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ARTICLE

A Palestinian window of opportunity? The PLO, the US and
the Iranian hostage crisis
Jørgen Jensehaugen

Peace Research Institute Oslo, PRIO

ABSTRACT
When the US embassy in Teheran was stormed in 1979, and the
embassy personnel taken hostage, the PLO saw an opportunity to
engage with the United States. Since the early 1970s the PLO had
tried to open a political channel with the USA. While several back-
channels had been attempted none resulted in direct political
talks between the US and the PLO. The US was bound by a secret
agreement with Israel, as part of Sinai II, having promised not to
negotiate with the PLO. When the US hostages were taken in 1979,
the PLO attempted to use their contacts in the new Iranian regime
to negotiate on behalf of the US. While this channel did not result
in a major breakthrough in the hostage negotiations, it is a case
which illustrates a paradox in US Middle East policy: The US was
unwilling to negotiate with the Palestinians when it was their
conflict that was at stake, but once US lives were in the balance,
the US administration was more than willing to open a direct
channel to the PLO. Arafat, for his part, was equally willing to
step up, hoping to make political gains further down the line.

After the Fatah takeover of the PLO in the late 1960s the central political ideology was
that the road to Jerusalem passed through Amman, by ways of the armed struggle. By
the mid-1970s, for the PLO mainstream, it became increasingly clear that the road to
Jerusalem passed through Washington DC, by ways of diplomacy. The question for the
PLO leadership, then, was how to become accepted as a political partner for the US
without first shedding the revolutionary credentials which gave the movement the
support from the Palestinian people. One possible answer was to find ways of pleasing
the US in areas of security so that the US could repay them in the field of diplomacy. As
this article will show the US hostage crisis in Iran provided a window of opportunity for
the PLO. Perhaps the road to Washington passed through Teheran? If the PLO could act
as a useful go-between, securing the release of the American hostages, then perhaps
that would pave the way for politically engagement with the US administration.

By November 1979 President Jimmy Carter had worked intensely for an Arab-Israeli
peace for almost three years. He had succeeded in obtaining a separate Egyptian-Israeli
peace treaty, but his grander ambition of a full comprehensive peace including the
Palestinians had failed. One of the reasons behind this failure was that Carter had
insisted on not talking to the PLO, despite considering the PLO a central actor in the
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conflict.1 Suddenly, however, when the US embassy in Teheran was captured and 66
American hostages were taken, the Carter administration reached out to the PLO. The
PLO agreed to act as a mediator on behalf of the US without asking for anything in
return. This PLO role in the hostage crisis is remarkably absent in the literature both on
US-PLO contacts in general and in the literature on the Iranian hostage crisis in
particular, despite the fact that the PLO seems to have played a significant role in the
release of the first 13 hostages in November 1979. According to some sources, it also
had a role in the release of the bodies of the eight US servicemen which died during the
botched rescue mission in April 1980, but this is hard to verify. This articles places this
PLO mediation in the broader context of the US-PLO relationship of the 1970s, showing
that while political contact with the Palestinian national movement was a non-starter for
consecutive US administrations, a security based relationship was considered acceptable
when US lives were at stake. While the Iran hostage case is not the only such case it is
one of the starkest examples of this political-security contrast.

Research gap

In the existing literature the fact that the US tried to use the PLO to negotiate for the
release of the US hostages in Iran is either not mentioned at all, or mentioned only in the
passing. If mentioned, the PLO role is rarely discussed or investigated.2 Even very recent
articles discussing President Carter’s Lebanon policy, which deals with US-PLO contacts,
fails to address this issue.3 This omission is significant since one of the main contacts
between the PLO and the US during the hostage crisis went through the US embassy in
Beirut.

While researchers are commonly aware that these US-PLO talks took place, they have
not looked in detail at this very controversial question, nor placed it in the broader
context of US-PLO relations. This despite the fact that the contacts were public knowl-
edge. It was, for instance, revealed in The Washington Post already in November 1979.4

Notably the attempt to use the PLO to help release the hostages was commented on in
1982 by Jimmy Carter himself: ‘If I was questioned about [Muammar] Gaddafi or [Yasser]
Arafat, we were also working with them trying to get them to get our hostages out.’5

In terms of US-PLO relations during the presidency of Jimmy Carter this PLO-channel
was truly remarkable, whilst in a slightly longer historical perspective it was less so.

1Jørgen Jensehaugen, Arab–Israeli Diplomacy under Carter: The U.S, Israel and the Palestinians (London: I.B.Tauris, 2018).
2See e.g. Betty Glad, ‘Personality, Political and Group Process Variables in Foreign Policy Decision-Making: Jimmy
Carter’s Handling of the Iranian Hostage Crisis’, International Political Science Review 10, no. 1 (1989): 37; Gary Sick, All
Fall Down: America’s Tragic Encounter with Iran (New York: Random House, 1985), 208–9, 224–25; Russel Leigh Moses,
Freeing the Hostages: Reexamining U.S.-Iranian Negotiations and Soviet Policy 1979–1981 (Pittsburgh, PA: University of
Pittsburgh Press, 1996), 45–47; James A. Bill, The Eagle and the Lion: The Tragedy of American-Iranian Relations (New
Haven: Yale University Press, 1988), 293–304; Mark Bowden, Guests of the Ayatollah: The First Battle in America’s War
with Militant Islam (New York: Grove Press, 2006), 151; David Patrick Houghton, US Foreign Policy and the Iran Hostage
Crisis (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001); and Yezid Sayigh, Armed Struggle and the Search for State. The
Palestinian National Movement, 1949–1993 (Washington, DC: Oxford University Press, 1999).

3Javier Gil Guerrero, ‘Overshadowed Crisis: The Carter Administration and the Conflict in Southern Lebanon’, Middle East
Critique 25, no. 4 (2016): 401–21.

4‘Iranians Reject PLO Mediation on Hostages’, The Washington Post, November 9, 1979; and Edward Cody, ‘PLO Pledges
“Utmost Effort” to Win Release of Hostages in U.S. Embassy’, The Washington Post, November 11, 1979.

5Jimmy Carter Oral History, President of the United States, Interview 29 November 1982, Miller Centre Presidential Oral
Histories, https://millercenter.org/the-presidency/presidential-oral-histories/jimmy-carter-oral-history-president-uni
ted-states (accessed April 20, 2018).

BRITISH JOURNAL OF MIDDLE EASTERN STUDIES 597

https://millercenter.org/the-presidency/presidential-oral-histories/jimmy-carter-oral-history-president-united-states
https://millercenter.org/the-presidency/presidential-oral-histories/jimmy-carter-oral-history-president-united-states


During the Nixon and Ford presidencies the US had shunned the PLO politically, but
engaged with the organization for security purposes in Beirut. After the Ford adminis-
tration had stepped down, however, Carter came in with a more positive approach to
the PLO as a political actor, while disengaging with them as a security actor. However,
due to the policies developed by Henry Kissinger, Carter was unable to make actual
policy changes regarding political contacts with the PLO. Thus, paradoxically, while
Carter had wanted to develop political contacts with the PLO—under very strict condi-
tions—he had failed to do so and had declined direct contacts with the organization.
The hostage crisis changed that. In fact, the hostage crisis made Carter look much more
like Ford: the PLO could still not be talked to as a political actor, but they could be
utilized as a security actor. This posed a challenging opportunity for the PLO since it was
in a weak political position and could hardly afford to set terms for their utility. They
would thus accept this US security-political distinction, hoping to be repaid further
down the line.

Before we analyse the PLO’s role in the hostage crisis three separate contexts have to
be accounted for: US-PLO relations; PLO-Iran relations; and US-Iran relations. The PLO’s
role in the hostage crisis was the nexus in those three contexts.

History of US talks with the PLO

Until the late 1980s the US had no official political contacts with the PLO. However,
there was a long history of back-channel and security contacts which had started in
the late 1960s. In late 1969, for instance CIA operative Robert Ames established
contact with the infamous central PLO security figure Ali Hassan Salameh. While it is
hard to know for sure, Ames’ biographer Kai Bird is convinced that within six months
President Richard Nixon must have known about the contact.6 Washington Post
journalist David Ignatius confirms this, stating that the message to Arafat was
obvious: ‘Here is your chance. The president of the United States is listening.’7 This
was the start of a high-level contact between the CIA and the PLO which would last,
on and off, until Salameh was murdered by Mossad in January 1979.8 Usually these
talks centred around such issues as protecting US citizens in Lebanon, but occasion-
ally the PLO would try to lift up issues such as their position on recognition of Israel
and other central political questions.

The PLO had a clear interest in making these talks political, whilst the US strove to
ensure that they remained security oriented, though sometimes allowing minor
exchanges on policy positions. For instance, during 9–10 July 1973 Ames-Salameh
meetings, Salameh asked for clarifications on US stances on very political issues regard-
ing Arab-Israeli peace negotiations. While Kissinger has made a point that he made a
non-response, Bird shows that Kissinger actually responded probingly.9 This is confirmed
in a document from the Ford Library, stating that ‘HAK [Kissinger] authorizes perfunctory

6Kai Bird, The Good Spy: The Life and Death of Robert Ames (New York: Crown Publishers, 2014), Kindle edition location
1440-1575, 1745-1775.

7David Ignatius, ‘The Secret History of U.S.-PLO Terror Talks’, The Washington Post, December 4, 1988.
8Kai Bird, The Good Spy, Kindle edition location 1793-1831, 2320-2332.
9Kai Bird, Kindle edition location 2460-2515.
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response to Arafat contact.’10 In August and September that year Arafat also commu-
nicated with the US via King Hassan of Morocco.11

On 3 November 1973 General Vernon Walters and CIA representatives met with PLO
representatives in Rabat. This was the highest level meeting the US made with the PLO
at the time.12 Contacts would continue intermittently over the following years.
Importantly, all these rounds of exploratory talks were held by the CIA, and did not
lead to any political initiative.13 While the last such meeting is often considered to have
been held on 8 March 1974 in Rabat, CIA-PLO contacts continued after that date.14 It
was the aforementioned CIA Agent Robert Ames that was mainly responsible for these
talks. While Kissinger maintained that they were meaningless, Kai Bird argues that the
talks were in fact politically important.15 They were certainly at a high enough level,
since Ames’ contact, Ali Hassan Salameh was very close to PLO chairman Yasser Arafat.

While such US-PLO contacts were controversial they were to become even more politi-
cally problematic after the finalization of the Sinai II interim agreement between Egypt and
Israel in September 1975. This agreement included a US pledge to Israel, stating that the US
‘will not recognize or negotiate with the Palestine Liberation Organization so long as the
Palestine Liberation Organization does not recognize Israel’s right to exist and does not
accept Security Council Resolutions 242 and 338. The United States Government will consult
fully and seek to concert its position and strategy at the Geneva peace conference with the
Government of Israel.’16 This pledge would be highly detrimental to the US room for
manoeuvre in the Middle East because it so clearly limited the US ability to engage with
the Palestinians. Remarkably this limitation was self-imposed. President Jimmy Carter would
practice a particular strict reading of this pledge and would not allow any direct talks with
the PLO whatsoever.17 Henry Kissinger, however, who had made the pledge, had a much
more pragmatic understanding of what it entailed.18 Thus he had no qualms allowing the

10“Palestinian Contacts”, Kissinger-Scowcroft West Wing Office Files, Box 21, Palestinian Contacts—Index and Items 1–4,
Gerald F. Ford Presidential Library.

11“Palestinian Contacts”, Kissinger-Scowcroft West Wing Office Files, Box 21, Palestinian Contacts—Index and Items 1–4,
Gerald F. Ford Presidential Library.

12Kai Bird, The Good Spy, Kindle edition location 2515-2534.
13Contacts with the Fatah Leadership, 18 July 1973, A Life in Intelligence—The Richard Helms Collection, http://www.
foia.cia.gov/document/memo-contacts-fatah-leadership-18-july-1973 (accessed September 28, 2015); Yezid Sayigh,
‘The Palestinians’, in The Cold War and the Middle East, ed. Yezid Sayigh and Avi Shlaim (Oxford: Clarendon Press,
1997), 130–31; D. P. Forsythe, ‘The Palestine Question: Dealing with a Long-Term Refugee Situation’, The Annals of the
American Academy of Political and Social Science 467, no. 1 (1983): 96; and Patrick Seale, Abu Nidal: A Gun for Hire
(New York: Random House, 1992), 50, 167.

14Backchannel Message From the Deputy Director of Central Intelligence (Walters) to the President’s Assistance for
National Security Affairs (Kissinger), FRUS: Foreign Relations of the United States, 1969–1976, Volume XXVI, Arab-Israeli
Dispute, 1974–1976 (Washington, DC: United States Government Printing Office, 2012), 159–62; The meeting is stated
as having been the last such PLO meeting in FRUS: Foreign Relations of the United States—1977-1980 Volume VIII Arab-
Israeli Dispute January 1977—August 1978 (Washington, DC: Department of State, United States Printing Office, 2013),
2, footnote 4. For list of US-Palestinian contact running until October 1974, see ‘Palestinian Contacts’, Kissinger-
Scowcroft West Wing Office Files, Box 21, Palestinian Contacts—Index and Items 1–4, Gerald F. Ford Presidential
Library.

15James R. Stocker, ‘A Historical Inevitability?: Kissinger and US Contacts with the Palestinians (1973–76)’, The
International History Review 39, no. 2 (2017): 2; and Kai Bird, The Good Spy.

16Quoted in Edward R. F. Sheehan, ‘How Kissinger Did It: Step by Step in the Middle East’, in Dynamics of Third Party
Intervention, ed. Jeffrey Z. Rubin (New York: Praeger Publishers, 1983), 86.

17See e.g. Jørgen Jensehaugen, Arab-Israeli Diplomacy under Carter.
18Ambassador Hermann Frederick Eilts, Interviewed by Ambassador William D. Brewer, 12 August 1988, The Association
for Diplomatic Studies and Training Foreign Affairs Oral History Project, Library of Congress, https://www.adst.org/OH
%20TOCs/Eilts,%20Herman.toc.pdf (accessed June 25, 2018).
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behind the scenes security talks to continue sporadically, notably in Lebanon, even after
Sinai II had been signed.

For instance, in March 1976 Kissinger sent diplomat Dean Brown to Beirut. Here he
had indirect contacts with Arafat through the CIA. Brown never met Arafat personally, to
his disappointment, but the PLO helped provide the US with security in Beirut.19 Most
famously, in June 1976 the PLO helped the US evacuate from Lebanon. Both President
Ford and Secretary of State Kissinger thanked the PLO for their assistance.20 The Ford
administration had not tried to conceal this contact, except to make sure that it was
understood that it did not imply a change in the US position regarding the PLO and that
the US had not talked directly to the PLO, insisting that all contact had been done via
intermediaries.21 Nonetheless, and unsurprisingly, Israel protested strongly.22

The language the US used to defend its use of PLO security assistance during the
Lebanon evacuation is interesting. In a press briefing it is described as ‘humanitarian
operations’.23 This phrase speaks directly to the US insistence that they could differenti-
ate between political and non-political contacts. ‘Humanitarian operations’ clearly
belonged in the non-political category. Three years later, when news broke in the US
that the PLO was helping mediate for the release of the hostages in Iran in November
1979, the Carter administration defended itself by citing the precedence of the Beirut
evacuation.24

On the political level there were some half-hearted attempts to include the
Palestinians in Middle East policy-making, but they never amounted to a real change
of US policy. In 1970 the Nixon administration had considered what it called ‘the
Palestine option’, but it was shelved rather quickly.25 In November 1975 Harold
Saunders of the National Security Council, with the approval of Henry Kissinger, made
a statement to the US House of Representatives that the Palestinians had to be included
in future peacemaking, but the adverse reaction to the statement made Kissinger claim
that it had been a mere academic exercise.26 In what was an academic exercise, the
Brookings Institution launched a report in 1975 arguing that the Palestinians had to be
part of any broad Arab-Israeli diplomacy. While this report had large influence on the
Carter administration, Carter never took the full step of negotiating with the PLO.27

19Stocker, ‘A Historical Inevitability?’, 16.
20Kai Bird, The Good Spy, Kindle edition location 2972-2979.
21SecState WashDC to Beirut, 19 June 1976, NSC ME and South Asian Affairs Staff, Box 17, Lebanon Evacuation Beirut
(1), Gerald F. Ford Presidential Library; ‘Question and Answer Session with the President’, 20 June 1976, NSC Me and
South Asian Affairs Staff, Box 17, Lebanon Evacuation Beirut (2), Gerald F. Ford Presidential Library; “Evening Report—
Middle East/South Asia, 21 June 1976, NSA White House Sit room, Evening reports from the NSC staff, Box 1, Evening
Reports June 21 1976, Gerald F. Ford Presidential Library; Secretary in Paris to SecState WashDC, 22 June 1976, NSC
ME and South Asian Affairs Staff, Box 15, Lebanon (27), Gerald F. Ford Presidential Library; ‘Contacts with the PLO’, 23
June 1976, NSC ME and South Asian Affairs Staff, Box 37, Palestinians (2), Gerald F. Ford Presidential Library.

22Tel Aviv to SecState WashDC, 1 July 1976, NSC ME and South Asian Affairs Staff, Box 37, Palestinians (2), Gerald F.
Ford Presidential Library.

23‘Contacts with the PLO’, 23 June 1976, NSC ME and South Asian Affairs Staff, Box 37, Palestinians (2), Gerald F. Ford
Presidential Library.

24‘Iranians Reject PLO Mediation on Hostages’, The Washington Post, November 9, 1979.
25Simen Zernichow and Hilde Henriksen Waage, ‘The Palestine Option: Nixon, the National Security Council, and the
Search for a New Policy, 1970’, Diplomatic History 38, no. 1 (2014): 182–209.

26Marwan R. Buheiry, ‘The Saunders Document’, Journal of Palestine Studies 8, no. 1 (1978): 28–40.
27Jørgen Jensehaugen, ‘Blueprint for Arab–Israeli Peace? President Carter and the Brookings Report’, Diplomacy &
Statecraft 25, no. 3 (2014): 492–508; Jørgen Jensehaugen, Arab-Israeli Diplomacy under Carter.
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Carter refuses to talk to the PLO

While the Sinai II pledge had been made during the Ford presidency, Carter adhered to
it with much greater strictness than Ford. In terms of US-PLO relations the Carter
administration is a bit of a puzzle. While nominally intent on solving the Arab-Israeli
conflict in its entirety, including its Palestinian aspects, Carter acted as if it was impos-
sible to talk to the PLO.28

It was not for lack of an opportunity. Shortly after Carter entered office, on 2 February
1977 Yassir Arafat informed the US of his interest in opening a dialogue with the US
government.29 The US declined. Instead they would conduct indirect communication
with the PLO via a variety of intermediaries. The aim of all these contacts was to get the
PLO to take a position with regard to UNSC resolution 242 which would then enable the
US to negotiate with the Palestinians. This proved difficult, and while the two parties
were closer than previously assumed, they failed to make the political breakthrough.30 In
sum, Carter disliked this part of his Middle East policy, but he felt bound by prior US
agreements. He noted in his diary: ‘It is absolutely ridiculous that we pledged under
Kissinger and Nixon that we would not negotiate with the PLO; but our country’s honour
is at stake’.31

We here see a paradox. Under presidents Nixon and Ford, the US did not want the
PLO as part of a political process, but had no qualms about using the PLO in security
related questions. Carter, on the other hand, wanted to include the PLO in the political
process, but he acted as if he was so strictly bound by the Sinai II pledge that his
administration avoided contacting the group directly.

The US, the Iranian revolution and the PLO

Prior to the Iranian revolution, Iran had not been an issue that Carter personally cared about.32

To the extent that the Carter administration had an interest in Iran, it was in keeping the Shah
in power and maintaining the status quo. This lack of interest changed drastically with the
revolution, and thenevenmorewith the hostage crisis. The revolution in Iran caught theCarter
administration completely off guard. In an unfortunate choice of words Carter had called Iran
an ‘island of stability’ in the regionwhen he dinedwith the Shah on New Year’s Eve December
1977.33 While the US was not prepared for the revolution in general, they were particularly
unprepared for the shift from a broad revolution to an Islamist revolution.34

28Jørgen Jensehaugen, Arab-Israeli Diplomacy under Carter.
29Memorandum From Acting Director of Central Intelligence Knoche to the President’s Assistant for National Security
Affairs (Brzezinski), 8 February 1977, FRUS 1977–80 Vol. VIII, 25.

30The most full account of Carter’s Palestine policy is Jørgen Jensehaugen, Arab-Israeli Diplomacy under Carter; See also
Seth Anziska, Preventing Palestine: A Political History from Camp David to Oslo (Princeton: Princeton University Press,
2018), 17–161.

31Jimmy Carter, White House Diary (New York: Picador, 2010), 352.
32See e.g. Javier Gil Guerrero, ‘Human Rights and Tear Gas: The Question of Carter Administration Officials Opposed to
the Shah’, British Journal of Middle Eastern Studies 43, no. 3 (2016): 285–301; Luca Trenta, ‘The Champion of Human
Rights Meets the King of Kings: Jimmy Carter, the Shah, and Iranian Illusions and Rage’, Diplomacy & Statecraft 24, no.
3 (2013): 476–98.

33Jimmy Carter, ‘Teheran, Iran Toasts of the President and the Shah at a State Dinner’, December 31, 1977, Jimmy Carter
Presidency papers, http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/index.php?pid=7080 (accessed April 27, 2018).

34Mattin Biglari, ‘“Captive to the Demonology of the Iranian Mobs”: U.S. Foreign Policy and Perceptions of Shi’a Islam
During the Iranian Revolution, 1978–79’, Diplomatic History 40, no. 4 (2016): 579–605; and Trenta, ‘The Champion of
Human Rights Meets the King of Kings’.
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It was understood, from the beginning of the Iranian revolution, that revolutionary
Iran would support the PLO.35 Unlike the Shah, Ayatollah Khomeini had long held a
strong pro-Palestinian and anti-Israeli political position.36 Furthermore the PLO had
provided Khomeini with bodyguards during his exile in Paris.37 The CIA was well
aware of this, noting in a report dated 27 March 1979, that ‘the only outside party
with any significant ability to influence [. . .] Ayatollah Khomeini, is the Palestine
Liberation Organization.’ While the memorandum does admit that this influence is
probably very limited, it goes on to state that ‘the PLO has been invited to assist the
new regime in building up its military forces’.38 In fact, several Iranian individuals who
would become central in the Iranian Revolutionary Guard had been trained by
Palestinians in Lebanon prior to the Iranian revolution.39

Ayatollah Khomeini’s actions upon coming to power proved the point. In February
1979, shortly after the new regime was established, the Israeli embassy in Teheran was
closed, contact with Israel was severed and the embassy building was handed to the
PLO to use as its embassy.40 The PLO had previously made statements to the effect that
this support was reciprocal. For instance, in the 14th Palestinian National Council, held in
Damascus in January 1979, Arafat expressed ‘Palestinian support for Khomeini and the
Iranian people.’41 Arafat was also the first foreign leader to visit revolutionary Iran.42

Arafat would later claim that the PLO access to Iran was unique since it was the only
revolutionary movement whose leader was also a devout Muslim.43 It was these types of
political connections between the PLO and the revolutionary Iranian leadership which
made the PLO a possible go-between when the hostage crisis broke out.

As the PLO would quickly discover, it was not that simple. Prior to the Iranian
revolution both the PLO and the Iranian revolutionaries had been weak non-state actors.
The PLO was then the stronger of the two and provided the Iranian revolutionaries with
military training. The PLO had been strongest amongst equals. After the Iranian revolu-
tion, however, the PLO remained a non-state group, while the Iranian Islamic revolu-
tionaries had become upgraded to running a state which although it was in
revolutionary turmoil had the potential of becoming a regional great power once
again. With this change of relationship Iran could ignore the PLO if that was to their
benefit.

35Christian Emery, ‘United States Iran Policy 1979–1980: The Anatomy and Legacy of American Diplomacy’, Diplomacy &
Statecraft 24, no. 4 (2013): 620.

36Latife Reda, ‘Origins of the Islamic Republic’s Strategic Approaches to Power and Regional Politics: The Palestinian-
Israeli Conflict in Khomeini’s Discourse’, Middle East Critique 25, no. 2 (2016): 181–203.

37Ambassador Harold H. Saunders, Interviewed by Thomas Stern, 24 November 1993, The Association for Diplomatic
Studies and Training Foreign Affairs Oral History Project, Library of Congress, http://www.adst.org/OH%20TOCs/
Saunders,%20Harold%20H.toc.pdf (accessed March 18, 2011).

38Memorandum: An Inventory of Iranian Political Groups, 27 March 1979, CIA CREST Digital Collection.
39The Iranian Revolutionary Guard: A Research Paper, January 1980, CIA CREST Digital Collection.
40David W. Lesch, 1979: The Year That Shaped the Modern Middle East (Boulder: Perseus, 2001), 59; Reda, ‘Origins of the
Islamic Republic’s Strategic Approaches to Power and Regional Politics’, 8. See also Chronology of the Iranian Crisis: 1
January 1978–15 February 1979, CIA CREST Digital Collection: 16, 36, 46.

41Damascus to Priority FCO, 20 January 1979, Foreign and Commonwealth Office, FCO 93/2054, National Archives, Kew,
London.

42New Directions in Iranian Foreign policy: An Intelligence Assessment, March 1979, CIA CREST Digital Collection.
43Pamela de Maigret to Morris Draper and Harold Saunders, 9 January 1980, Jimmy Carter Presidential Library, NLC-131-
12-7-19-5.
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The PLO approaches the US

When John Gunther Dean was appointed as US ambassador to Lebanon in 1978 he was
authorized to meet with the PLO for matters of security.44 By spring 1979 Dean therefore
started having some contacts with representatives of the PLO.45 This was the first sign
that the Kissinger policy of back-channel security talks could be reinstated despite the
ban on political talks. However, as before, this did not pave the way for US-PLO political
contacts. There were thus clear limits to what these contacts could entail. For instance,
when in mid-May 1979 Arafat tried to establish contact with Dean, Dean declined.46

While several such PLO security contacts in Lebanon had taken place during the
Kissinger period, this was new under Carter. The US-PLO channel in Beirut was first and
foremost aimed at increasing the security of the embassy. Dean later argued that this
was a deepening of US-PLO contacts as compared to the security channel under
Kissinger since it was directly between the US ambassador and the PLO leadership.47

This was an extremely sensitive issue, and when Harold Saunders reported it to the
British embassy in Washington he asked them not to report that such communications
were taking place.48 While these contacts had started carefully in Beirut in the spring of
1979 it was developments in Iran which would make these contacts have any
significance.

Hostages taken—game-changer

On 20 October 1979 the US allowed the deposed Shah of Iran to enter the country for
medical treatment. Within two weeks this had created an uproar in Iran. On 4 November
a large group of militant Iranian students, numbering somewhere between 300 and 400,
attacked the US embassy in Teheran. The attack was well planned, and within five hours
they had complete control of the compound and held a total of sixty-six embassy
workers as hostages. This move was not initiated by Ayatollah Khomeini, but once it
had happened he went all out in support of the move.49 It is still debated why the
hostages were taken. One set of arguments is that it was a reaction against US policy.
Another claim is that it was part of a domestic Iranian competition over where the
revolution was heading. By taking the US hostages the Islamists managed to radicalize
the political developments, side-lining both the Iranian nationalists and the Leftists.50

44Ambassador John Gunther Dean, Interviewed by Charles Stuart Kennedy, 6 September 2000, The Association for
Diplomatic Studies and Training Foreign Affairs Oral History Project, Library of Congress, http://adst.org/wp-content/
uploads/2012/09/Dean-John-Gunther.pdf (accessed March 18, 2011); SecState WashDC to Amembassy Beirut, 6 May
1979, Jimmy Carter Presidential Library, NLC-131-1-2-8-5.

45John Gunther Dean to Nicholas A. Veliotes, 24 March 1981, Jimmy Carter Presidential Library, NLC-131-4-10-1-0.
46Beirut to SecState WashDC, 4 June 1979, Jimmy Carter Presidential Library, NLC-131-2-9-27-6.
47John Gunther Dean to Nicholas A. Veliotes, 24 March 1981, Jimmy Carter Presidential Library, NLC-131-4-10-1-0.
48Washington to FCO, 10 July 1979, Foreign and Commonwealth Office, FCO 93/2176, National Archives, Kew, London.
49Iran: The Seizure of the Embassy in Retrospect, November 1981, CIA CREST Digital Collection; Glad, ‘Personality,
Political and Group Process Variables in Foreign Policy Decision-Making’, 36–37; Daniel Strieff, ‘FLAG and the
Diplomacy of the Iran Hostage Families’, Diplomacy & Statecraft 28, no. 4 (2017): 703; Mark Gasiorowski, ‘US
Intelligence Assistance to Iran, May-October 1979’, The Middle East Journal 66, no. 4 (2012): 625; and Mohammad
Ayatollahi Tabaar, ‘Causes of the US Hostage Crisis in Iran: The Untold Account of the Communist Threat’, Security
Studies 26, no. 4 (2017): 665.

50Mohammad Ayatollahi Tabaar, ‘Causes of the US Hostage Crisis in Iran: The Untold Account of the Communist Threat’;
Harold H. Saunders, ‘The Crisis Begins’, in American Hostages in Iran, ed. Warren Christopher (New Haven: Yale
University Press, 1985), 59.
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Whatever themainmotive of the hostage-takers, this dramatic turn of events alsomade the
US reconsider prior red-lines. Suddenly talking to the PLO was an open possibility. However,
the insider accounts of who reached out to who differ. Gary Sick, the National Security Council
member with responsibility for Iran, argues that the PLO contacted the White House and the
State Department suggesting that they could try to mediate with the Iranian regime.51

According to Carter, however, the US reached out to the PLO ‘to intercede on behalf of the
release of our hostages.’52 Carter’s version is confirmed by ambassador Dean, who claims that
he was asked by the State Department to contact the PLO in order to try to secure the release
of the hostages.53 With Sick as an exception, the historical material thus tends to support the
claim that it was the US that reached out first.

Whoever reached out, the important point is that both the PLO and the US realized
that they could be of use to each other. The US could hopefully get their embassy
workers back to safety and the PLO could obtain US gratitude in return. This was the
same pattern as under President Ford. The dynamics changed once US lives were at
stake. The PLO willingness to act as a mediator on behalf of the US illustrated the
organization’s weakness vis-à-vis the US. While the PLO had access to the Iranian regime
they could only hope that their mission, if successful, would be repaid by the US. In the
words of Gary Sick, ‘the PLO, by this offer, hoped to use its contacts with the new Iranian
regime to build up its credit and respectability in the United States. They were quietly
encouraged to proceed with their efforts.’54

This pragmatic security oriented approach was nonetheless controversial, not only in
the US itself but also for Israel which was alarmed by any notion of US-PLO commu-
nication. Harold Saunders claimed that he informed the Israeli ambassador of the PLO
contact, and that he responded: ‘You know our position on the PLO, but we don’t want
to complicate your life.’55

Since Salameh, the US contact in the PLO, had been murdered by the Mossad on 22
January 1979, Dean had had to find other contacts.56 The PLO representatives Dean then
had developed contacts with were Walid Khalidi, Abu Walid and Abu Jihad.57

Unfortunately the source material on these contacts are scant. Trying to piece together
what transpired is difficult, but we can get the central outlines.

What in late spring-early summer 1979 had been purely security contacts regarding
local issues in Lebanon, was upgraded to US-PLO-Iranian negotiations. To facilitate this,

51Sick, All Fall Down, 208–9, 224.
52Carter, White House Diary, 368. This is also the order of the contact according to David Ignatius, ‘The Secret History of
U.S.-PLO Terror Talks’, The Washington Post, December 4, 1988.

53Ambassador John Gunther Dean, Interviewed by Charles Stuart Kennedy, 6 September 2000, The Association for
Diplomatic Studies and Training Foreign Affairs Oral History Project, Library of Congress, http://adst.org/wp-content/
uploads/2012/09/Dean-John-Gunther.pdf (accessed March 18, 2011).

54Sick, All Fall Down, 209.
55Ambassador Harold H. Saunders, Interviewed by Thomas Stern, 24 November 1993, The Association for Diplomatic
Studies and Training Foreign Affairs Oral History Project, Library of Congress, http://www.adst.org/OH%20TOCs/
Saunders,%20Harold%20H.toc.pdf (accessed March 18, 2011).

56Kai Bird, The Good Spy, Kindle edition location 3620.
57Ambassador John Gunther Dean, Interviewed by Charles Stuart Kennedy, 6 September 2000, The Association for
Diplomatic Studies and Training Foreign Affairs Oral History Project, Library of Congress, http://adst.org/wp-content/
uploads/2012/09/Dean-John-Gunther.pdf (accessed March 18, 2011). The documents dealing with these contacts do
not contain the name of the US representative who held these meeting. Based on information contained in them,
and from a letter later sent from Ambassador Dean to Reagan’s Assistant Secretary of State, Nicholas A. Veliotes,
informing him of this US-PLO security channel, we know that the person in question was Ambassador Dean himself.
John Gunther Dean to Nicholas A. Veliotes, 24 March 1981, Jimmy Carter Presidential Library, NLC-131-4-10-1-0.
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talks with the PLO were opened in Beirut, through ambassador Dean, and passed on
through ex-Attorny General Ramsey Clark in Istanbul who was trying to get to Teheran.
Clark never made it further than Istanbul, but the PLO sent a team to Iran to negotiate
instead. The PLO appointed Dean’s contact Abu Walid (Saad Sayel), as the head of the
PLO delegation sent to Teheran to negotiate for the hostages’ release.58 With him was
Hani Hassan who was head of the PLO office in Teheran.59 Furthermore, a US represen-
tative, it is unclear who, was given permission by Secretary of State Cyrus Vance to meet
with Abu Walid in order to get updates on the situation in Iran.60

On 8 November 1979 this PLO delegation went to Iran to try to obtain a release of the
hostages. This did not go as well as the PLO had hoped. The delegation was not warmly
received.61 Abu Walid was in fact ‘extremely offended and disappointed’ by the recep-
tion they got from the Revolutionary Council.62 This went both ways. One of the
hostage-takers commented that ‘the encounter with the Palestinians was not completely
friendly and revolutionary and was marred by pressure and threats.’63

Here the picture becomes murky. The PLO seemed to have overestimated its influ-
ence in Iran. One problem was that the PLO went on this mission with too much public
bravado, and another was that there was a change of Iranian government as the
moderate Bazargan government stepped down just before the PLO delegation arrived.64

The power was then transferred to the Iranian Revolutionary Council. This represented a
radicalization of the Iranian revolution and was in fact closely tied to the hostage crisis
which pushed the government in a radical Islamic direction.65 The more entrenched this
revolutionary fervour became within the Iranian leadership the less likely a swift nego-
tiated breakthrough became. If the assumption of the PLO’s influence rested with the
Bazargan government, they had bet on the wrong horse.

It did not help that it immediately became public knowledge in the US that Carter
had tried to enlist the PLO as a mediator.66 This was—to put it mildly—a highly
controversial US policy which was best kept behind the scenes. This publicity was also
difficult for the PLO, and Arafat was faced with ‘strong opposition from within the
movement [the PLO]’.67 Appearing to side with the US such a short time after Camp
David was not a popular position.

58Summary of Telephone Conversation with Morris Draper, 9 November 1979, Jimmy Carter Presidential Library, NLC-
131-12-5-24-1.

59Edward Cody, ‘PLO Pledges “Utmost Effort” to Win Release of Hostages in U.S. Embassy’, The Washington Post,
November 11, 1979.

60Summary of meeting with Basil Aql, 11 November 1979, Jimmy Carter Presidential Library, NLC-131-12-5-2-9.
61Salim Yaqub, Imperfect Strangers: Americans, Arabs, and U.S.–Middle East Relations in the 1970s (Ithaca: Cornell
University Press, 2016), Kindle edition location 6322.

62Palestinian Involvement in US-Iranian Dispute, 21 November 1979, CIA CREST Digital Collection.
63Iran: The Seizure of the Embassy in Retrospect, November 1981, CIA CREST Digital Collection.
64Palestinian Involvement in US-Iranian Dispute, 21 November 1979, CIA CREST Digital Collection.
65Iran: The Seizure of the Embassy in Retrospect, November 1981, CIA CREST Digital Collection; Kai Bird, The Good Spy,
Kindle edition location 3842-3846; Mark Gasiorowski, ‘US Intelligence Assistance to Iran, May-October 1979’, 625; and
Bill, The Eagle and the Lion, 265.

66‘Iranians Reject PLO Mediation on Hostages’, The Washington Post, November 9, 1979; and Christian Emery, ‘The
Transatlantic and Cold War Dynamics of Iran Sanctions, 1979–80’, Cold War History 10, no. 3 (2010): 374.

67PLO Policies, 21 December 1979, Foreign and Commonwealth Office, FCO 93/2054, National Archives, Kew, London.
See also Ambassador John Gunther Dean, Interviewed by Charles Stuart Kennedy, 6 September 2000, The Association
for Diplomatic Studies and Training Foreign Affairs Oral History Project, Library of Congress, http://adst.org/wp-
content/uploads/2012/09/Dean-John-Gunther.pdf (accessed March 18, 2011).
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Despite these difficulties, there was some success. Thirteen African-American and
female hostages were released on thanksgiving 1979, on 20 November.68 This
release was dubbed the ‘Ayatollah’s version of “affirmative action”’.69 It is hard to
prove exactly why these hostages were released, but the PLO had asked for the
release of the African-American hostages because of the positive relationship which
had been developing between the PLO and leaders from the African-American
community in the US.70

The release of these thirteen so shortly after the PLO mission had gone to Iran does
not seem coincidental. In fact Arafat insisted that they were released thanks to the
intervention of the PLO.71 This was an assessment members of the US administration
agreed with.72 This includes Secretary of State Cyrus Vance who confirmed that ‘I did
communicate with [Arafat] about the 13 hostages.’73 Ambassador Dean estimates that a
total of around twenty-five messages were passed between Arafat and Vance in the time
surrounding that release.74 Interestingly, both Arafat and Vance agreed that the PLO role
in this should be kept secret.75

If indeed the release of the thirteen was due to the PLO, the hostage takers them-
selves seem to not have been aware of this. In Massoumeh Ebtekar’s insider account of
the embassy takeover she mentions that a Palestinian delegation came on behalf of
Carter, but that they refused to negotiate with them. Shortly thereafter Khomeini
ordered the students to release women and African-Americans, but she does not
connect the two events.76 Interestingly, National Security Advisor Zbigniew Brzezinski
denies the PLO influence, contradicting Vance’s account.77 Others arguing against the
PLO role include Gaddis Smith who argues that they might have been released on
suggestion from former Attorney General Ramsey Clark.78 However, since Clark was one
of the main go-betweens in enlisting the PLO, this does not contradict the possibility
that it was the PLO that convinced Khomeini.79

As Harold Saunders points out it is very hard to conclude affirmatively, but both the
chronology and the fact that the PLO passed information back and forth on this specific

68Ambassador John Gunther Dean, Interviewed by Charles Stuart Kennedy, 6 September 2000, The Association for
Diplomatic Studies and Training Foreign Affairs Oral History Project, Library of Congress, http://adst.org/wp-content/
uploads/2012/09/Dean-John-Gunther.pdf (accessed March 18, 2011).

69Herbert A. Cohen, ‘Negotiating the “Iranian Crisis”’, no date, Jimmy Carter Presidential Library, NLC-25-42-8-1-9.
70Yaqub, Imperfect Strangers, Kindle edition location 6322.
71Pamela de Maigret to Morris Draper and Harold Saunders, 9 January 1980, Jimmy Carter Presidential Library, NLC-131-
12-7-19-5; James Buchan, Days of God: The Revolution in Iran and Its Consequences (London: John Murray, 2013), 323.

72Talking points for meeting with Secretary Muskie, no date, Jimmy Carter Presidential Library, NLC-131-1-1-14-9; John
Gunther Dean to Nicholas A. Veliotes, 24 March 1981, Jimmy Carter Presidential Library, NLC-131-4-10-1-0; J. A.
Robinson to C. Moberly, 5 December 1979, Foreign and Commonwealth Office, FCO 93/2579, National Archives, Kew,
London; Sick, All Fall Down, 224–25.

73David Ignatius, ‘The Secret History of U.S.-PLO Terror Talks’, The Washington Post, December 4, 1988; See also Cyrus R.
Vance, Hard Choices: Critical Years in America’s Foreign Policy (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1983), 378.

74John Gunther Dean to Nicholas A. Veliotes, 24 March 1981, Jimmy Carter Presidential Library, NLC-131-4-10-1-0.
75Summary Telephone Conversations with Morrie Draper, 17 November 1979, Jimmy Carter Presidential Library, NLC-
131-1-3-5-7.

76Massoumeh Ebtekar, Takeover in Tehran: The Inside Story of the 1979 U.S. Embassy Capture (Vancouver: Talon, 2000),
85, 89–93, 121.

77Zbigniew Brzezinski, Power and Principle: Memoirs of the National Security Adviser, 1977–1981 (New York: Farrar Straus
& Giroux, 1983), 479.

78Gaddis Smith, Morality, Reason, and Power: American Diplomacy in the Carter Years (New York: Hill and Wang, 1987),
199.

79Christian Emery, ‘The Transatlantic and Cold War Dynamics of Iran Sanctions, 1979–80’, 374; Moses, Freeing the
Hostages, 45–47.
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issue suggests that they played a central part.80 If it was in fact the PLO that secured the
release of these thirteen hostages it has implications for the common explanation for
why they were released. It is usually argued that Khomeini argued for the release of
female and African-American hostages because women and African-Americans were
seen as victims of US oppression, much like the Iranians themselves. As Khomeini
himself stated it at the time: ‘Islam reserves special rights for women’ and ‘blacks for a
long time have lived under oppression and pressure in America and may have been sent
[to Iran under duress.]’81 The narrative emerging from the Carter archives is that it was
the PLO which convinced Ayatollah Khomeini of this argument.

After that initial breakthrough talks broke down. The PLO then tried to tone down
their efforts, while publically siding with the Iranian regime against the US. The PLO
leadership was, as so many times before, walking a political tightrope. They wanted to
help free the hostages to gain recognition from the US, but they could not afford to
publically criticize the Iranian regime. There were two main reasons for this. The first was
that if they criticized the regime too openly they would lose access, and hence could no
longer serve as a mediator. The other reason was that the Palestinian leadership could
not afford a PLO rift between the moderate and the radical factions, nor could they
afford to lose support from Syria. If the PLO leadership was seen as taking the US side in
a US-Iranian dispute such splits were bound to ensue.82

After the release of these thirteen then, the PLO is generally considered to have
backed out. However, Harold Saunders, US Assistant Secretary of State for the Near East
and South Asia, was still convinced that the PLO was the indirect channel that could
provide the greatest hope of releasing the remaining hostages. While the PLO never
asked for anything concrete in return, Saunders foresaw that if the PLO was able to
provide for the release of the hostages, then ‘the US will owe the PLO a very big debt of
gratitude’ which would have so much public support that, according to his estimate, the
US might have been able to repay during an election year.83

This PLO insistence that there was no quid pro quo was passed to the US adminis-
tration via Republican Congressman Paul Findley. According to his information all they
were asking for was ‘some kind of private acknowledgement of what they were doing.’84

This assessment was seemingly agreed upon by the full Carter administration. While
Brzezinski had no doubt that Arafat’s concern for the hostages was ‘genuinely sincere’, it
was also clear for him that Arafat was trying to get them released in order to score
public opinion points in the US.85 US Deputy Secretary of State Warren Christopher
informed the Saudis in February 1980 that ‘it would be a service to his [Arafat’s]
reputation if he was able to help with the hostage situation.’86 All in all, the assessment

80Harold H. Saunders, ‘Diplomacy and Pressure’, in American Hostages in Iran, ed. Warren Christopher, 78–79.
81Jonathan C. Randal, ‘Women, Blacks Ordered Freed in Iran’, The Washington Post, November 18, 1979.
82Palestinian Involvement in US-Iranian Dispute, 21 November 1979, CIA CREST Digital Collection; Iran: The Seizure of
the Embassy in Retrospect, November 1981, CIA CREST Digital Collection.

83J. A. Robinson to C. Moberly, 5 December 1979, Foreign and Commonwealth Office, FCO 93/2579, National Archives,
Kew, London.

84Saunders, ‘Diplomacy and Pressure’, 78; Findley is an interesting case in his own right. Earlier in the Carter diplomacy
towards the Arab-Israeli conflict Findley had served as a back-channel between Arafat and Carter. Jørgen
Jensehaugen, Arab-Israeli Diplomacy under Carter, 107, 151.

85Zbigniew Brzezinski to The President, 12 August 1980, Jimmy Carter Presidential Library, NLC-1-16-6-1-3.
86MemCon, 5 February 1980, FRUS: Foreign Relations of the United States—1977-1980 Volume IX Arab-Israeli Dispute
August 1978—December 1980 (Washington, DC: Department of State, United States Printing Office, 2014), 1076.
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that the PLO only wanted gratitude, because they hoped to be able to cash it in later,
helps us understand why Arafat was so keen to help the Americans without placing a
specific political price for the job. More importantly though, the PLO’s weak position
meant that it could not demand such a political price in return for its services.

While no breakthroughs were made after the thanksgiving release, the PLO continued
its efforts. Arafat had personal responsibility for the messages that were given to the
Americans, which delayed matters immensely since he was preoccupied with Lebanese
affairs at the time. Developments in Iran were also slow and chaotic, and although the
PLO maintained channels and could pass information from Iran to the Americans, it was
hard to tell if they had any real influence over events.87 When Abu Jihad was sent to Iran
in January 1980 it became clear that the PLO did not have that type of influence. He
reported back to Arafat that any breakthrough in the hostage situation was unlikely to
occur before March 1980.88 According to Saunders the PLO channel then hit a dead
end.89 The US administration tried other mediation channels, but none of them provided
any breakthroughs.

Running out of diplomatic options Carter tried to use force. On 24 April 1980, the
United States sent a Delta force rescue mission to Iran in an attempt to free the US
hostages. The first phase of the mission failed miserably as not enough helicopters made
it to the first landing site—Desert One—and Carter ordered the entire team to withdraw.
While doing so, two of the aircrafts collided, killing eight Americans.90 Not only was this
a tragic accident, but it also meant that the bodies of eight Americans fell into the hands
of the Iranian regime. According to two separate sources, but difficult to verify, the PLO
once again entered the scene and helped negotiate the release of the bodies.91

This was the last success the PLO had as a negotiator between the Iranians and the
Americans. However, Arafat continued pushing the US hostage issue with Khomeini into
August 1980. By then, his impression was that Khomeini would only release the hostages
after the US election, and only if Carter lost. Khomeini wanted ‘to be written in history as
“the man who brought down the Shah and the Carter administration.”’92

However, the PLO option never disappeared from the US toolkit.93 In a September
1980 run-through of US negotiation options the PLO was listed under the section
‘Reviving traditional third party channels’.94 The fact that the PLO was considered a

87Summary of events 19–26 December 1979, Jimmy Carter Presidential Library, NLC-131-1-3-19-2; Pamela de Maigret to
Morris Draper and Harold Saunders, 9 January 1980, Jimmy Carter Presidential Library, NLC-131-12-7-19-5.

88Summary of meeting with Basil Aql, 13 January 1980, Jimmy Carter Presidential Library, NLC-131-1-1-2-2.
89Blake W. Jones, ‘“How Does a Born-Again Christian Deal with a Born-Again Moslem?” The Religious Dimension of the
Iranian Hostage Crisis’, Diplomatic History 39, no. 3 (2015): 434.

90Jimmy Carter, ‘Address to the Nation on the Rescue Attempt for American Hostages in Iran’, April 25, 1980, Papers of
Jimmy Carter, The American Presidency Project, http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/index.php?pid=33322&st=&st1=
(accessed September 22, 2015); Carter, White House Diary, 421–22; Scott Kaufman, Plans Unravelled: The Foreign Policy
of the Carter Administration (DeKalb: Northern Illinois University Press, 2008), 206–9; For the discussions leading up to
the operation, see Glad, ‘Personality, Political and Group Process Variables in Foreign Policy Decision-Making’; Betty
Glad, An Outsider in the White House: Jimmy Carter, His Advisors, and the Making of American Foreign Policy (Ithaca:
Cornell University Press, 2009), 263–67; and Bowden, Guests of the Ayatollah, 431–68.

91David Ignatius, ‘The Secret History of U.S.-PLO Terror Talks’, The Washington Post, December 4, 1988; and Kai Bird, The
Good Spy, Kindle edition location 3977, 4057. I have been in contact with Kai Bird, but he was unable to recall who
was the source of this claim. Bird then contacted David Ignatius, but he could not recall what his source was either.

92Zbigniew Brzezinski to The President, 12 August 1980, Jimmy Carter Presidential Library, NLC-1-16-6-1-3; Jones, “‘How
Does a Born-Again Christian Deal with a Born-Again Moslem?’, 449.

93See e.g. Amembassy Paris to SecState WashDC, 30 May 1980, CIA CREST Digital Collection.
94US Negotiating Options and Hostage Trials, 10 September 1980, CIA CREST Digital Collection.
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‘traditional’ channel is remarkable. In another internal brief on how to negotiate with
Ayatollah Khomeini, Andrew Young was suggested as a prime candidate to negotiate on
behalf of the United States. One of the main reasons behind this suggestion was Young’s
talks with the PLO, which was the reason why Carter had fired him as UN ambassador in
August 1979.95 The same document concluded that the ‘final scenario may [include] the
involvement of the PLO’, however there are no further explanations of what exactly is
meant with this.96

While the PLO mediation did not provide the major breakthrough that the US
wanted, the PLO had in fact helped release thirteen hostages. The PLO did not get
the credit they arguably deserved for this, but they hoped to continue the contacts with
the US moving into the future. On 14 January 1981 the US representative in Beirut
received a message from Arafat, via Walid Khalidi, in which Arafat asked whether the
incoming Reagan administration wanted to continue ‘the relationship we have had
through your Embassy over the last year and a half?’97

Conclusion

Beyond serving as an example of how the US position vis-à-vis the PLO changed
according to US needs, this story also serves to illustrate how vulnerable a weak non-
state party is vis-à-vis states, be it a global super-power, such as the US, or a state such
as Iran. While the PLO had trained Iranian revolutionary forces prior to the revolution,
and revolutionary Iran spoke warmly of the PLO after the revolution, the PLO was not in
a position to make demands of Iran. Iran was the greater power of the two, and Iran
would call the shots. The same can be said of the PLO and the US. The PLO knew that it
could not make any demands of the US prior to negotiating for the release of US
hostages. They could at best hope that success would grant them a gesture of good-
will from the US. While the PLO was not successful in liberating all the hostages the
organization did play a role in liberating the thanksgiving group and debatably securing
the release of the bodies from the botched rescue operation. Being the weak party,
however, they could not cash in these partial successes simply because they were in no
position to make demands towards the US, and the size of their partial success was not
big enough for the US to volunteer a goodwill gesture.

Politically the PLO was in a squeeze. They had too little (Islamic) revolutionary status
for the Iranian regime to give them an all-out support, but they had too much revolu-
tionary status for the US to accept them as a political group with legitimate demands.
The PLO had tried to make a diplomatic move within their very limited room for
manoeuvre. By assisting the US in a security issue—the hostage crisis—the PLO had
hoped to gain traction politically.

However, for the US, security issues and political issues were two separate spheres,
whilst for the PLO the former was considered a gateway to the latter. Being the weaker
party, by far, the PLO could not insist on this connection, but only hope that the US
would repay them. In sum, this PLO policy failed, but this understudied case provides us

95Herbert A. Cohen, ‘Negotiating the “Iranian Crisis”’, no date, Jimmy Carter Presidential Library, NLC-25-42-8-1-9.
96Herbert A. Cohen, ‘Negotiating the “Iranian Crisis”’, no date, Jimmy Carter Presidential Library, NLC-25-42-8-1-9.
97Summary of Meeting with Walid Khalidi, 14 January 1981, Jimmy Carter Presidential Library, NLC-131-1-1-27-5.
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with greater insight into the US-PLO dynamics during this period. While it was one of the
first almost-breakthroughs in the long process of establishing direct contacts between
the two, it turned out that the road to Washington did not pass through Teheran.
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