seeing it as the
exclusive cause of the war and source of the troubles of Lebanon which preceded it.
Characteristically, the President ignored the historical record. The obsessive
stubbornness of the President on these points was the rock on which the optimism of
Khaled al-Hassan and Sa‘ud al-Faisal was to founder. It is as clear from this transcript
as it is from Haig’s memoirs or the speeches of Jeane Kirkpatrick in the Security Council
during the war that there was never any realistic hope of changing the United States’
intransigent stand toward the P.L.O. Any other view was wishful thinking.

More important, it is striking that at no stage during the lengthy meeting did either



Arab minister even mention the P.L.O.’s 11-point plan, or the concept of a political quid
pro quo in exchange for its withdrawal from Beirut. The closest they came was Sa‘ud al-
Faisal’s attempt to obtain assurances that the Palestinians would eventually return to
their homeland “because those people are homeless, Mr. President, and there must be
a resolution of their problem.” This humanitarian approach had no more effect than that
of Khaddam, who after conveying Asad’s “warmest greetings” to Reagan, launched into
a lengthy disquisition on the history of the conflict and other matters. He devoted most
of his presentation to stressing Syrian security concerns regarding Israel’s withdrawal
from Lebanon and the future situation of that country.

In fact, regarding the central question of the siege of Beirut, both ministers
implicitly accepted the U.S. approach, which divested the issue of all its political
implications, narrowing it down to the bare technical problem of when the P.L.O. was to
leave and where to. More than two thirds of the discussion was devoted to this subject.
While Sa‘ud al-Faisal focused on a compromise solution involving an intial move to
Tripoli and the Biqa‘, Khaddam’s main concern was to avoid “moving the problem to
Syria.” He expressed his government’s fear that the Palestinians would become “foci of
terror in the Arab world … creating a very serious security problem” for the entire region
as a result of their fourth exodus in 30 years, not to speak of “the security problem for
Syria this would constitute.”

Not only did the two ministers fail to resist the American approach to the problem,
which Reagan bluntly made clear was fully aligned with Israel’s (“The reason the Israelis
gave [for their invasion] is getting the P.L.O. out and we will do everything in our power
to make that happen, …” the President said). Having refrained from defending the
P.L.O.’s stated position, they could not even secure the basic elements which
concerned the security interests of their two countries. These included a binding
American commitment to ensure an Israeli withdrawal, which Reagan and Shultz would
not give; American support for an interim P.L.O. withdrawal to other parts of Lebanon,
which was not forthcoming; and some acceptance by the Americans that a solution to
the problem involved going further than simply shipping Palestinians from Beirut into
another exile: to the end, neither Reagan nor Schultz would address this issue.

In fact, Khaled al-Hassan’s report appears flawed in at least two ways in light of
this full transcript. On the one hand, many of the principles he was told had been
“agreed” with the Americans had simply been put forward by the Arab side and
discussed, but neither accepted nor openly rejected by the U.S. In fact, there was no
agreement on points like a P.L.O. move to Tripoli and the Biqa‘, or an Israeli withdrawal
from around Beirut.

On the other hand, much was missing from Khaled al-Hassan’s report, including
points important only because they showed the narrow limits of what was possible with
the U.S. administration, such as Reagan’s insistence (before a roomful of people who
knew better) that the P.L.O. had always initiated cross-border exchanges before the
war; or his statement that the Palestinians in West Beirut were “terrorists responsible for
acts of terror all over the world, … [and] an obstacle in the path of the peace we all
want.” Other missing points were substantive ones, such as the major divergence
between the actual line taken by the two ministers and that of the P.L.O., or the failure
of the U.S. to address any of the central concerns of either the P.L.O. or the Arab
ministers.



Worst of all, the P.L.O. was to get the impression from al-Hassan’s delayed
report (and presumably from the Saudis) that some sort of agreement had been worked
out between the Arab ministers and the United States,62 when in fact that was not at all
the case. A careful reading of what Reagan and Shultz actually said shows that all they
wanted from the Arab side was support for the stand the U.S. had held firmly since the
war began. Specifically, they wanted Saudi help in putting pressure on the Palestinians,
and Syrian acquiescence to hosting the P.L.O. after its evacuation from Beirut. This they
obtained, without giving anything in return.

It remained for the French, once again, to put events into the proper perspective.
They told Ibrahim Souss a few days after the Washington meeting that:

Their information is [that] one of the reasons behind the lack of any expediency [sic] on the part of the Americans
to deal with any “Palestinian gesture of overture” is that both Reagan and Shultz found Faisal and Khaddam
“cool” and “rather not in a hurry to deal with the Palestinian issue as a global political question”, thus opening
horizons for the solution of the Lebanese crisis.63

This was an accurate assessment. Aside from what amounted to an undermining of the
stated position of the P.L.O. (and the incidental complication of Palestinian-French
relations caused by the incorrect impression of the P.L.O. attitude to the French envoys
in New York and Washington)64, the visit led only to informal Arab acquiescence to the
U.S. approach. This was to be finally consecrated at the Jedda Arab League conference
on July 29. It was not a result any of the members of the delegation could be proud of.

V The Denouement: Jedda and Afterwards
Little more needs to be said regarding P.L.O. wartime decisions. By the end of July, the
Arab states—or at least the leading powers among them—had adopted the view of the
United States, Israel, and the Sarkis government that all the issues raised by the war
could be addressed by solving the technical problem of the P.L.O.’s evacuation from
Beirut. In a certain sense the decision had thus been made for the P.L.O. by its
“brethren.”

The Jedda conference adopted a six-point plan: (1) a ceasefire; (2) the P.L.O. to
move its forces from Beirut under Lebanese government guarantees for their safety and
for the security of the camps; (3) the siege of Beirut was to be lifted with the partial
withdrawal of Israeli forces; (4) the Lebanese government was to ensure the security
and safety of the citizens of the city of Beirut and its suburbs, including the Palestinian
camps; (5) an international force was to participate in the entire operation; (6) the Arab
states would help Lebanon obtain implementation of Security Council resolution 508
and 509 in their entirety.65

There are strong grounds for assuming that these six points, drafted largely by
Sa‘ud al-Faisal and Khaddam, were based on the mistaken belief that the U.S. had
agreed to the points raised in Washington by the two ministers.66 Such an impression is
reinforced by the inclusion of matters such as the lifting of the siege of Beirut, a partial
Israeli withdrawal, and the implementation of SC 509, which called for a complete,
immediate, and unconditional Israeli withdrawal from Lebanon. Mention of them in a
document issued by an inter-Arab meeting would have been meaningless had U.S.
assent to them not been obtained.

However, when the fog of Arab diplomacy had dissipated, it was apparent that



nothing at all had been agreed in Washington or settled in Jedda. Thus, at the end of
July the P.L.O. leadership in Beirut found itself under intense Israeli military pressure,
and confronting the task of coming to terms with the Americans without the slightest
assistance from the Arab “brethren.” The latter had indeed made their task all the
harder. In the harsh circumstances, this meant that the P.L.O. had little alternative but to
accept the hated Habib plan.

This bitter pill was finally swallowed in the last three days of July, although the
exact date is hard to pinpoint. The intensive bombardment of Beirut from air, land, and
sea, and the attacks on P.L.O. headquarters and meeting places all over the city, made
it harder and harder for the Palestinain leadership to meet, while even consultation was
often difficult because of communications difficulties. By the end of July, however, the
P.L.O. had already presented Habib and the Lebanese government with a working
paper including a timetable for withdrawal.67 This is the first concrete indication that it
had accepted the approach that had been pushed by Philip Habib since mid-June.

The fact that the leadership had reached this point was not widely known within
the P.L.O. There was surprise when the Jedda communique was published, and
distress when the daily operations reports in late July provided more and more detail on
the advanced stage of the negotiations. But as the Israeli attacks reached a new
intensity in the first twelve days of August, it became clear to everyone in Beirut that
there was no alternative to evacuation. The gallant attempt to hold out and explore
every possible avenue for obtaining better terms than Habib’s was over, and the
decision of their leaders was quickly accepted by all within the movement.

Even the minority opposed to a withdrawal, led by Abu Saleh, at this point
accepted the inevitable. At a July 21 meeting of the P.L.O. leadership, Abu Saleh had
urged making a last appeal to the Soviets and to Syria. ‘Arafat thereupon stalked out of
the meeting in disgust, refusing to associate himself with the proposal because of his
certainty that nothing could be expected of either power. The two messages were then
drafted and dispatched.

The Soviet response was rapid: there was nothing the USSR could do, since it
could act only via Syria, and this was not possible. Asad did not reply directly:
apparently embarrassed by a direct appeal in which the P.L.O. told him they would hold
out in Beirut if he told them to do so, he let it be known on August 10, via the director of
the Office of the President, that he would not respond. Well before this, nearly everyone
in the P.L.O. had reconciled himself to leaving: but after August 10, the P.L.O. decision
was unanimous.68

It remained only to ensure that Israel would not prevent the safe departure of the
P.L.O. forces, and that adequate guarantees could be obtained for the safety of those
who remained behind, a subject which had preoccupied the P.L.O. leadership from the
first. In the infernal atmosphere of the incessant Israeli attacks of the first twelve days of
August, this was not an easy task. However, properly speaking, no further important
P.L.O. decisions were required. The last stage of the negotiations is therefore part of
another story, that of broken promises and trust betrayed which forms the ugly
background to the Israeli occupation of Beirut and the Sabra and Shatila massacres.
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Chapter 6

Wartime Decisions and Their
Consequences

I The Results of the P.L.O.’s Decisions
nce the P.L.O. finally decided to accept Habib’s terms at the end of July the
consequences of this decision began to take shape. Strictly speaking, these are not

part of the story of P.L.O. decisionmaking during the 1982 war: once the Palestinians
had made their decision, events left their hands and took their own course. But because
of the great importance for the Palestinians and the P.L.O. of some of the
consequences which ensued, they must at least be touched on.

These consequences included negotiations with Philip Habib to secure U.S.
guarantees for the safety of the Palestinian civilian population after the withdrawal of
P.L.O. forces from Beirut; the intense Israeli military pressure applied throughout the
last few weeks of the negotiations; the conclusion of the U.S.-Israeli-P.L.O.-Lebanese
agreement and the evacuation of P.L.O. and Syrian forces from Beirut; and finally the
flagrant violations of these accords which followed soon afterward. Most notable among
these violations were the Israeli army’s invasion of Beirut after the assassination of
Lebanese President-elect Bashir Gemayel, and the subsequent Sabra/Shatila
massacres of September 16–18.

For Palestinians who remained in Lebanon, and for those who departed with the
P.L.O. evacuation, the momentous events of the preceding months were overshadowed
by the massacres, the betrayal of the assurances for the safety of the Palestinian
civilian population made by Habib, Israel, and the Phalangists, and the failure of the
P.L.O. leadership to secure the guarantees for which it had held out so long. It is
impossible to deal fully with these important topics here, for together they constitute the
beginning of what is in effect another narrative: that of the Palestinians and the P.L.O.
after the 1982 war. A brief discussion of them will nevertheless serve both as an
epilogue to this account of wartime decisionmaking, and as an introduction to the story
of the uncertain world which faces the Palestinian people in the wake of the war—a
story which remains to be told.

II U.S. Guarantees for the Safety of Palestinian Civilians
From an early stage in their negotiations with the United States, P.L.O. negotiators were
preoccupied with securing firm guarantees for the security of the Palestinian and



Lebanese civilians in Beirut who would be left at the mercy of the Israeli army and its
Lebanese allies after a P.L.O. evacuation. Concern about this problem was heightened
by the harsh behavior of Israeli forces toward Palestinian civilians in occupied South
Lebanon, and by the massacres of Druze civilians in the Shouf in late June by the LF
after the IDF facilitated their entry into the region. This preoccupation eventually became
a central focus of the concerns of the P.L.O. leadership.

Although the P.L.O.’s 11-point plan of early July was seen as no more than a
negotiating ploy to stave off inevitable concessions to Israel and the United States, its
terms were inspired largely by a desire to secure ironclad guarantees for the safety of
the P.L.O. civilian population in the context of a full or partial P.L.O. evacuation. Among
the provisions designed to achieve this end were those calling for Israeli withdrawal five
miles from Beirut, for international guarantees for the safety of the Palestinian camps,
and for the establishment of a U.N.-controlled (rather than U.S.-dominated) buffer force
between the two sides. In the end, the balance of forces between the P.L.O. and Israel,
and the stubborn resistance of the U.S. to any scheme which did not give it a central
role, doomed this proposal. But P.L.O. leaders and Palestinians in Beirut felt strongly
that this approach would have provided far more solid guarantees for their safety than
the one being proposed by the U.S.

Even before they finally reconciled themselves to the fact that their own 11-point
plan was unrealizable, the P.L.O. leadership set about obtaining clear and unequivocal
guarantees from Philip Habib. This was an exceedingly difficult task for many reasons.
One was that the U.S. envoy was being asked to guarantee not the behavior of his own
country, but rather that of its most independent-minded ally, Israel, and of the
Phalangist-dominated Lebanese Forces. Neither had a reputation for responsiveness to
the pleas of Americans or others for good behavior when the well-being of Palestinian
civilians was at stake.

In the minds of those on the Palestinian side throughout these negotiations was
the specter of Tal al-Za‘tar. There, after a three-month siege, and in spite of the collapse
of the camp’s defenses and the presence on the scene of representatives of the
International Red Cross, the Lebanese right-wing militias had perpetrated a large-scale
massacre on August 12, 1976. Many hundreds of people had been killed after the fall of
the camp, nearly all of them noncombatants.1 In view of this tragic history, what the
Palestinians feared was that after the departure of P.L.O. forces the IDF would allow
these same militias to finish in the refugee camps of Beirut in 1982 what they had
started at Tal al-Za‘atar and other Palestinian camps in 1976.

After repeated, insistent P.L.O. requests, Habib eventually expressed his
government’s willingness in principle to provide the required guarantees regarding the
safety of the camp population. However, as late as August 2, the P.L.O. transmitted to
Paris the draft of a 13-point plan received from Habib which failed to clarify the nature of
these guarantees. By its terms, rather than having clearly specified responsibilities for
the protection of Palestinian camps the projected multinational forces [MNF] were to
perform “such duties as were assigned by the Lebanese government,” and were to
arrive only after the P.L.O. evacuation had begun, leaving a period of dangerous
vulnerability to Israeli moves before their arrival.2

Finally, in answer to a Palestinian proposal dated August 3, which insisted on
definite U.S. guarantees as part of any evacuation accord, Habib responded positively.



The text of the U.S. message, the first documentary evidence which could be found
explicitly offering such guarantees, reads: “Regarding U.S. Government guarantees as
regards security for the departing Palestinian forces along with the security of the
camps. Comment: We will provide these guarantees.” The P.L.O. was clearly satisfied,
responding immediately: “We record the importance of the U.S. provision of guarantees
… ensuring the safety of Palestinian camps.”3

Even after this major hurdle had been cleared, a variety of other important details
remained to be worked out between the U.S., Israel, and the P.L.O. Among them was
the issue of when the MNF was to arrive, a serious matter in view of the P.L.O.’s fear
that the Israelis might try to exploit any gap between the commencement of a P.L.O.
departure and an MNF arrival to finish off their enemies. The principle of MNF arrival
simultaneously with the commencement of the P.L.O.’s departure was finally accepted
by the U.S. on August 4. This same day witnessed the last major Israeli attempt to
advance, combined with intense bombardments of West Beirut. Because of the
fierceness of the Israeli attacks, communications between East and West Beirut were
repeatedly interrupted. As a result, both Brigadier Qureitem, the main Lebanese military
intermediary between the P.L.O. and Habib, and former Premier Sa’eb Salam had
difficulties in relaying important proposals to the U.S. side, and reported this to the
P.L.O.4

Nevertheless, by August 4 agreement had been reached on the points of
contention. This was summed up in a U.S. memo of that date to the P.L.O. which
stated: “We appear to be in agreement on U.S. assurances about the safety of … the
camps … Points of Agreement [include] U.S. guarantees governing the safe passage of
the departing Palestinian forces as well as the Palestinian camps.” A later memo added:
“We also reaffirm the assurances of the United States as regards safety and security …
for the camps in Beirut.”5 The final text of the agreement, finalized on August 11 (and
only slightly modified in its final published form of an exchange of notes between the
Lebanese and U.S. governments on August 18 and 20) put the U.S. security guarantees
for the camps as follows:

Law-abiding Palestinian non-combatants remaining in Beirut, including the families of those who have departed,
will be authorized to live in peace and security. The Lebanese and U.S. governments will provide appropriate
security guarantees … The U.S. will provide its guarantees on the basis of assurances received from the
government of Israel and from the leaders of certain Lebanese groups with which it has been in contact.6

III The Effect of Israeli Military Pressure
Guarantees for the camps had been the main thing the P.L.O. was seeking after a
certain point in the negotiations. Once they had been received, and once the other
matters at issue (such as the arrival date for the MNF) had been settled, nothing stood
in the way of the finalization of the accord on P.L.O. evacuation, an end to the siege,
and a peaceful resolution of the crisis—nothing, that is, except the apparent desire of
Sharon and the IDF to prevent a negotiated evacuation of P.L.O. forces from taking
place at all.

Such concerns about Sharon’s intentions were not confined to Palestinians, who
had every reason to be suspicious of him. They were shared by many observers at the
time, including Habib himself. He declared in a postwar interview that it was his belief
that Sharon always wanted to enter West Beirut, planning to avoid a politically



unacceptable level of IDF casualties by using Phalangist military forces in the assault if
they could be persuaded to go along.7

Habib added: “Sharon wanted to get the P.L.O. fighting men. He would love to
have gotten them, and he had a pretty broad definition of fighting men, including the
political cadre.” Habib stated that he strongly believed that Sharon would have aborted
the evacuation agreement had he been able to. This he would have done via his usual
tactic for disrupting the negotiations, as described by the U.S. negotiator: “Sharon didn’t
want a ceasefire. He would find a reason to move, the other side would fire, and
shooting would start again.”8

These repeated Israeli escalations, whether intended to interrupt the negotiations
or not, were described as an obstacle to his efforts by Habib: “I did not feel the shelling
and bombing were helpful. The P.L.O. had made its decision [by late July in his
estimation], and it was not necessary.”9 Although the P.L.O. was convinced that, on
many occasions, Israeli military pressure was used by Habib as a lever to extract
concessions, according to the U.S. envoy himself this was not always the case.
Speaking more than two years after the event, Habib stated that it had been his belief
that Sharon had some sort of understanding with Haig over Lebanon. He added that
until the former Secretary’s departure from the State Department, he found it
exceedingly hard to move Washington to restrain Israel or to support his own efforts.10

Perhaps not coincidentally, Haig’s departure from his post toward the end of the first
week of July marked the beginning of a period of relative restraint on the part of the
Israelis, who did not use their air force for several weeks, and made no attempts to
advance on the ground until the last ten days of July.

It was toward the end of this latter period, when Habib argued that the P.L.O. had
finally come around to accepting the basic outlines of the U.S. plan (a conclusion which
is supported by most of the evidence presented in the preceding pages) that he felt his
efforts were most obstructed by Sharon’s obstinate desire to win an absolute victory
over the Palestinians. The impression left by Habib’s remarks is that Washington was
incapable of stopping Sharon, even after the departure of his ally Haig, without the
direct intervention of the President with Begin.11 This did not take place until August 12,
at the end of a three-week crescendo of Israeli escalation, and following a day of
nonstop aerial bombardment of West Beirut.

In terms of stated U.S. and Israeli objectives, the suffering inflicted on the city
and its inhabitants in the course of this application of Israeli pressure against the P.L.O.
was totally unnecessary, since these objectives had been met once the P.L.O. accepted
the Habib plan in late July. This is the inescapable conclusion from the remarks of Habib
himself, and was apparent to many observers at the time. Not surprisingly, the Israelis
then and their defenders since have argued that far from obstructing Habib’s efforts, the
IDF was supporting them with its military pressure.12 As is clear from Habib’s own
words, this self-serving argument is baseless.

According to Hani al-Hassan, quite the contrary was true: far from rendering the
Palestinians more amenable to U.S. or Israeli terms, military pressure markedly
increased their unwillingness to compromise. He affirmed further that it became a
conscious policy of the P.L.O. negotiators to withhold concessions when they were
under heavy Israeli attack (he cited as examples June 25 or July 4, when previous
P.L.O. concessions were withdrawn). Conversely, the P.L.O. would moderate its



demands in periods of calm, such as during the relative lull which followed the failure of
the Israelis to advance at the airport and the Museum in early July (at which point al-
Hassan says the P.L.O. purposely reduced its terms from 26 points down to 11).13

While this may be an exaggeration, it noteworthy that when asked for the main
reason the P.L.O. accepted the Habib plan at the end of July, virtually every P.L.O.
leader interviewed stressed that it was the absence of hope for better terms, the lack of
“horizons” in the words of Abu Lutf, which played the key role.14 Although Yasser ‘Arafat
confirmed that the P.L.O. was sensitive to Israeli military pressure, he referred
specifically to the IDF advance to the edge of Shatila camp on August 4, by which time
the P.L.O. had already accepted the Habib plan.15 By way of contrast, the same battle
was cited as an example of how little effect Israeli advances had on P.L.O. morale by
Abu Iyyad, who stated that Israeli military pressure was less important in P.L.O.
decisionmaking than the Lebanese, Arab, and international situations.16

IV The Habib Plan is Implemented
In spite of intensive IDF military pressure during the last weeks of negotiation, and
notwithstanding Washington’s reluctance to stand up to Sharon and the Israelis,
agreement between the different parties was finally reached on August 11. After a few
more days of minor modifications of the terms, it was published on August 20, and its
implementation began on the following day with the arrival of the initial French
contingents of the MNF, and the departure of the first units of the P.L.O. by sea. The
evacuation was completed on September 1, two days ahead of schedule.

A variety of problems arose during the evacuation, as the Israelis quibbled over
points in the agreement, and repeatedly held up the movement of P.L.O. forces from
Beirut until they could obtain satisfaction. Even earlier, however, serious misgivings
about provisions of the agreement began to be voiced, particularly with regard to the
crucial question of guarantees for the safety of the Palestinian civilian population to be
left behind after the evacuation.

One of the first such expressions of concern came from the French, who during
the latter phases of the negotiations had played a less prominent role than in the earlier
stages, but who had always considered this a question of the utmost importance. Upon
receiving the text of the draft agreement from the P.L.O., they asked regarding the issue
of guarantees for Palestinian civilians: “How can what is mentioned here be
guaranteed? … It is imperative that the U.S. alone obtain all guarantees and
assurances from Israel and the Phalangists. France is going to insist on this point with
the Americans.”17 The P.L.O. fully shared this French concern. ‘Arafat responded to the
message from Paris the next day, at the height of the Israeli bombardment of Beirut:
“The P.L.O. insists that France shoulder its real official and moral responsibility in this
regard.”18

In fact, as a result of the agreement the P.L.O. had already acquiesced in, there
was little France could do, beyond exhorting the United States to be faithful to its
promises. For thanks largely to the diligence and single-mindedness of Habib, the final
agreement was an American one, the final guarantees were American, and the forces
introduced to Lebanon to implement it were American-dominated. The proof of this was
to come when the United States decided unilaterally on the precipitate withdrawal of its



forces from Beirut, largely for domestic political reasons, obliging the forces of France,
Italy, and Britain to withdraw immediately thereafter.

What had taken place was exactly what the French and the P.L.O. had warned
against and tried to avoid throughout the first six weeks of the negotiations. The U.S.
had succeeded in confining the definition of the conflict, and the negotiations to end it, to
the technical question of a P.L.O. withdrawal from Beirut. This was seen in Washington
as virtually the sole task of the MNF,19 and once this evacuation had taken place, U.S.
troops were almost immediately removed. Thus, instead of there being a truly
international force stationed on the spot with a clear and irrevocable mandate to protect
the camps and prevent Israeli violations of the agreement, once the MNF withdrew there
was nothing standing in the way of Sharon and his implacable desire to enter Beirut.

After the withdrawal of the MNF, only two things in theory restrained the IDF from
entering Beirut and allowing the barbarities against the camp population which virtually
everyone in Lebanon fully expected if Israel’s Phalangist allies were allowed to have
their way. These were the written word of the United States of America to an
organization it did not recognize (never delivered formally, but rather embodied in an
exchange of letters with the government of Lebanon), and the manifestly uncertain will
of the Reagan administration to keep the promises made by its envoy.

In the event, both paper promises and American will were to prove insufficient
following the killing of Bashir Gemayel. Unaffected by the existence of these
commitments, and even before the President-elect’s body had been found, the IDF
began preparing to enter the city, and Israeli generals began discussions with their
Phalangist allies over the entry of the Lebanese Forces into the now-defenseless
refugee camps.

V. The Massacres
Asked whether the U.S. had failed to keep its word to the P.L.O., and whether Israel had
violated the commitments it had made to the United States when it entered West Beirut,
Philip Habib later answered, “Of course.”20 A White House statement of September 16
affirmed that Israel’s entry into West Beirut was “contrary to the assurances given to us,”
while a statement by the President two days later demanded an immediate Israeli
withdrawal.21 But by then it was too late for the victims butchered in Sabra and Shatila
from the evening of Thursday September 16 until the morning of Saturday the 18th.

Ariel Sharon’s libel suit against Time magazine once again touched on many of
the issues initially raised at the time of the massacre and again when the Kahan
Commission delivered its report. In spite of this extensive attention, a number of points
have been overlooked in the discussion of this question. One is the matter of Israel’s
commitment not to enter Beirut in the first place, and the guarantees the United States
received from Israel as to the safety and security of the civilian population of the refugee
camps.

According to Ze’ev Schiff’s account of the discussion of Israel’s entry into Beirut
which took place between Sharon and Habib’s replacement, Ambassador Morris
Draper, on September 16, the Defense Minister stated that “new circumstances” made it
necessary for the IDF to violate its pledge and enter the city. Draper apparently made
no mention of Israeli promises regarding the welfare of Palestinian civilians, nor of the



U.S. commitments to the P.L.O. in this regard.22 This is not surprising, and not only
because the burly Israeli general seems to have been his usual intimidating self during
this interview. Since his own government gave these U.S. commitments virtually no
public attention in the aftermath of the August 20 accords, Draper can be forgiven for
failing to mention the matter to Sharon. Even after Israel entered Beirut, there is no
reference to U.S. commitments to the P.L.O. in the context of the evacuation accords in
six statements by the State Department, the White House, and the President himself.23

The language of the U.S. pledges to the P.L.O. is clear and damning: “Regarding
U.S. Government guarantees as regards security … of the camps, … We will provide
these guarantees”; “We appear to be in agreement on U.S. assurances about the safety
of … the camps”; and “We also reaffirm the assurances of the United States as regards
safety and security … for the camps in Beirut.”24 More unequivocal language would
have been impossible. Yet these were confidential commitments, offered during the
bargaining process, recorded on plain white paper rather than official stationery, and
never made public by the United States. (Copies were later given to foreign journalists
by P.L.O. leaders, and can be found in the P.L.O. archives.25)

In public, the clear and explicit U.S. guarantee of the safety of the Palestinian
civilian population embodied in the published August 20 evacuation agreement was
virtually ignored in U.S. official statements at the time and afterward.26 Furthermore, no
mention was made by anyone on the U.S. side of any of the confidential pledges to the
P.L.O. in this regard. Instead, in August there was self-congratulation and satisfied
mutual backslapping in Washington over the fact that the United States had finally
solved the core of the problem as described by itself and Israel—the presence of the
P.L.O. in Beirut—by obtaining its evacuation.

Then, when reality intruded itself, when Israel did what so many had feared it
would and had tried to obtain guarantees against, when Israel’s allies were sent into the
camps to perpetrate the very acts the P.L.O. had negotiated for weeks to try to avoid,
there was apparent shock and surprise in Washington. Although a series of statements
was made concerning the situation, and commenting—lukewarmly at first, and then
increasingly stiffly—on the Israeli occupation of the Lebanese capital, there seems to
have been little realization on the part of U.S. officials in Washington of the enormity of
what was happening.27 In the event, no practical measures were taken by the U.S. to
stop the tragedy of the massacres until it was too late. And at no stage did any U.S.
official in the many statements made at this time admit that the U.S. had promised to
prevent just such an eventuality, that it had broken its word, and that it bore a major
share of responsibility for what had happened.

In addition to the clear American responsibility for what happened, several other
parties must share the blame. Israel’s role goes far beyond the indirect responsibility
and sins of omission attributed to seven Israeli officials by the Kahan Commission. No
Israeli official who had had anything to do with the Phalangists could possibly have had
any illusions as to what they would do if introduced into a Palestinian refugee camp;
moreover, the historical record was full of bloody examples. The most notable of these,
Tal al-Za‘tar, had been witnessed by two IDF liaison officers, according to a statement
by Sharon in the Knesset in reply to the attacks of his critics after Sabra and Shatila.28

The Kahan report itself is replete with testimony regarding Phalangist intentions and
actions regarding the Palestinians as they were revealed to Isreali officers in 1982.



The argument that the camps were full of “terrorists” left behind by the P.L.O. is
often adduced in explanation of Israel’s actions. It requires an assumption of gross
incompetence on the part of Israeli military intelligence to believe that the IDF did not
know that there were no P.L.O. fighters there. In fact, as is acknowledged by most
sources,29 there were none. Those men who had remained behind in the camps were
Palestinians legally resident in Lebanon, many of whom were part-time members of
camp self-defense militias. The Israelis knew perfectly well that they were incapable of
offering serious resistance, as is evidenced by the introduction into the camps of a tiny
force of a few hundred Phalangists. Clearly, the P.L.O. combatants who for two months
had held several divisions of the IDF at the gates of Beirut would have made short work
of such a force. But these battle-hardened fighters were gone, as the Israelis knew well.
Sending the Phalangists into the camp could only have had one logical objective: the
perpetration of a massacre.

Much can be said about the responsibility of others for Sabra and Shatila. Sharon
and his accomplices are not the only ones who have gotten off easily: those Lebanese
who actually perpetrated the massacre have never been fully identified, let alone made
to pay for their crimes. In addition to those bearing direct responsibility, there are others
indirectly at fault. Among them are the French, who saw this tragedy coming more
clearly than any other external power, and warned against it in vain, but in the event
were powerless to stop it. Many Arab states interceded with Washington at various
stages of the war, and played a role in obtaining some of the U.S. guarantees which
were violated. They were in a position to know what Sharon and the Phalangists were
capable of, and had been repeatedly warned of the possibility of a massacre. None of
them did anything effective to intercede with their friends in Washington in the more
than two days after Bashir Gemayel’s assassination and before the massacres began.

There remains one more party whose responsibility must be defined: this is the
P.L.O. itself. It can be argued, and has been by many Palestinian critics, that the P.L.O.
leadership was remiss in accepting U.S. guarantees from Habib which were flimsy, and
ultimately proved worthless. Further, the massacres raise the question of whether the
P.L.O. would not have been better off holding out for better terms no matter how great
the Israeli pressure. The argument is that however much more human suffering might
have been incurred during a continuation of the fighting, it could not have been greater
than that inflicted during the massacres.

These questions have not, by and large, been raised in the course of the public
disputes within the P.L.O. since 1982. The reason is simple: every major Palestinian
leader, from the traditional Fateh leadership to Habash, Hawatmeh, Jibril, Abu Saleh,
and Abu Musa, was in Beirut and played a role in the decisions which led to the P.L.O.’s
withdrawal. Not all were satisfied with the results of the negotiations with Habib, but
none raised his voice in opposition at the time, and little has been heard from any of
them in this regard since. These criticisms of the failure of the P.L.O. leadership to
protect their defenseless civilian followers left behind in Beirut have come rather from
some of those who remained in Lebanon, or from Palestinians living far away and who
could not understand why the P.L.O. ever agreed to leave Beirut in the first place.

Were the decisions taken by the P.L.O. during the 1982 war justified? Could
another outcome have been achieved? There is no easy answers to these questions,
and there can be no definite ones. In view of what we have already seen, all that can be



said with certitude is that the P.L.O.’s original June 1982 decision in principle to
withdraw from Beirut was taken under the most intense pressure. This came not only
from Israel, the United States, the Lebanese government, and the Phalangists.
According to those who took the decision, the most significant pressure came from the
P.L.O.’s Lebanese allies on the left and among the Muslims. The effect of this pressure
was powerfully reinforced by the almost complete lack of Arab support for the P.L.O. It
is difficult to see how the P.L.O. leadership could simply have resisted such pressure in
June 1982 without making any concessions whatsoever.

Should the P.L.O. have held firm to the position that having conceded the
principle of withdrawal it would withdraw only under certain circumstances? This is an
even more difficult question to answer. For over a month, the P.L.O. tenaciously insisted
on just such a position. From late June until the end of July, the Palestinians attempted
to achieve as a quid pro quo for their withdrawal both concessions “on the ground”
(matching Israeli withdrawals, a U.N. buffer force, and binding international guarantees),
and political compensation in the form of P.L.O. involvement in Middle East
peacemaking efforts based on a modified version of SC 242 (the Franco-Egyptian draft
resolution) or at least a dialogue with the United States (the efforts made by Khaled al-
Hassan in Washington). As we have seen, these efforts failed: Israel was intransigent
about the terms being demanded on the ground, the United States was insistent on
refusing any U.N. involvement or any political compensation for a P.L.O. withdrawal,
and the Arab states which were necessary intermediaries in this process proved to be
less than whole-hearted in their support of the P.L.O. negotiating position.

In view of all this, should the P.L.O. simply have tried to hold out longer, rejecting
those elements of the Habib terms which were unsatisfactory, and gambling on its ability
to resist and on the possibility that U.S., or Israeli, or international, or Arab public
opinion would force a change in the situation? A few in Beirut argued for this at the time.
But to most it did not appear to be a viable option, and the decision of the P.L.O.
leadership not to risk such a choice was generally, if unenthusiastically, approved.

In favor of such an option were a number of factors, among them the high state
of morale of the Joint Forces and their plentiful supplies of food, fuel, and ammunition;
the difficulties faced by the IDF in fighting in heavily built-up areas (its only advances on
August 4 had been in the last remaining open areas around Beirut not yet occupied,
while all the attacks along built-up axes had failed); the deep divisions inside Israel over
the war, and the conflicts which had already arisen even within the Cabinet about
Sharon’s waging of it; and finally the growing unease of American public opinion over
the failure of the Reagan administration to restrain Israel.

Other factors mitigated against such a choice, among them: after their advance
of August 4, the Israelis were perilously close to dividing Beirut up into a number of
separate islands of resistance; the IDF had shown itself willing to inflict enormous
damage to the city and suffering on its inhabitants; Sharon was apparently impervious to
domestic Israeli restraints, as was Israel itself to American pressure; the Reagan
administration was highly reluctant to put effective pressure on Israel; and most
importantly, the P.L.O. would be running a tremendous risk if the gamble failed.

Although many Palestinians asserted that a continuation of the conflict without a
resolution was in the P.L.O.’s favor, by early August it was clear that this was a
shortsighted argument. The West Beirut siege perimeter was not large, nor were there



indefinite resources to defend it; and there were limits to the support such a last-ditch
stand would have had from various constituencies, whether Palestinian, Lebanese,
Arab, or international. Via the Habib accords, at least the P.L.O. leadership was assured
of the continuation of the core of the Palestinian national movement and the safety of its
leading members. The spreading out of the departure of P.L.O. forces over many days
ensured that even a major Israeli violation of the agreement would not have affected
more than a fraction of the P.L.O.’s manpower. Turning their backs on the accord and
holding out for better terms would have risked not only the lives of those in the camps of
Beirut (who in the end did suffer) but also the fighters, the cadres, the documents, the
leaders, and the symbols accumulated by the Palestinian people for well over a decade.
It is difficult to see how responsible political leaders could have made any choice other
than the one they did, cruel though its results proved to be in the end.



Appendix

The 11 Points

Text of 11 point P.L.O. position, as distributed to offices abroad, July 8, 1982.
(Passages in square brackets supplied by author.)

From Ch[airman] Arafat
To Souss, Tarazi, Ramlawi, Abu Shaker and Abu al-Tayyeb*
July 8, 1982. †

It is clear that there has been confusion about our stand and what we are keen to
adhere to:
 

1. Cease fire.
2. Disengagement between the Palestinian and Israeli forces.
3. International forces (U.N.) are to supervise the disengagement. We do not

mind the Lebanese government choosing the composition of these forces to be
[deployed] with the Lebanese army.

4. Israeli troops to withdraw 5 repeat 5 miles.
5. The Palestinian forces are to withdraw to the Palestinian camps.
6. The security of the Palestinian camps will be ensured by the international force

and guaranteed internationally. This shall be coordinated with the P.L.O. in order to
avoid what happened in the Palestinian camps of the South of Lebanon, and in Tal al-
Zaatar camp [in 1976], at hands of Israeli and Phalangist forces.

7. Any Palestinian forces that are assigned to move from Beirut shall move with
their full complement of arms by land with international guarantees.

8. The Palestinian forces that will stay in Lebanon will be agreed upon within
context of the general agreement.

9. It should be well understood that the rights of the Palestinian people [in
Lebanon] are to be preserved and that the international forces shall guarantee these
rights, that are recognized by the Lebanese government and the United Nations.

10. Concerning the [P.L.O.] leadership, their movement will be according to what
has been agreed upon with the Lebanese government, and such a move should be
guaranteed internationally.

11. D-day is the day when the commander of the international force notifies us of
his forces’ readiness to execute their mission, this being:

a. protecting the Palestinian camps against any aggression.



b. taking up positions in the disengagement area and securing routes,
including Beirut-Damascus international highway, end.
 

* These were the P.L.O. representatives in Paris, New York and London, Fateh Central Committee member
Rafiq al-Natshe, located in Saudi Arabia, and P.L.O. Executive Committee member Dr. Ahmed Sidqi Dajani, located
in Egypt at the time.

† This message was repeated to Abu Maher in Damascus on July 11,1982, and later to other stations.



List of Abbreviations

ADF Arab Deterrent Forces.
DFLP Democratic Front for the Liberation of Palestine.
IDF Israel Defense Forces.
JF Joint Forces (of the P.L.O. and the Lebanese National Movement).
LF Lebanese Forces.
LNM Lebanese National Movement.
MNF Multi-National Force.
PFLP Popular Front for the Liberation of Palestine.
PFLP-GC Popular Front for the Liberation of Palestine-General Command.
PGM Precision-guided munition.
PLA Palestine Liberation Army.
PFL Palestine Liberation Front.
PLO Palestine Liberation Organization.
PNC Palestine National Council.
PRCS Palestine Red Crescent Society.
PSF Popular Struggle Front.
PSP Progressive Socialist Party.
UNIFIL      United Nations Interim Force in Lebanon.
UNRWA United Nations Relief and Works Agency.
SC Security Council
WAFA The Palestine News Agency.



Cast of Characters and Their Posts During
the 1982 War

‘Abd al-Rahman, Hassan. P.L.O. representative in Washington.
‘Abed Rabbo, Yasser. DFLP Deputy Secretary General; Head of P.L.O. Information Department.
Abu al-‘Abbas (Muhammad ‘Abbas). Deputy Secretary-General, PLF.
Abu ‘Ali Mustafa (Mustafa al-Zibri). Deputy Secretary-General, PFLP.
Abu al-Hol (Hayel ‘Abd al-Hamid). Fateh Central Committee member.
Abu Iyyad (Salah Khalaf). Chief, P.L.O. Unified Security; Fateh Central Committee member.
Abu Jihad (Khalil al-Wazir). Deputy Commander-in-Chief of P.L.O. forces; Fateh Central Committee member.
Abu Khaled al-‘Amleh, Col. Commander of Fakhani sector.
Abu Lutf (Farouq al-Qaddoumi). Head, P.L.O. Political Department; Fateh Central Committee member.
Abu Maher (Muhammad Ghunaym). Fateh Central Committee member.
Abu Maher al-Yamani (Ahmed al-Yamani). PFLP Politbureau member.
Abu Mazin (Mahmud ‘Abbas). Fateh Central Committee member.
Abu Musa, Col. (Sa‘id Musa Maragha). Deputy Chief of P.L.O. Operations.
Abu Saleh (Nimr Saleh). Fateh Central Committee member.
Abu Shakir (Rafiq al-Natshe). Fateh Central Committee member.
Abu Sharif, Bassam. PFLP Politbureau member, official spokesman.
Abu al-Walid, Brig. (Sa‘ad Sayel). Chief of P.L.O. Operations; Fateh Central Committee member.
Abu al-Za‘im, Col. (‘Atallah ‘Atallah). Chief, Fateh Military Intelligence.
Adam, Maj. Gen. Yekutiel. Former Deputy Chief of Staff, IDF; Director-designate of Mossad killed in Damour, June

1982.
‘Amr, Nabil. Director, “Voice of Palestine” Radio.
‘Arafat, Yasser (Abu ‘Ammar). Chairman, P.L.O. Executive Committee; Commander-in-Chief of P.L.O. forces; Fateh

Central Committee member.
al-Asad, Lt. Gen. Hafez. President of Syria.
Bandar Ibn Sultan, Prince. Saudi Military Attaché in Washington.
Begin, Menachem. Prime Minister of Israel.
Belyayev, Dr. Igor. Soviet journalist and Middle East specialist.
Berri, Nabih. President, Amal Command Council.
Butros, Fu’ad. Foreign Minister of Lebanon.
Chehabi, Maj. Gen. Hikmat. Chief of Staff, Syrian Army.
Cheysson, Claude. Foreign Minister of France.
Clark, Judge William. Advisor to the President for National Security Affairs.
de Laboulaye, François. French Ambassador to the U.S.
Dillon, Robert. U.S. Ambassador to Lebanon.
Draper, Morris. U.S. Special Envoy to Middle East in succession to Philip Habib.
Eagleburger, Lawrence. U.S. Under Secretary of State.
Eytan, Gen. Rafael. Chief of Staff, IDF.
Fahd Ibn ‘Abd al-’Aziz. King of Saudi Arabia; acceded to throne June 1982.
Gemayel, Bashir. Commander, LF; President-elect of Lebanon August 1982; assassinated September 1982.
Ghosheh, Dr. Samir. Secretary-General, PSF.
Gromyko, Andrei. Foreign Minister of the U.S.S.R.
Gur, Gen. Mordechai. Chief of Staff, IDF, during 1978 invasion of Lebanon.
Gutman, Francis. Secretary-General, French Foreign Ministry.
Habash, Dr. George. Secretary-General, PFLP.
Habib, Philip. U.S. Special Envoy to the Middle East.
Haig, Gen. Alexander. U.S. Secretary of State; resigned June 25, 1982.
Hamadeh, Marwan. Lebanese Minister of Tourism; member of LNM leadership.



al-Hassan, Hani. Fateh Central Committee member.
al-Hassan, Khaled (Abu Sa‘id). Fateh Central Committee member.
Hawatmeh, Nayef. Secretary-General, DFLP.
al-Hoss, Dr. Salim. Former Prime Minister of Lebanon.
al-Hout, Shafiq. P.L.O. Beirut representative.
Isma‘il, Col. Hajj. P.L.O. Commander, southern region.
Jibril, Ahmed. Secretary-General, PFLP-GC.
Jumblatt, Walid, Secretary, LNM; Secretary-General, PSP.
Karami, Rashid. Former Prime Minister of Lebanon.
Khaddam, ‘Abd al-Halim. Foreign Minister of Syria.
Kirkpatrick, Jeane. U.S. Ambassador to the U.N.
Mauroy, Pierre. Prime Minister of France.
Pakradouni, Karim. Phalangist Party Politbureau member.
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Notes

Introduction
1. Books by journalists predominate. These include: Dan Bavly and Eliahu Salpeter, Fire in Beirut: Israel’s War in

Lebanon with the P.L.O.; John Bulloch, Final Conflict: The War in Lebanon; Tony Clifton and Catherine Leroy, God
Cried; Alain de Chalvron, Le piege de Beyrouth; Michael Jansen, The Battle of Beirut: Why Israel Invaded Lebanon;
Amnon Kapeliouk, Sabra and Shatila: Inquiry into a Massacre; Selim Nassib with Caroline Tisdall, Beirut: Frontline
Story; Jonathan Randal, Going All the Way: Christian Warlords, Israeli Adventurers, and the War in Lebanon; and
Ze’ev Schiff and Ehud Ya’ari, Israel’s Lebanon War. Several other books are devoted wholly or in part to the war:
Richard A. Gabriel, Operation Peace for Galilee; Chaim Herzog, The Arab-Israeli Wars: War and Peace in the Middle
East from the War of Independence through Lebanon; Raphael Israeli, ed., P.L.O. in Lebanon: Selected Documents;
and Itamar Rabinovich, The War for Lebanon 1970–1983. For a full listing, see bibliography.

2. Costs of occupation are cited in the New York Times, September 25,1984, p. A8. Israel reported casualties
until mid-August 1982 of 368 killed and 2383 wounded (The Jerusalem Post, October 10, 1983). Israeli figures since
then do not include 75 soldiers killed in the destruction of the military headquarters in Tyre on November 11, 1982
(attributed to the accidental explosion of gas bottles). The number of killed recently reached 655.

3. Their situation 18 months after the war is described in Rashid Khalidi, “The Palestinians in Lebanon: The
Social Repercussions of the Israeli Invasion.”

4. Details can be found in articles by Thomas Friedman in the New York Times, May 30 and 31 and June 1,1984.
See also the article on the Lebanese economy by Nora Boustany in the Washington Post, February 23, 1985, p. A10.

5. The U.S. has successfully resisted Soviet involvement in the resolution of the crisis since the beginning of the
war. For an assessment of how the war has provoked “a qualitative change” in superpower roles in the Middle East,
see Mahmoud Soueid, “L’invasion israélienne du Liban: causes et consequences.”

6. That this did not initially seem to be the case can be seen from early appraisals by two of the best analysts of
Soviet Middle East policy: Galia Golan, “The Soviet Union and the Israeli Action in Lebanon,” and Karen Dawisha,
“The U.S.S.R. in the Middle East: Superpower in Eclipse.”

7. For discussion, see Rashid Khalidi, “Problems of Foreign Intervention in Lebanon.”
8. A notable book in Arabic is Lubnan 1982: Yawmiat al-Ghazw al-Israeli, Watha’iq wa Su war, published by the

Arab Information Center of the al-Safir daily newspaper (Beirut, 1982). Its 491 pages contain a detailed chronology,
numerous documents, and striking photographs taken during the siege. Also significant are the book by Phalange
Party politburo member Karim Pakradouni, that by former Lebanese U.N. Ambassador Ghassan Tueni, the articles by
P.L.O. Beirut representative Shafiq al-Hout, and the book by Col. Abu Musa, all cited in the bibliography.

9. Alexander Haig’s Caveat is the sole exception so far. It is full of distortions and omissions regarding the
Lebanese war (see chapter 5).

10. Virtually all of the P.L.O.’s central archives were removed from Beirut at the end of the war. These are not to
be confused with the primarily historical archives of the P.L.O. Research Center, which were seized by the Israeli
army when it entered Beirut in September 1982, and returned as part of the November 1983 prisoner exchange.

11. Interview, in Tunis, with Ibrahim Souss, P.L.O. representative in Paris, July 31, 1984.
12. According to James Bamford’s book on the U.S. National Security Agency, The Puzzle Palace, p. 468, the

“Agency can program its high-speed computers and 22,000 line-per-minute printers to kick out every telegram or telex
containing the word oil or the word Democrat …” Since most international telex traffic (i.e., that carried by RCA, WUI
and ITT) is necessarily routed via the U.S., most P.L.O. communications were undoubtedly intercepted. In Le Nouvel
Observateur, May 23,1983, p. 123, Josette Alia cites Israeli intelligence claims that they were intercepting P.L.O.
wartime telephone communications.

13. The P.L.O. knew that Israeli intelligence had a major listening post at a school in East Beirut and assumed
U.S. interception of international communications: interview with communications consultant to P.L.O. Chairman’s
Office, Tunis, September 25, 1982.

14. According to Hani al-Hassan, the first contacts with the French were “initiated by myself with the consent of
Abu ‘Ammar,” and only later sanctioned by the P.L.O. leadership: interview, Tunis, July 31, 1984.

15. In the words of a French official deeply involved in the U.S.-French-P.L.O. negotiations, the Lebanese
intermediaries were “pas désinterressés”: interview, French Foreign Ministry, Paris, March 8, 1984.



16. This was reported by most Western journalists in Beirut during the war, and is repeated by many of those
whose works are cited in note 1.

1. P.L.O. in Lebanon
1. Originally, the Palestinian commandos were known in Lebanon as “fida’iyeen” (self-sacrificers) and the P.L.O.

as “al-muqawama” (the resistance), which symbolized their positive image with Lebanese public opinion. By the
1980’s, they were known as “al-munazameh” (the Organization), a far less favorable, if completely accurate,
appellation.

2. Details on important wartime changes from positions critical of the P.L.O. to ones supportive of it by key
Lebanese Muslim and leftist leaders like Walid Jumblatt and Nabih Berri can be found in chapter 3.

3. The Lebanese press in April and May was full of veiled and not-so-veiled criticisms of the P.L.O. by Lebanese
public figures. This coincided with a growing anti-P.L.O. line in the government media.

4. The weaknesses of the Lebanese political system are ably discussed in the standard work on the subject:
Michael Hudson, The Precarious Republic. Good accounts of modern Lebanese politics include: P. Edward Haley
and Lewis Snider, eds., Lebanon in Crisis; Walid Khalidi, Conflict and Violence in Lebanon; and Kamal Salibi,
Crossroads to Civil War: Lebanon 1958–1976.

5. It was based on the British policy of blowing up homes of suspected resistance members during the Palestine
revolt of 1936–39: see J.C. Hurewitz, The Struggle for Palestine, pp. 83–84; and Walid Khalidi, From Haven to
Conquest, pp. 357–67. With a new variation—buildings were now blown up while their occupants were still within—it
was incorporated into Israeli army practice by Unit 101 (which was established by Gen. Ariel Sharon) in the Qibya
and Samu’ massacres of 1955 and 1966, among others. For the “thesis underlying most of Israel’s retaliatory actions
since the early 1950s” see Rabinovich, The War for Lebanon, p. 41. The origins of this entire approach are analyzed
in Avi Shlaim, “Conflicting Approaches to Israel’s Relations with the Arabs: Ben Gurion and Sharett, 1953–1956,”
180–201

6. ‘Al-Hamishmar, May 10, 1978, cited in Edward Said, The Question of Palestine, pp. xi-xii.
7. Cited in John Kifner, “Southern Lebanon: A Trauma for Both Sides,” New York Times, July 22, 1984, p. 10.
8. Gur’s comment, cited earlier, is evidence of such coexistence. While most attacks on Israeli forces since 1982

have been the work of Lebanese, the P.L.O. is credited for provision of arms, organization, and training which made
many of them possible. As a result, in the words of an “American intelligence analyst” cited by Drew Middleton (New
York Times, October 14, 1984, p. 23), “the P.L.O. today ‘is alive and kicking in southern Lebanon.’”

9. See Rashid Khalidi, “L’impact du mouvement national palestinien sur le Liban”; and “The Palestinians and
Lebanon.” As’ad Abu Khalil’s “Ideology and Practice of a ‘Revolutionary’ Marxist-Leninist Party” is a study of the effect
of the P.L.O. on the Lebanese left.

10. This phenomenon was also observable among Palestinians who had left the ranks of the P.L.O. and returned
in times of crisis.

11. Photographs of the mourners in the Lebanese daily papers of April 12, 1973—particularly al-Nahar and al-
Muharrir—indicate that this figure is probably not exaggerated.

12. The 1975–76 war is covered in the works of Haley and Snider, Walid Khalidi, and Kamal Salibi, cited in note
4, and in John Bulloch, Death of a Country; Marius Deeb, The Lebanese Civil War; and Roger Owen, ed. Essays on
the Crisis in Lebanon.

13. For the Syrian role see Adeed Dawisha, Syria and the Lebanese Crisis. Schiff and Ya’ari, Israel’s Lebanon
War; Jonathan Randal, Going All the Way; and Rabinovich, The War for Lebanon, deal with Israel’s involvement. Its
covert intervention is covered in “Military Intelligence against the Mossad: The Inside Story,” by Kol Israel reporter
Haim Hecht in Monitin (April 1983), reprinted in the Journal of Palestine Studies (Summer 1983) 12(4): 178–185. See
also Rashid Khalidi, “Problems of Foreign Intervention in Lebanon”.

14. This can best be followed in Schiff and Ya’ari, Israel’s Lebanon War, and Dawisha, Syria and the Lebanese
Crisis.

15. The 1976–77 period is covered in Lawrence Whetten’s essay in Haley and Snider, Lebanon in Crisis, pp. 82–
90, and Khalidi, Conflict and Violence in Lebanon, pp. 103–121.

16. Figures on this growth can be found in Rashid Khalidi, “The Palestinians in Lebanon,” p. 257, and Cheryl
Rubenberg, The Palestine Liberation Organization. Several sections of the project “The Economic and Social
Situation and Potential of the Palestinian Arab People in the Region of West Asia” undertaken for the U.N. Economic
Commission on West Asia (ECWA) by TEAM International analyze performance of branches of the P.L.O. para-state.

17. Many such services were systematically taken over in East Beirut by the right-wing militias, which did not
relinquish them after the 1975–76 war was over and retain control over them to this day.

18. There are no reliable figures on P.L.O. finances: all published estimates on its budget are based on
speculation. This is an area where a large measure of secrecy has been maintained.

19. Figures from tables T8, T9, Til and T13 on pp. 27, 29, 33, and 36 of the paper “Health Services for
Palestinians in Lebanon,” Doc. Ref. No. TEAM/SD1/WP17 presented to ECWA as part of the project cited in note 16.

20. Statements by P.L.O. leaders that the Israelis were preparing an invasion, and aimed to reach the outskirts of
Beirut, were numerous in the year before the war. ‘Arafat in particular repeatedly used the concept of an accordion to



describe how he expected the P.L.O. to be squeezed between Israeli forces coming up from the south and areas
controlled by the LF. Information to this effect was received from numerous reliable sources in the months preceding
the war, and was generally believed. See the section on “P.L.O. Expectations” in chapter 3, particularly note 20.

21. At a meeting in Moscow with a P.L.O. delegation headed by ‘Arafat in November 1979, Soviet Foreign
Minister Gromyko at no point offered Soviet assistance in spite of the intense Israeli attacks on Lebanon described by
‘Arafat, who stated, “We fought alone, and still do.” Cited on Israeli, P.L.O. in Lebanon, p. 40. Senior Soviet Middle
East specialists Dr. Yevgeny Primakov and Dr. Igor Belyayev explicitly stressed the limitations on Soviet aid in
meetings with Palestinian researchers: Institute for Palestine Studies, Beirut, July 11, 1979; Belyayev spoke similarly
at an American University of Beirut seminar, May 15, 1980.

22. A critical perspective on P.L.O. preparations can be found in Yezid Sayigh, “Palestinian Military Performance
in the 1982 War”, especially pp. 22–24. Ze’ev Schiff, “The Palestinian Surprise,” gives a more positive view of some
aspects of P.L.O. military performance.

23. Israel exaggerated both the scale of the P.L.O. military build-up and the number of weapons captured during
the war. This was confirmed in Haaretz by its military editor, Ze’ev Schiff, on July 18, 1982. He pointed out that barely
enough weapons had been seized to equip one division (not the five claimed by some Israeli accounts), and that
while Israel had asserted the P.L.O. had over 400 tanks before the war, only 38 T-34’s had been captured, as well as
46 T-55’s, most of the latter Syrian. As for artillery, far from a claimed 300-plus guns captured, only 51 had actually
been taken, of which two were old French 155 mm howitzers, 32 Soviet 130 mm guns and the rest shorter-range
Soviet 122 mm pieces. Many of the 130 mm guns were Syrian, Schiff added. The only weapons captured in quantity,
he noted, were 26,000 rifles, of which 3500 were private and hunting weapons, and 4000 a mixed bag of modem and
obsolete Western military rifles and automatic weapons; just 10,000 were P.L.O. standard-issue Kalashnikovs.

24. P.L.O. acceptance of the ceasefire was challanged by a Fateh faction linked to the Baghdad-based Abu Nidal
group, leading to a military confrontation, many arrests, and two executions, the latter unprecedented in P.L.O.
internal disputes. Thereafter, firing across the Lebanese frontier took place only in direct response to prior Israeli
actions, except for a few failed operations by splinter groups not under P.L.O. control. This led to bitter criticism of the
P.L.O. leadership by their opponents. See for example Hashim ‘Ali Muhsin’s al-Intifada: Thawra Hatta al-Nasr, pp.
226–29, distributed after 1983 by the Fateh dissidents, where pre-war P.L.O. policy, including acceptance of the 1981
ceasefire, is called “capitulationist” and is compared to Sadat’s acceptance of the post-1973 war disengagement
accords. This phase is covered in Helena Cobban, The Palestinian Liberation Organization, pp. 95–98; and Walid
Khalidi, Conflict and Violence in Lebanon, pp. 133–139.

25. From mid-March until the end of August 1979, official UNIFIL press releases enumerated 148 Israeli-initiated
attacks, mostly in the UNIFIL area of operations, involving the firing of over 19,000 artillery and mortar rounds, while
the Joint Forces were listed as responsible for initiating 10 attacks and firing just over 2800 shells. Not counted by
UNIFIL were Israeli operations launched outside its area, which included 13 Israeli air raids, 14 naval and amphibious
attacks, and helibome and other assaults.

26. Insights into the origins of this crisis are given in Hecht, “Mossad,” pp. 182–83, and Schiff and Ya’ari, Israel’s
Lebanon War, pp. 31–35.

27. A good account of these attacks is in Schiff and Ya‘ari, pp. 35–37.
28. The extent of this problem was recognized in the Israeli press, as is indicated by the titles of these analytical

articles: “The Problem of the Israeli Army: How to Silence the Sources of Fire in Lebanese Territory” (Eitan Haber,
Yediot Aharanot, July 22, 1981); “Into ‘Arafat’s Trap” (Haim Herzog, Ma’ariv, July 24, 1981); “The Military Balance in
the North: Israel Lost Points” (Ze’ev Schiff, Ha’aretz, July 24, 1981); “The Military Balance in the North: Artillery
Question Marks” (Ze’ev Schiff, Ha’aretz, July 27, 1981); “A Different War” (Yoram Pe’eri, Davar, July 24, 1981); “A
Quick Blow and We Got Stuck” (Yu’eel Marcos, Ha’aretz, July 24,1981): all translated in the Institute for Palestine
Studies’ Bulletin, (August 1981) vol. 11(8) [Arabic]. In the second of his articles cited above, Schiff stated that the
P.L.O.’s 1200 rockets and shells hit 33 settlements, as well as “other targets.”

29. This is brought out by Avi Shlaim in “Conflicting Approaches to Israel’s Relations”. See also the selections
from former Israeli Prime Minister Moshe Sharett’s diaries in Livia Rokach, Israel’s Sacred Terrorism.

30. Sharon revealed his strategic vision in a speech prepared for delivery at Tel Aviv University in which he
declared that beyond the Arab confrontation states, “Israel’s security concerns should expand to include two other
geographic regions which have great security importance: … the more distant Arab states … [and] those foreign
countries which … could pose a threat to Israel’s security in the Middle East and on the shores of the Mediterranean
… and the Red Sea. Thus we must expand the area of Israel’s strategic and security concerns in the 1980’s to
include states like Turkey, Iran and Pakistan, and the areas like the Persian Gulf and Africa, particularly the states of
North and Central Africa.” Ma’ariv, December 18, 1981.

31. For a more extensive discussion of this subject, see Rashid Khalidi, “The Asad Regime and the Palestinian
Resistance.”

32. For the U.S. role, see Schiff and Ya’ari, Israel’s Lebanon War, pp. 62–77, and Haig, Caveat, pp. 310–312,
317–352.

2. The Fall of South Lebanon and the Siege of Beirut



1. Figures from International Institute for Strategic Studies (I.I.S.S.) annual reference work, The Military Balance
1982–1983, pp. 56–57.

2. These include several works cited in ch. 1, n. 1 and: Sami’ al-Banna, “The Defense of Beirut”; James Bloom,
“From the Litani to Beirut”; and “Six Days-Plus-Ten-Weeks War”; W. Seth Carus, “The Bekaa Valley Campaign”;
Anthony Cordesman, “The Sixth Arab-Israeli Conflict”; Maj. Richard Gabriel, “Lessons of War: The IDF in Lebanon”;
Chris Giannou, “The Battle for South Lebanon”; Meir Pa’il, “A Military Analysis”; M. Richards, “The Israeli-Lebanon
War of 1982”; Yezid Sayigh, “Palestinian Military Performance in the 1982 War”; and “Israel’s Military Performance in
Lebanon, June 1982”; Ze’ev Schiff, “The Palestinian Surprise”; and Clifford Wright, “The Israeli War Machine in
Lebanon.”

3. For how many Israelis now assess the war, see Edward Walsh, “Rockets in Galilee Symbolize Futility of
Israel’s Role in Lebanon,” Washington Post, February 13, 1984, p. A19. Rockets were fired at Galilee in February,
March, April, and August 1984, while Israelis planes hit targets in Lebanon 15 times in the first nine months of 1984,
and repeatedly in early 1985. An early assessment of Israel’s new problem with the Shi’a is by John Kifner, “Southern
Lebanon: A Trauma for Both Sides,” New York Times, July 22, 1984, p. 1.

4. Ehud Yarri, “Israel’s Dilemma in Lebanon.” See also Anthony Lewis, “The Lebanon Debacle,” The New York
Times, June 4, 1982, p. A19, who cites Eban, for a devasting critique of what he calls Israel’s “misbegotten war.”

5. Israel’s basic war aims are ably analyzed and documented in Noam Chomsky, The Fateful Triangle: The
United States, Israel and the Palestinians, pp. 198–207. Two chapters, totaling 259 pages, are devoted to the 1982
war and its aftermath.

6. See Schiff and Ya’ari, Israel’s Lebanon War, and Schiffs “The Green Light,” for more on war planning and the
extent to which prior knowledge of it was widespread in Washington.

7. The I.I.S.S. ranked Israel as the world’s fourth military power, after the U.S., USSR, and China (reported in
Time, October 11, 1982), but it could be argued that on the basis of number of criteria it should be listed ahead of
China.

8. Schiff, “The Palestinian Surprise,” p. 43.
9. According to Herzog, currently President of Israel and former Chief of Military Intelligence in The Arab-Israeli

Wars, pp. 344–45: “The strategic purpose of the central advance was to reach the Damascus-Beirut road, turn
eastwards along that road, and by feinting in the direction of the Syrian border to cause the Syrian forces in the
Beqa’a Valley, who would thus be in danger of being outflanked, to withdraw eastwards towards the Syrian border.”
This purpose was not achieved.

10. Schiff, “The Palestinian Surprise,” p. 43.
11. Early official P.L.O. military communiques, issued by the Palestine News Agency, WAFA, stressed intense

resistance to Israeli advances, while admitting deep penetrations. See, e.g., “Israeli Advance Along Six Axes into
South Lebanon Halted” (WAFA no. 90/82, item 3, 6 June 1984). WAFA reports concurred with Israeli accounts in
describing intense fighting around Sidon, particularly at ‘Ain al-Hilweh camp, and in the eastern ‘Arqoub region: e.g.
“Fierce Fighting North & South of Sidon, Around Tyre” (WAFA no. 91/82, item 7, 7 June 1984).

12. By the morning of June 9, 1984, WAFA tacitly admitted the loss of Tyre, reporting only partisan activity
behind enemy lines, such as “continuous raids on enemy positions” (WAFA no.93/82, item 1, 9 June 1982), the
ambush of two Israeli tanks inside Burj al-Shemali camp (WAFA No.93/82, item 2, 9 June 1982), and the ambush of a
tank inside Tyre (WAFA no. 94/82, item 6, 10 June 1982). The fall of Tyre was admitted later in the day at a press
conference given by Col. Abu al-Za‘im (WAFA no.93/82, item 7). P.L.O. estimates of Israeli losses in the Tyre area
given on June 11 (no.95/82, item 2) were 200 casualties and 60 vehicles destroyed.

13. Schiff, “The Palestinian Surprise,” p. 43.
14. Ibid. See also Schiff’s impressive eyewitness article on the ‘Ain al-Hilweh battle: Ha’aretz, June 15, 1984.
15. Herzog records in The Arab-Israeli Wars, pp. 346–347, that the IDF “advanced slowly along narrow roads

and gorges which were easily defensible,” and faced “heavy fighting”; their advance was “very slow.” He incorrectly
credits most initial resistance to Syrian forces, which were only engaged on the 10th, after four days of fighting. An
Israeli officer said his unit’s advance toward Hasbaya was the most violent battle he had witnessed during his military
career: Amnon Kapeliouk in ‘AJ Hamishmar July 9, 1982.

16. In 1982, according to the 1.1.S.S., the IDF had over 125 helicopters capable of moving 3500 men, and 12
naval vessels capable of putting an armored battalion and its vehicles ashore. Using all its transport aircraft (22 C-
130s, 21 C-47s and others), the IDF could perhaps sustain logistically one, or at most two, brigades without land
supply lines.

17. Amnon Kapeliouk, ‘al-Hamishmar, July 9, 1982. In an August 6, 1982 interview in Davar an Israeli officer
stated that three brigades backed by nine warships and four squadrons of planes took this long to take complete
control of Damour, as resistance reappeared after it was “cleared.” He adds that Sharon and Eytan were “constantly
and violently shouting that the alotted time was up, and Damour had still not fallen.”

18. Foreign journalists traveling under Israeli escort in South Lebanon were not permitted to approach the camp,
but could hear combat from a distance. See, e.g., David Shipler, “In Lebanon, White Flags Fly Amid the Misery and
Rubble,” The New York Times, June 15,1982 (Shipler witnessed shelling of the camp on June 14) and Eric Pace, “In
Sidon, 80 More Bodies for a Vast Bulldozed Pit,” The New York Times, 17 June, 1982. On the 16th Pace was
forbidden by an Israeli guide from entering the camp because of the “risk of booby-traps.”

19. WAFA devoted extensive attention to details of the siege until June 17, sometimes issuing two or three



reports per day, and quoting foreign and Israeli press accounts; al-Safir and other Beirut dailies also covered the
siege closely.

20. In a speech on March 16, 1982, on the anniversary of the assassination of Kamal Jumblatt, ‘Arafat
specifically predicted that the P.L.O. would soon have to fight at Khaldeh (al-Safir, March 16, 1985, p. 1). Exactly
three months later, Khaldeh fell to the IDF after a fierce battle.

21. Conversation with American informant, Institute for Palestine Studies, Beirut, April 27, 1982. In interviews in
Tunis, Fateh Central Committee members Abu Jihad (Khalil al-Wazir) and Abu Iyyad (Salah Khalaf) confirmed that
the P.L.O. had reliable information from many sources on the imminence of the attack: Abu Jihad, March 13, 1984;
Abu Iyyad: March 14 and August 31, 1984.

22. Herzog, Arab—Israeli Wars, p. 341. Rabinovich, The War for Lebanon, p. 125, states that in November 1981
and February 1982 “the United States acted to prevent an attack on Lebanon.” The P.L.O. expected a February
attack.

23. Sayigh, “Israeli Military,” p. 43.
24. Sayigh, “Palestinian Military,” p. 10.
25. Ibid., p. 10.
26. Schiff, “Palestinian Surprise,” p. 43. Rabinovich, The War for Lebanon, p. 151, has a higher estimation of

P.L.O. military performance. He praises its strategy in the south, and states: “The P.L.O. performed quite well in the
limited fighting that took place during the siege.”

27. Interview with P.L.O. information official, Tunis, September 28. 1982.
28. “Fighting Intensifies on all Fronts” (WAFA no. 95/82, item 4,11 June 1982), describes how helibome forces

landed north of Rafid in the Biqa‘ were attacked by P.L.O. units they had cut off. Many similar accounts by Israeli
soldiers can be found in the Israeli press.

29. Schiff, “Palestinian Surprise,” p. 42.
30. Ibid., p. 42; Herzog, Arab-Israeli Wars, p. 345, states: “The policy laid down was for the forces to advance

and reach the final objectives as rapidly as possible.” Note also Sharon and Eytan’s concern with the slowness of the
advance, cited in n.17.

31. Hajj Isma‘il’s flight, quickly publicized by Israel, had a detrimental impact on P.L.O. morale, and confirmed
pre-war criticisms of him. In an interview in Tunis on March 9,1984, Yasser ‘Arafat agreed that there were serious
lapses in his performance of his duty. Major Salah Tk‘mari, who remained in Sidon until after the city’s fall, stated that
the Israeli bombardment was so intense that there was little more that the defenders of the city could have done, even
with greater central direction: interview, Washington D.C., May 3, 1984.

32. Schiff’s assertion that “Their death served no apparent purpose,” and was “heroism that serves no end”
(“Palestinian Surprise,” p. 43) is belied by these achievements of the defenders of ‘Ain al-Hilweh. In addition to the
time they and the forces which fought at Khaldeh and Damour gained for preparing the defenses of Beirut, it is
questionable whether the I.D.F. would have been so reluctant to enter Beirut had it not faced such intense resistance
in these built-up areas further south.

33. Al-Banna, “Defense of Beirut,” pp. 109–110. He considers the resistance to the Israelis at Khaldeh a major
factor in Beirut’s steadfastness. Rabinovich, The War for Lebanon, pp. 135, 151, is one of the few Israeli works to
give the P.L.O. credit for deciding to withdraw combat forces to Beirut.

34. An Israeli engineering officer’s statement to Israeli radio on August 8,1982, “I hope we never have to enter
Beirut,” was due to his high regard for P.L.O. engineering capabilities. He noted: “There are some spheres, such as
obstacles and mine fields, in which their military experience is no less than that of the Israeli army … Beirut can be
thought of as one great obstacle, added to which are the various obstacles which have been erected by the terrorists.
These are formidable obstacles indeed, and are not simple constructions at all.” Cited in WAFA no.156/82, item one,
August 11, 1984.

35. These offices, in the Arab University section of the Fakhani district, had underground shelter facilities, but
were semi-public, having been used in the past for meetings, interviews, and administrative purposes. All were
destroyed or rendered unusable by PGMs, one being hit with a “shelter-busting” weapon which penetrated thick
reinforced concrete to explode several meters underground. Four floors were blown off the top of another building.
Key personnel had been moved elsewhere by the time all were hit.

36. Those most at risk were radio operators, of whom seven were killed during the war (four men and three
women: ‘Imad al-Far, Muhammad Hishmeh, Jum‘a Salem, Bilal Minawi, Nadia Abu ‘Isa, Iman ‘Isa and ‘Aiysha Yunis),
five of them while at their posts: interview with the Chief of the Fateh General Wireless Section, Tunis, March 14,
1984.

37. For the impact in Beirut of this see “Al-Kata’ibiyun yuwasilun majazirihim al-fashiya fil-jabal” [The Phalangists
continue their Fascist massacres in the mountains], al-Ma‘raka, no. 8, 1 July 1982, p. 1 headline. The Lebanese
press prominently featured the Shouf killings.
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