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"Although [Soviet General Secretary] Gorbachev's policies have led to greater Soviet influence 

in the Persian Gulf and the Middle East, Gorbachev is not yet in a position to transform this 

greater influence into predominance in the region. " 

Soviet Policy in the Middle East 
B Y M A R K N . K A T Z 

International Affairs Consultant 

G E N E R A L Secretary Mikhai l Gorbachev has 

waged a v igorous , and so far successful, cam­

paign to improve the Soviet Union 's image a n d 

increase its influence in the Midd le East in general and 

the Pers ian Gul f in part icular . As with all his domest ic 

and foreign initiatives, Gorbachev ' s policy toward these 

areas appears to be new and bold. Yet, despi te an in­

creased willingness to talk with the Israelis, Gorbachev 's 

policies differ little from those of his predecessors since 

the mid-1970's . 

Gorbachev , like President Leonid Brezhnev, is seek­

ing to improve Soviet relations with modera te Arab 

states. His peace proposals for both the Arab- I s rae l i con­

flict and the I r a n - I r a q war are also similar to Brezhnev's . 

Indeed , there has been far more cont inui ty than change 

in Soviet policy toward the region since Gorbachev came 

to power . Yet while Gorbachev 's policies toward the Per­

sian Gulf and the Midd le East m a y be similar to those of 

previous Soviet leaders, he appears to be far more suc­

cessful than they were in e x p a n d i n g Soviet influence be­

yond Moscow's tradit ional radical A r a b allies. 

Soviet foreign policy toward the Midd le East suffered 

several setbacks in the early and mid-1970's . Egypt ian 

Pres ident A n w a r Sada t expelled most Soviet mil i tary ad­

visers from Egypt in 1972 and abrogated his treaty of 

friendship and cooperat ion with Moscow in 1976. T h e 

Arabs widely b lamed insufficient Soviet suppor t for their 

defeat by Israel in the O c t o b e r , 1973, war . In addi t ion, 

most A r a b states came to the conclusion that Moscow 

had no influence over Israel, and that only Wash ing ton 

could influence that state. M a n y A r a b governments — 

including radical Syria for a t ime —cooperated with the 

Uni ted States seeking a solution to the Arab- I s rae l i con­

flict. Moscow was on the diplomat ic sidelines. 1 
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At the same t ime, in the Pers ian Gulf, the Shah of I ran 

was a close ally of the Un i t ed States. T h e conservative 

Arab monarch ies (Saudi Arab ia , Kuwa i t , O m a n , Bah­

rain, Q a t a r and the Uni ted A r a b Emira tes) were also 

firmly linked wi th the Wes t ; except for K u w a i t , they all 

refused even to exchange embassies with Moscow. Only 

in I raq and South Y e m e n was the Soviet U n i o n influen­

tial. But even in I r aq , the rul ing Baath par ty did not hes­

itate to suppress the large Iraqi C o m m u n i s t p a r t y . 2 

In 1978-1979, however , the Soviet U n i o n appeared to 

be gaining influence in the gulf and the Middle East . T h e 

Amer ican-sponsored C a m p David Accord between 

Egypt a n d Israel a l ienated a lmost all A r a b gove rnmen t s , 

since no provision was m a d e for an independen t Pales­

tinian state. Mos t A r a b governments broke relations 

with Egypt a n d criticized the Un i t ed States for sponsor­

ing an ag reemen t that they felt sheltered Israel from hav­

ing to m a k e impor t an t concessions on the Palest inian 

issue. Not only did radical states like Syria come to rely 

more heavily on the Soviet U n i o n , bu t even anti-

C o m m u n i s t Saudi Arab ia began the process of improv­

ing relations with Moscow. In addi t ion, the stridently 

an t i -Amer ican Ayatol lah Ruhol lah Khomein i ' s rise to 

power in 1979 led to the loss of Washington ' s influence in 

I ran . Moscow hoped to ally itself with T e h e r a n on the 

basis of a c o m m o n an t i -Amer ican foreign policy. 3 

T h e situation changed , however , at the end of 1979, 

when the Soviet U n i o n invaded Afghanis tan. T h e Soviet 

Union ' s efforts to expand its influence, especially in the 

gulf, were seriously set back. Saudi Arab ia immediate ly 

ended its flirtation with Moscow and organized the Is­

lamic summi t conference in J a n u a r y , 1980, which con­

d e m n e d the attack (only Syria and South Y e m e n refused 

to a t t e n d ) . 4 Saudi Arab ia and several other monarchies 

feared that the invasion of Afghanistan was par t of a So­

viet plan to advance to the gulf and eventually to attack 

or subvert them. M u c h to Moscow's d ismay, these states 

increased ra ther than decreased their security ties with 

the Uni ted States and the West . 

Soviet policy elsewhere in the gulf was no t part icularly 

successful either. W h e n I raq invaded I ran in Sep tember , 

1980, Moscow quickly halted direct mili tary assistance to 

Baghdad (indirect aid through third countr ies cont inued) 

and began helping T e h e r a n . Because i t borders the 

U . S . S . R . , has a long coastline on the Persian Gulf and 



Ind ian O c e a n , and possesses a relatively large popula­

tion, I r an was (and still is) a strategically m u c h more im­

por tan t count ry to the Soviet Un ion than is I raq . But the 

Soviet leaders were unable to gain influence in I ran . 

K h o m e i n i brutally suppressed the T u d e h ( the I r an ian 

C o m m u n i s t par ty) , gave military assistance to some 

mujahidin g roups fighting Soviet t roops a n d the Marx is t 

regime in Afghanis tan, and generally cont inued to de­

nounce the U . S . S . R . as the other "great Sa t an . " 5 

D u r i n g 1982, Khomein i ' s forces were able to push the 

Iraqis out of I ran a n d into their own coun t ry . In addi t ion 

to the problems an I r an ian victory would pose for the 

Wes t a n d for the mode ra t e A r a b states, T e h e r a n threat­

ened Soviet interests as well. T h e rep lacement of the 

Baath regime by a p ro - I ran ian regime in Baghdad would 

spell the loss of a long-s tanding (albeit difficult) Soviet 

friend. N o r could the Soviet U n i o n expect to have 

greater influence over a victorious I r an . T h u s the Soviet 

U n i o n r e sumed direct mili tary assistance to I raq in 1982. 

Nevertheless , Moscow still sought to improve relations 

with I r an and to prevent the U n i t e d States from restor ing 

its influence there by con t inu ing to ship a rms to T e h e r a n 

indirectly via Nor th Korea , V i e t n a m , Syria, L ibya and 

even some East E u r o p e a n coun t r i e s . 6 

T h e I raqis were still angry that the U . S . S . R . had al­

ready cut off direct a r m s supplies to them and were not at 

all happy about the con t inued indirect transfer of a r m s to 

I r an . T h u s , even after direct Soviet a rms transfers to 

Baghdad were r e sumed , I raq moved to improve its rela­

tions with the Wes t , including the Uni ted States. In 

1984, W a s h i n g t o n a n d Baghdad restored diplomat ic re­

lations, which had been cut off since 1967. In the b roade r 

Midd le East context , the Soviet U n i o n was widely 

b lamed by the Arabs for Syria's defeat when Israel invad­

ed L e b a n o n in 1982. ( T h e Soviet U n i o n did, however , 

resupply D a m a s c u s with a rms once the fighting was 

over . ) 

Yet even before Gorbachev became Genera l Secre­

tary, the Soviet image in the Middle East had began to 

improve . After the Israeli invasion of L e b a n o n , the mod­

erate A r a b states became increasingly convinced that 

Wash ing ton would not pressure Israel to wi thdraw from 

the A r a b terri tories i t had conquered . Even conservative 

states like Saudi Arab ia praised the Soviet Union 's Mid ­

dle East peace proposals that called for an in ternat ional 

conference involving all part ies to the d ispute , including 

the Palestine Libera t ion Organ iza t ion ( P L O ) . N o r were 
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123-131. 

5David K. Shipler, "Level of World Arms Sales to Iran Re­
garded as Largely Unchanged," The New York Times, April 11, 
1987. 

'Joseph G. Whelan and Michael J. Dixon, The Soviet Union in 
the Third World: Threat to World Peace? (Washington, D.C. : Per-
gamon Press, 1986). 

"Don Oberdorfer, "Soviet Deal with Kuwait Spurred U.S. 
Ship Role," The Washington Post, May 24, 1987. 

the Arabs impressed with Amer i can resolve when the ad­

minis t ra t ion of President R o n a l d R e a g a n withdrew the 

Uni ted States peacekeeping mission from Beirut after it 

had come u n d e r increasing attack from a variety of ex­

tremist A r a b groups . 

In addi t ion, several modera t e A r a b states were frus­

trated by their inability to purchase the Amer ican wea­

pons they wanted , because of congressional fears that 

these a r m s would be used against Israel. In 1984, bo th 

J o r d a n and Kuwa i t an n o u n ced that because they were 

not allowed to buy certain Amer i can a r m s , they intended 

to purchase them from the Soviet U n i o n instead. T h e 

stage was thus set for further Soviet foreign policy gains 

u n d e r G o r b a c h e v . 7 

THE GORBACHEV ERA 

Since Gorbachev came to power in M a r c h , 1985, So­

viet leaders appea r to have improved their ties signifi­

cantly with all the major countr ies of the gulf. Moscow 

has m a n a g e d the difficult feat of re ta ining its position in 

I raq while improv ing relations with both the Gulf C o o p ­

erat ion Counc i l ( G C C ) states and I r an . 

Moscow's min ima l relations with the G C C states be­

gan to expand soon after Gorbachev came to power . In 

late 1985, O m a n and the Uni ted A r a b Emira tes agreed 

to establish diplomat ic ties with the U . S . S . R . for the first 

t ime . Saudi Arab ia , Bahra in and Q a t a r still have no for­

mal relations with Moscow, bu t their informal contacts 

with the Soviet U n i o n have increased. 

T h e most impor tan t Soviet diplomatic b reak th rough 

with the conservat ive A r a b Gulf states, however , oc­

curred in Kuwa i t . In 1986, Kuwai t i officials had asked 

the U n i t e d States to protect their oil tankers from in­

creasing I r an ian attack in retaliation for Kuwai t ' s finan­

cial and mater ia l suppor t to I raq . T h e R e a g a n ad­

minis t ra t ion initially refused, because it did not want to 

d a m a g e its secret effort to establish bet ter ties with 

T e h e r a n . K u w a i t m a d e the same request to Moscow, 

which agreed in early 1987. T h e Un i t ed States govern­

m e n t then immediate ly reversed itself a n d offered to pro­

tect all Kuwai t i tankers in order to exclude the Soviet 

U n i o n from any role in the gulf. 

In the af termath of the I ranga te revelations about the 

Uni ted States transfer of a r m s to I r an , Wash ing ton was 

anxious to restore its credibility as the principal protector 

of the G C C states against I r an . T h e Kuwai t i govern­

men t , however , decided that it would receive a s t ronger 

A m e r i c a n c o m m i t m e n t if the Uni ted States had to com­

pete for Kuwai t ' s affections with the Soviet U n i o n . T h u s 

Kuwa i t char tered three Soviet oil tankers and transferred 

11 of its own to Amer ican reg is t ry . 8 

For the Soviet U n i o n , the Kuwai t i invitation was an 

impor tan t milestone in Moscow's efforts to improve rela­

tions with the conservat ive G C C states. Al though the 

Kuwai t i s had been buy ing some Soviet weapons since 

the mid-1970's, they were wary of mov ing too close to the 

U . S . S . R . By agree ing to protect Kuwai t i oil expor ts , for 
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the first t ime ever the Soviet U n i o n gained an active role 

in defending the G C C states —a role that had exclusively 

belonged to the Uni ted States and Bri tain. T h e Soviet 

U n i o n may have hoped that because it offered to protect 

the Kuwai t i s , o ther G C C states (especially Saudi Ara­

bia) would adopt a friendlier a t t i tude . Moscow may also 

have hoped that this involvement would lead to the ex­

pans ion of Soviet a r m s sales to Kuwai t and to the initia­

tion of such sales to o ther G C C states. 

T h e Soviet U n i o n , however , kept its a r r a n g e m e n t 

with K u w a i t in perspect ive. Moscow did not compete 

with W a s h i n g t o n to be the supe rpower with the most 

naval vessels protect ing the most tankers in the gulf. T h e 

K r e m l i n realized that a rapid Soviet naval bu i ldup in the 

gulf would lead to an equal or greater Amer i can naval 

bu i ldup . Even m o r e impor t an t , the Soviet U n i o n did not 

want to improve relations with the G C C at the expense 

of its long-s tanding goal of improv ing ties with revolu­

t ionary I r an . 

But , of course, T e h e r a n was angry that the Soviet 

U n i o n had agreed to protect Kuwai t i shipping. In M a y , 

1987, a speedboat reportedly opera ted by Iran 's Revolu­

t ionary G u a r d s at tacked a Soviet freighter. T h e Soviet 

U n i o n , however , did not retaliate; instead it played 

down the incident . Soviet med ia ment ioned the at tack, 

bu t insisted that no one was injured and little d a m a g e 

was d o n e . 9 N o r did Moscow raise a fuss when ano ther 

Soviet vessel also struck a mine in M a y . 1 0 

Soviet min imiza t ion of the risks of conflict with I ran 

a n d its restraint after these two incidents s tand in stark 

contrast to A m e r i c a n behavior toward I r an . W h e n one 

of the reflagged Kuwai t i tankers struck a mine , the 

Uni ted States g o v e r n m e n t moved greater force to the re­

gion. Provocat ive I r an ian actions were met by increased 

Amer i can force levels as well as by open discussion by 

Uni ted States officials abou t how the Un i t ed States might 

retaliate against I r an . 

As the war of nerves between Wash ing ton and T e h e ­

ran escalated d u r i n g the s u m m e r of 1987, the Soviet 

navy ma in ta ined a low profile in the gulf. Suddenly , in 

early Augus t , 1987, Moscow and T e h e r a n a n n o u n c e d a 

major economic coopera t ion accord. T h e Soviet U n i o n 

'Bernard E. Trainor, "Soviet Ship Attacked by Iran in Gulf, 
U.S. Says," The New York Times, May 9, 1987, and Trud 
(Moscow), May 12, 1987, p. 3. 
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1 4 For an excellent analysis of Soviet policy toward the Middle 
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(Fall, 1987). 

agreed to build a pipeline to carry I r an ian oil to the Black 

Sea. An addi t ional connect ion be tween the Soviet and 

I r an ian railway systems was also p l a n n e d . 1 1 

D u r i n g the s u m m e r of 1987, the Un i t ed States 

launched a major campa ign to isolate I r an internat ional­

ly as pun i shmen t for con t inu ing the war . W a s h i n g t o n 

succeeded in its efforts to have a Un i t ed Nat ions Securi ty 

Counc i l resolution passed (with Soviet approval ) , asking 

both sides in the conflict to accept a cease-fire. As ex­

pected, I raq accepted bu t I r an did not. T h e Un i t ed 

States then proposed a Securi ty Counci l resolution call­

ing for an a rms e m b a r g o against I r an unti l i t accepted a 

cease-fire. T h e Soviet U n i o n , however , m a d e i t clear 

that it would not vote in favor of such a resolution for the 

t ime b e i n g . 1 2 

Soviet d ip lomats tried to persuade I ran that while the 

Un i t ed States was its e n e m y , the U . S . S . R . was its 

friend. T h e y also tried to pe rsuade all states of the region 

that Amer i can actions against I r an only heightened the 

prospects for increased conflict, bu t that the U . S . S . R . 

(and not the Un i t ed States) could help b r ing peace to the 

gulf. Moscow a rgued that peace be tween I ran and I raq 

was necessary so that the M u s l i m world could once more 

focus its uni ted a t tent ion on Israel, the c o m m o n enemy . 

T h e Soviet U n i o n claimed that the cont inuat ion of the 

I r a n - I r a q war served Amer i can and Israeli interests by 

dis tract ing Mus l ims from the Arab - I s r ae l i conf l ic t . 1 3 

In the b roade r Midd le East context , Soviet foreign 

policy has benefited from the further b reakdown of 

A m e r i c a n peace efforts and the wider acceptance of So­

viet ideas for a Midd le East peace conference. Instead of 

agree ing to bilateral I s r ae l i - Jo rdan ian negotiat ions as 

Wash ing ton a n d Tel Aviv had originally hoped , the 

K i n g of J o r d a n an n o u n ced that the talks mus t take place 

in the f ramework of an internat ional conference that in­

cluded the Soviet U n i o n . T h e L a b o u r wing of the Israeli 

coalition gove rnmen t headed by Sh imon Peres also ac­

cepted in principle the idea of such a conference. T h e 

Likud wing of the gove rnmen t , however , r emains op­

posed. Gorbachev has also succeeded in improv ing 

Soviet relations with Egypt . Moscow a n d C a i r o signed 

an ag reemen t to reschedule Egypt 's approximate ly $3 

billion in mili tary debts to the Soviet U n i o n over a 

25-year period. In the spr ing of 1987, the Soviet U n i o n 

helped b r ing about the re integrat ion of P L O cha i rman 

Yasir Arafat with the ma ins t r eam of the Palest inian 

m o v e m e n t . 1 4 

In pressing his peace proposals for both the gulf war 

and the Arab- I s rae l i conflict, Gorbachev seemed to be 

m a k i n g the implicit a r g u m e n t that since the Soviet 

U n i o n was the only superpower that could talk with all 

sides of both conflicts, all sides should tu rn to Moscow to 

help resolve them. Fur the r , since Wash ing ton cannot 

talk to all sides, the Uni ted States is unable to help b r ing 

abou t peace, bu t will only worsen both conflicts. T h i s ar­

g u m e n t , of course , is similar to the one the Un i t ed States 

used to make with regard to the Arab- I s rae l i conflict. 



Although the Soviet U n i o n has done little so far to actual­

ly resolve these two conflicts, Gorbachev has succeeded 

in convincing both A r a b and Israeli modera tes that 

Soviet par t ic ipat ion can enhance the peace process and 

that a t t empt ing to exclude the Soviet U n i o n , as the 

Un i t ed States has suggested, is counte rproduc t ive . 

CONCLUSION 
While s t r eng then ing the Soviet position in the gulf a n d 

the Midd le East, Gorbachev has not pur sued policies 

that differ m u c h from those of his immedia te predeces­

sors. T h e one new e lement is an increased Soviet will­

ingness to talk with Israel. But if Soviet policy toward the 

region has not changed m u c h u n d e r Gorbachev , political 

condi t ions in the region certainly have changed . These 

changes have led m a n y states, which opposed a greater 

Soviet role in the region j u s t a few years ago , to welcome 

a greater Soviet role or at least to reduce their objections 

to it. 

In 1980, the conservat ive A r a b states of the gulf were 

afraid of the Soviet U n i o n because of its invasion of Af­

ghanis tan and its suppor t for revolut ion in the Peninsu la , 

especially th rough South Y e m e n . T h e South Yemen i -

backed Popu la r F ron t for the Libera t ion of O m a n , 

though largely defeated in 1975, had m o u n t e d cross-

borde r raids into O m a n as late as 1979. South Y e m e n 

was also suppor t ing a Marx i s t insurgency against non-

C o m m u n i s t N o r t h Y e m e n that was not defeated until 

1982. 

By 1984, the gulf states were less fearful of the Soviet 

U n i o n . First, the U . S . S . R . was bogged down in Afghan­

istan and seemed unlikely to a t t empt to invade Pakis tan 

or I r an . Second , Sou th Y e m e n had ended its suppor t for 

insurgencies and had normal ized its relations with its 

non-Marx i s t ne ighbors . But these states still had little de­

sire to see the Soviet role in the gulf increase at this t ime. 

Al though I ran ian forces had crossed over into I raq , as 

late as 1984 the convent ional wisdom was that I r aq could 

contain the larger bu t m u c h less sophisticated I r an ian 

a r m e d forces indefinitely. 

By 1987, however , the conservat ive states of the gulf 

had become extremely fearful that I r an might defeat I raq 

a n d turn against them. Wor r i ed also about the s trength 

of the Amer i can c o m m i t m e n t to their defense, these 

states decided that a limited r app rochemen t with the 

Soviet U n i o n migh t serve bo th as an addi t ional disincen­

tive to I r an ian hostile actions against them and as an in­

d u c e m e n t to W a s h i n g t o n to do more for them, out of the 

fear that it might be losing influence to Moscow. 

T h e Iraqis had a s t rong incentive to retain friendly re­

lat ions with Moscow even in 1980, when the Soviet 

U n i o n cut off direct a r m s shipments to Baghdad in favor 

of T e h e r a n : Baghdad sought to restrain the a m o u n t of 

Soviet assistance to I r an as well as to restore Soviet assis­

tance to I raq . In 1987, when Iraq's mili tary si tuation was 

becoming increasingly desperate and dependen t on the 

Soviet U n i o n , I raq had an even s t ronger incentive to re­

tain friendly relations with the Soviet U n i o n despite 

Soviet over tures to I r an . 

In the early 1980's, I r an m a y have been conten t to re­

ma in at odds with the rest of the world. However , by 

1986-1987 , T e h e r a n was actively cour t ing Moscow. 

T e h e r a n realized that Soviet mili tary aid to I raq was one 

of the principal obstacles prevent ing an I r an ian victory 

in the I r a n - I r a q conflict. By hold ing out the prospect of 

s t ronger Soviet influence in I r a n , T e h e r a n sought to pro­

vide Moscow with an incentive to avoid increasing its 

mili tary aid to Baghdad or coopera t ing with the Uni ted 

States in its a t t empt to cut I r an off from its external a rms 

supplies. 

Gorbachev ' s greater willingness to establish bet ter re­

lations with Israel , allowing more Soviet J e w s to emi­

grate to Israel, combined with a certain war-wear iness 

after the conflict in L e b a n o n , has encouraged the Israeli 

L a b o u r par ty to be more receptive to the Soviet Union 's 

Midd le East peace proposals . Egypt and J o r d a n have al­

so improved relations with the U . S . S . R . in order to in­

duce Wash ing ton to be more support ive of their posi­

tions vis-a-vis Israel . T h e y also hope to influence M o s ­

cow to be less pro-Syr ian; however , Sovie t -Syr ian rela­

tions r ema in close. 

C a n the Soviets t ransform their greater presence and 

acceptabili ty in the region into a long- term influence that 

might allow them to expand their role while d iminish ing 

A m e r i c a n influence? Serious obstacles r ema in . While 

the fear of an I r an i an victory has led the conservat ive 

A r a b gulf states to welcome an increased Soviet role in 

the region, this fear has also led them to seek an even 

greater Amer ican and Wes te rn role in the region. These 

states have paid little a t tent ion to Soviet claims that the 

Un i t ed States, the ma in source of tension in the gulf, 

should wi thdraw its mili tary forces. T h e y have no desire 

to see ei ther I r an or the U . S . S . R . become the strongest 

mili tary force in the region. T h e r app rochemen t between 

the A r a b gulf states a n d the U . S . S . R . has taken place on­

ly because the gulf states perceive that they share com­

m o n an t i - I ran ian interests with Moscow. 

T h e i m p r o v e m e n t of Soviet relations with I ran has led 

to A r a b apprehens ion over the Soviet Union 's motives. 

W h a t will the U . S . S . R . do if I r an appears on the verge of 

w inn ing the war? Will Moscow seek to restrain I ran? 

T h e Soviet a r g u m e n t that Moscow, because it can talk to 

bo th I ran and I raq , can help b r ing about peace becomes 

less persuasive as Moscow gives T e h e r a n more political, 

economic and even mili tary assistance. T h e improve­

m e n t of Sov ie t - I r an i an relations only provides further 

incent ive for the A r a b gulf states to rely on the Uni ted 

States, even if their hopes have not completely died that 

(Continued on page 83) 
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little chance of success. T h e r e is no doub t that if this proj ­

ect is built , it will enhance Turkey ' s significance in the re­

gion. 

T u r k e y entered the decade of the 1980's with a bal­

anced set of domest ic , regional a n d in ternat ional policy 

objectives. Its experiences, however , taught A n k a r a not 

to trust the Un i t ed States or the Soviet U n i o n ; its 

ne ighbor to the nor th is viewed with suspicion and uncer­

ta inty , while its relat ionship with Wash ing ton has left 

m u c h bi t terness , mistrust a n d apprehens ion . Ideologi­

cally, A n k a r a cont inues to face Wes t . Bu t if political 

criticisms cont inue in Wes t e rn forums and if unreason-

able d e m a n d s are m a d e on T u r k e y that impinge on its 

sovereignty, it is very likely that the result will be d a m ­

aged relations with the Wes t , which could ul t imately un ­

d e r m i n e the crucial role T u r k e y plays as a bar r ie r to So­

viet expans ionism in the M i d d l e East . M 

S O V I E T P O L I C Y 

I N T H E M I D D L E E A S T 

(Continuedfrom page 60) 

Moscow can somehow restrain T e h e r a n . 

T h e I r an i an leaders wan t improved relations with the 

U . S . S . R . now, in order to convince Moscow that i t 

should give less suppor t to I raq a n d oppose Amer ican ef­

forts to cut off a r m s to I r an . But if I r an succeeds in fur­

ther weaken ing or actually defeat ing the Baath regime in 

I r aq , T e h e r a n m a y not see a need to placate the Soviet 

"great Sa tan . " T h u s , by a t t emp t ing to increase its in­

fluence in both I ran and I raq th rough suppor t ing both 

na t ions , the U . S . S . R . could wind up losing its influence 

in both I r an a n d I raq . 

Al though Gorbachev ' s policies have led to greater 

Soviet influence in the Pers ian Gulf a n d the Midd le East , 

G o r b a c h e v is not yet in a posit ion to t ransform this 

greater influence into p r e d o m i n a n c e in the region. Mos ­

cow has ma in ta ined good relations with I raq as well as 

improved relat ions with the conservat ive A r a b gulf states 

and I r a n , bu t it is difficult for Moscow to s t rengthen its 

relations with one nat ion wi thout weaken ing its relations 

with ano ther . 

Similarly, Moscow has m a n a g e d to retain its s t rong 

relations with Syria , to improve ties with Israel and the 

m o d e r a t e A r a b s a n d to s t rengthen its posit ion with the 

P L O . It is doubtful , however , that the U . S . S . R . will risk 

losing its influence with Syria a n d the P L O by pressur ing 

them to be m o r e responsive to Israeli security concerns ; 

friendship with Israel is not wor th this price to Moscow. 

Yet unless Moscow does make an effort to p romote Is­

raeli concerns , it can hardly be expected that Israel will 

become more receptive to the Soviet Union ' s Midd le 

East peace proposals . A n d a l though Moscow hopes to 

weaken Egypt ian and J o r d a n i a n relations with the 

Uni ted States, C a i r o and A m m a n are not likely to t rade 

the Un i t ed States for the U . S . S . R . as their superpower 

backer , as long as Moscow cont inues to support their 

more radical A r a b rivals. B 

T H E P A L E S T I N I A N S 

(Continued from page 76) 

L e b a n o n were partially responsible for t r iggering the 

siege of the camps was not impor t an t once the battle was 

j o ined . T h e P L O had initially been welcomed by Palesti­

n ians in L e b a n o n as a protective force. T h e 

organizat ion 's ability to protect its const i tuents r ema ined 

an impor t an t test of its legitimacy a n d appea l . 

T h e obstacles against the P L O ' s reestablishing an in­

d e p e n d e n t presence were formidable . T h e Syr ians , while 

sponsor ing those P L O g roups opposed to Arafat , were 

de t e rmined to prevent his r e tu rn . T h e Shia —at least the 

e lements of A m a l that N a b i h Berr i controlled— were also 

de t e rmined to prevent the P L O from b reak ing out of the 

refugee camps or opera t ing independent ly in Shia-domi-

na ted areas of southern L e b a n o n . A n d the Israelis, 

whose 1982 invasion weakened the P L O presence in 

southern L e b a n o n , were bent on p reven t ing cross-

border artillery at tacks and incursions. M o r e o v e r , 

despi te their suppor t for the Palest inian cause , most 

m e m b e r s of the Lebanese political es tabl ishment were 

not eager to see the P L O ' s r e tu rn a n d ano the r major 

Israel i -Pales t in ian confrontat ion at their expense . 

Nonetheless , capital izing on the suppor t that Arafat 

enjoyed in the refugee camps , F a t a h fighters began to re­

t u rn . By M a r c h , 1986, the Israeli press , quo t ing mil i tary 

sources, c la imed that there were 8,000 P L O fighters in 

L e b a n o n , at least 1,000 of w h o m were Arafat loyalists 

who had taken up posit ions in the Sidon a r e a . 1 1 By year's 

end , according to Israeli press accounts , Arafat's Fa tah 

g roup , possessing the most money a n d organiza t ional 

savvy, was becoming en t renched in southern 

L e b a n o n . 1 2 Indeed , there were even reports in the A r a b 

a n d Israeli press that the P L O ' s r e tu rn was be ing aided 

by both the M a r o n i t e s and the radical Shia tied to Hez-

bullah— both of which were de te rmined to counter 

S y r i a . 1 3 

Perhaps nowhere was the split between the P L O ' s ter­

ritorial goals and its desire to preserve the organiza t ion 

m o r e clearly reflected than in its re lat ionship with the 

Palest inians of the Wes t Bank a n d Gaza . H e r e , the real­

ities of the Israeli occupat ion and the local Palest inians ' 

desire to end it conflicted with the d r e a m s a n d far-

reaching goals of Palest inians in the d iaspora who 

seemed p repared to wait out their Israeli adversar ies . 

Pales t in ians of the Wes t Bank a n d G a z a con t inued to 

look to the P L O , at least to Arafat 's Fa tah organiza t ion , 

as their spokesman, bu t m a n y were becoming increas­

ingly frustrated by Arafat 's indecisiveness a n d 

fecklessness. 
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