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igel Ashton has written a cogent and well-researched critique of President Jimmy Carter’s signal 
foreign-policy achievement, the Camp David Accords, which were signed in September 1978. 
Drawing on his close contacts with the Jordanian government, Ashton is able to make use of not 

only the widely available U.S. archival material, but also selected items from the Royal Jordanian archives.  

The basic argument, one that tracks closely with King Hussein’s contemporaneous views, is that Jordan was 
let down by repeated American administrations, starting with that of President Lyndon B. Johnson, each of 
which had promised, in one form or another, to try to help Jordan recover the West Bank of the Jordan 
River, lost to Israel in the 1967 war, in the event of a future peace agreement with Israel. While this is 
essentially true, it was also the case that no president ever thought that peace could start with an Israeli-
Jordanian deal. Because of its size and influence, Egypt would have to be part of the eventual negotiating 
process, and therefore Jordan, although closer to the United States in many ways, would have to see its 
interests subordinated to those of Egypt. Ashton is right about many things, including the generally high 
regard in which many American officials held King Hussein, but he tends to ignore the extent to which power 
realities often trumped claims of friendship.  

Ashton is particularly keen on trying to explain why the United States had the gall to negotiate in detail the 
role that Jordan was expected to play in peace negotiations at Camp David without any serious attempt to 
include King Hussein in those discussions. As a participant in those negotiations—I was a member of the 
National Security Council staff with responsibility for the Middle East—I am not an unbiased observer, but I 
will try to explain the circumstances we found ourselves in at Camp David. This is not to say that I disagree 
with Ashton that the extremely complex formula for negotiations over the West Bank were not credible, but 
the problems did not start at Camp David. They had a history that began with the election in Israel of 
Menachem Begin as Prime Minister in May 1977. 

Carter, like his predecessors, had assumed in his early diplomatic moves that he would be dealing with an 
Israeli leader from the historic Labor Party. It was well known to Americans that Labor had a close under-the-
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table relationship with King Hussein of Jordan and that, in the right circumstances, Israel could be expected 
to negotiate a ‘land for peace’ agreement with Jordan. The questions were always about how much of the 
West Bank Israel would return; whether east Jerusalem could be part of the deal; how or whether the 
Palestinians could be included in the negotiating process; and what the security arrangements would be. 
Secretary of State Henry Kissinger in 1974-1975 had tried to arrange for an interim agreement between Israel 
and Jordan, but without success. 

When Carter met Israeli Prime Minister Yitzhak Rabin in March 1977, Rabin made it clear that his main 
concern with the West Bank was security. He described Israel’s needs, and then said something to the effect 
that these could be met without any infringement on Jordan’s sovereignty. I remember at the time thinking 
that was an important statement that we should try to pin down when actual negotiations got underway. But 
two months later, Rabin was out of office and Begin was about to become Prime Minister. 

Begin had no interest at all in negotiating with King Hussein or anyone else over the West Bank, or, as he 
called it, Judea and Samaria. As a hard-line Revisionist Zionist, Begin held the view that this was Israeli 
territory by right and he made it quite clear that he would not return it to Jordan or to the Palestinians or to 
anyone else.  

Carter and his advisers were not sure at the outset how firmly Begin would stick to these views, but we all 
knew that unless we could persuade him to return to the standing ‘land for peace’ formula embodied in U.N. 
Resolution 242, there would be no chance for a comprehensive peace. Meanwhile, on the Israel-Egypt front 
we were seeing many positive signs, especially in the flexibility shown by Egyptian President Anwar Sadat and 
the apparent interest in a deal with Egypt evinced by Begin and his top advisers. 

Sadat was clearly ready to move more rapidly toward peace with Israel than any other Arab leader—his trip to 
Jerusalem in November 1977 was a sign of that—but in all of his conversations with American officials he 
continued to stress that he did not want to make a separate peace. At a minimum, he said, he had to get 
something for the Palestinians. By this time, he rarely spoke of Syria or Jordan with anything but slightly 
disguised contempt.  

Most of us on the American negotiating team took Sadat seriously, and we spent much of early 1978 trying to 
figure out how to mobilize pressure on Begin to acknowledge that U.N. Resolution and its withdrawal clause 
would apply to the West Bank and Gaza in any future peace agreement. Begin was not willing to make such a 
commitment, and Carter seemed to conclude in mid-1978 that he did not have sufficient domestic backing to 
go all out in pressuring Begin. Nor was he sure, based on his private talks with Sadat, that the Egyptian leader 
was insistent on a deal that would include something for the Palestinians and Jordan. More than most of us 
on the American side, Carter seemed to feel that Sadat would settle for a bilateral deal if that was the best he 
could get. But when he decided to call for the Camp David Summit, he still hoped that he would be able to 
get both a bilateral deal between Israel and Egypt and something significant for the Palestinians and Jordan. 

Ashton does not place as much importance on sheer power politics as I do. By the time of Camp David, 
Carter had invested a great deal of time and political capital in the peace negotiations. His preferences could 
be described as follows: a comprehensive Middle East peace if attainable; an Egyptian-Israeli peace as 
preferable to no peace at all. This was probably not very different from Sadat’s view, which could best be 
described as follows: A peace with Israel that would return Egyptian territory and secure a strategic 
relationship with the United States; something in the agreement that would allow him to deflect Arab 
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criticisms that he had abandoned the Palestinian cause; avoiding a complete breakdown of the process at all 
costs. Begin, on the contrary, was quite willing to come out of the Camp David talks with no agreement at 
all; if there was to be an agreement, it should only involve Israeli-Egyptian relations—no linkage to the 
Palestinian issue, no real role for Jordan. With these preferences, the chances for anything more than a 
bilateral Egyptian-Israeli deal were slim. 

If a bilateral deal was all that could be hoped for, why did the Camp David Accords contain so much verbiage 
about Palestinians and Jordan? After all, we had no mandate to speak for either of these parties; nor did the 
Israelis and Egyptians, who were the actual signatories of the document. Part of the answer, I believe, is that a 
significant part of the State Department had been trying to square the circle of designing a transitional process 
that would allow Israel some time before the fate of the West Bank would be fully resolved; during this time, 
some type of Palestinian-Jordanian coalition might be forged that could negotiate with Israel, perhaps in a 
post-Begin era. For this to have any credibility, the idea of a transitional period would have to be linked to an 
Israeli commitment to eventual withdrawal—U.N. Resolution 242 should apply to the terms of the eventual 
disposition of the West Bank and Gaza; and we would try to insure a freeze on settlement during the 
transition. Now, it was apparent at the time that Begin would resist. But Carter had an idea that the historic 
nature of the Camp David summit, and the chance for peace with Egypt, would provide a chance to nudge 
Begin in the right direction. 

In fact, Begin stuck to his guns. He gave nothing of significance, and Carter was not able to get him to agree 
on even a short freeze on settlements in the West Bank. By the time this was clear, and Sadat had already 
threatened to walk out, we had gone through some fifteen or twenty drafts of the part of the Camp David 
Accords dealing with the West Bank. Rather than accepting that we had only managed to get the parties to 
agree on the terms of a bilateral agreement, we tweaked the language a bit—242 would be the basis for the 
negotiations over the West Bank—but not necessarily the results of those negotiations—and the word 
“withdrawal” was dropped. Begin could interpret the text his way; Sadat and Carter could say it laid the 
ground for an eventual ‘land for peace’ agreement on the West Bank, if only Jordan or the Palestinians would 
join the process. The ‘cover’ that we were thereby hoping to provide to Sadat was so thin that his own 
Minister of Foreign Affairs resigned and most of the Egyptian team did not show up for the signing. 

In retrospect, I now think that we would have done better at Camp David to accept the fact that we could 
only hope to set out the guidelines for an Egyptian-Israeli agreement. A brief additional statement saying 
something to the effect that all the negotiating parties hoped for an eventual comprehensive peace in the 
Middle East based on U.N. Resolution 242 could have been added. Sadat would have been reluctant to go 
with such an obvious ‘separate peace,’ but in the end that is what his fellow Arabs thought he was doing in 
any case. Carter would have been disappointed that he had not been able to get more, but there would have 
been less vulnerability to the kind of critique that Ashton makes about the U.S. arrogating to itself the right to 
design a negotiating process for the Palestinians and Jordanians without consulting them. In short, a large 
part of the Camp David Accords was a sort of smokescreen to make Sadat and Carter feel that had done their 
best to establish an eventual basis for a comprehensive peace, while allowing Begin to tell his ideological 
stalwarts that he had not compromised on any of his key principles. 

In the end, I am not sure it would have made much practical difference. Once Begin and his Likud Party were 
in power, there was little chance for more than a separate Israeli deal with Egypt. The U.S., with all its 
presumed power, did not have the ability to persuade Begin to change his mind. Domestic politics were of 
course a constraint. Carter was less sensitive to these domestic realities than many other presidents, but by 
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early 1979 he was being told by all of his top advisers that he needed to bank his gains on the Middle East—
get the Egyptian-Israeli deal if it could be done, and then tend to the domestic issues on which he would base 
his reelection campaign. Shortly after the Egyptian-Israeli peace treaty was signed, Carter turned the second 
track of Camp David over to Robert Strauss, a savvy politician who knew little about the Middle East but 
understood Congress and the Democratic Party. 

One of the puzzles about Jimmy Carter is that he went from being the President early in his term who 
introduced into American political discourse the concept of a ‘Palestinian homeland’ and he spoke openly of 
Palestinian rights, but when the moment of truth came at Camp David he settled for brokering a separate 
Egyptian-Israeli peace. And yet, in his post-Presidency, Carter has shown more commitment to the 
Palestinian cause and to the idea of a comprehensive peace than almost any other American public 
personality. It will remain an unanswerable question what he might have done in a second term, when some 
of the domestic constraints would have been less.  

What is clear to me now, and it was at the time, is that Camp David represented the maximum that we could 
achieve in the circumstances we found ourselves in. It was realpolitik, not a lack of desire for a comprehensive 
Arab-Israeli peace, that led Carter, and those of us working with him, to settle for the achievable rather that 
the preferable. Ashton wishes it had been otherwise. So did I, but the power realities, U.S. domestic politics, 
and the state of inter-Arab relations did not provide a basis for a more ambitious outcome. And once Iran was 
in full-scale revolution, the rush to clinch the Egyptian-Israeli deal early in 1979 was irresistible. The 
alternative of letting the Egyptian-Israeli negotiating track fail in hopes that a fairer, more comprehensive 
agreement could eventually be achieved, was simply not realistic.  
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