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The Education
of an Arabist

One Foreign Service officer discovers that specialization
15 mot without its perils as be faces the problems of
skeptical superiovs and hostile special interest groups.

By CURTIS F. JONES
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entered the Foreign Service in
1946, much impressed/ by the
word coming out of Washington
that the postwar dipiomar would be a
new breed—not the effere Iy Leaguer
of former yeats but a’concerned public
servant who would mix freely wich
other nationalities and speak their lan-
guages like his own. Having received
some wartime instruction in Moroccan
Arabic, I became an Arabic language
officer, never dreaming that the time
would come when the appellation of
Arabist would acquire faint opprobei-
um. and those who held it would face
automatic exclusion from the formula-
tion of U.8. policy in the Mideast.

I soon discovered that the acquisi-
tion of an exotic language Is a lifetime
endeavor, fraught with formidable [in-
guistic and sociological obstacles.

The Arabist in the U.S. government
must work within a bureaucracy made
up laggely of people unatruned to the
special difficulcies of learning an exotic
tongue, people who do not always ap-
preciate that fluency is a mercurial
quality that fluctuates with the speak-
er's exposure to the language.

There is only one way to gain fluen-
¢y in a language, and thar is to speak
it—morning, noon, and night. The
language student needs access to native
speakers friendly enough to admit him
or her to their inner circle, where easy
banter replaces stilted formalities. Bur
here again the Arabist is handicapped,
this time by the Arabs themselves. For
most of them, fluency in English is
important not only to their prestige
but sometimes their financial security
as well. Arabists who hope a social
gathering will provide an opportunicy
to chitchat in their newly learned. ex-
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gfficer. An Arab language specialirt, he
has served in numerous posts throughout the
Mideast and as director of Intelligence and
Research’s Near Eastern office.
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otic tongue must take care or they will
spend the evening listening to Arabs
practicing their English. Small won-
der that some Arabists end up more
fluent in French, which is scill favared
by some upper-class elements in North
Africa and the Levant,

My own progress in Arabic owed
much to the friendliness of evening
get-togethers in places such as the Cafe
della Posta in Tripoli, Libya, and the
Bayt al Hadid in Port Said, and o the
fortunate introduction of tennis iato
the Mideast by the British. In many
countries where the political siruation
was volatile or relations with the Unit-
ed Stares were strained, the local citi-
zenry shunned U.S. diplomats except
in the most innocent of circumstances,
such as on the teanis court. In this
relaxed ambience, it was possible—
without ever broaching sensitive top-
ics——to get a subliminal feel of the lo-
cal situation and sometimes to inter-
cept informarcion of immediate utilicy.

Court Uprising

If I learned nothing else, I suspect
the hours I spent on the court were
vindicated one day in September
1961, when a casual tennis acquaint-
ance stopped me on 2 Damascus screet
to murmur that ir was time ‘you
Americans helped us to ger rid of these
Neferritis.” It was the third year of the
Syrian-Egyptian union, and the “Ne-
fertitis”’ to whom he alluded were the
Egyptian officials Nasser had sent
north to rule the Syrian region of the
United Arab Republic. Taken with
other straws in the wind, this berief
conversation emboldened Consulare
General Damascus ro send a cable
alerting the department to the possi-
bility of an imminent anti-Egyptian
uprising in Syria. Two weeks larer,
elements of the Syrian army revolted,
Syria seceded from the JAR, and Con-
Gen Damacus had accomplished that
most difficult of feats in the realm of
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political analysis—a near-term predic-
tion that proved correct,

Those two decades following World
War II were the halcyon days for the
practicing Arabist. The calving of each
new mini-state from Britain’s crum-
bling Mideast empire was cause for the
creation of another U.S. diplomatic
mission. While Russian-language offi-
cers stood in line for jobs in Moscow
and gratefully accepted postings along
the Soviet periphery, each new grad-
uate of the Foreign Service Institute's
Arabic program could choose from a
variery of stimulating assignments ina
flock of exoric countries.

But all was not peaches and cream.
As early as 1948, I began to suspect
thac my chosen path as an Arabic spe-
cialist was not without abstacles—
some of which were my own superiors.
That year [ was winding up a tour in
Ethiopia and expecting to study Ara-
bic at the ESI in Washington, when
the legation at Addis came up for in-
spection. The inspector had strong
views on my plans. An old Mideast
hand, he had been trained in the pre-
war days when the department sent its
fanguage students to orieatal language
school in Paris. There he had studied
classical Arabic in the rraditional way
as a dead language and never learned to
speak any of the living dialects. This
fruscracing expertence had convinced
him that no one American-born and
bred would ever speak Arabic well
enough for diplomatic purposes; one
could carry on social conversation, but
in official dialogues native interpreters
would still be necessary. Why then, he
asked, did I propose to waste my time
and the taxpayers’ money at FSI?

I was not then in 2 position to en-
lighten the inspector with the knowl-
edge that within ten years several of
the graduates of the FSI Arabic pro-
gram were to prove him wrong. I
could only assert my belief thar Arabic
study would make me more useful to

the department and my work more
meaningful to me. But upon my re-
turn to Washington, I learned the in-
spector had marked me down for
studying Arabic to escape the “'real
work” of the Service, such as keeping
the accounts and tssuing visas.

Regional Change

By 1967, however, the course of
events in the Mld&ﬂ.st had created an-
ather, more serious problem for the
Arabist. Conservative Arab regimes
were gradually giving way to forces
less wedded to the West and less in
awe of the greatr white fathers in Lon-
don and Washington. Ill-conceived
CIA and Defense Department incer-
ventions in Arab affairs had eroded the
Arabs’ traditional tendency to absalve
the individual U.S. diplomat of re-
sponsibility for his governmesnt’s un-
palatable polictes. But above all,
growing Arab resentment was focused
on the unigque relationship between the
Unired States and Israel. As a result,
American Arabists have been subject-
ed to a constant barrage of condemna-
tion of 1J.S. policy; have been fre-
quently shunned by citizens of their
countries of assignment; and have had
to cope with the ever-present risk of
terrorism, for which some of our col-
leagues paid the ultimate price in
Khartoum and Beirut. But there is one
hazard of purely American origin: the
gradual evolution of “Arabist” from
appellation to epithet.

The U.8. commitment to the sur-
vival of Israel has been an article of
faich for every administration since the
Jewish state was founded. It has been
rationalized on various grounds: moral
obligation to guarantee the Jewish
people a refuge from persecution; stra-
tegic INtErest (n maintaining a strong
point aleng the frontier between the
U.S. and Sovier spheres of influence;
economic interest in shoring up an ally

(Continued on page 31.)
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An Arabist’s Education
(Continued from page 19.)

that can help prevenr Arab oil from
falling into hosrile hands; political ad-
visability of preserving a stable democ-
racy in an anarchic Mideast. Above all,
however, the U.S. commitment to Is-
rae] arises from the simple fact that the
survival of Israel is of overriding con-
cern for an influentiel and articulate
segment of the American electorate.

This is not to say that the Arabs are
blameless. On cthe contrary, Arabs
have bleated about Western duplicity
while some of their own sold prime
Palestinian farmland to Jews; they
dithered in seeking a diplomatic solu-
tion until Israel hecame a fact; they
exploited the real victims—the Pales-
tinian refugees—as polirical pawas;
they have looked to the West for assis-
tance because their own effort to bring
Israel down has not had any visible
effect; and they have prated about Arab
unity in the midst of perenmal
discord.

In early years, the United States
pursued its pro-Israeli policy with rela-
tive impunity, and doubtful FSOs
__were dismissed as harmless eccentrics.
But then Arab leverage over the Unit-
ed States began to assume mgmﬂcant
proportions: first, because of rising
Western dependence on Mideast oil,
and second, because of the Western
need to prevent the strategically locat-
ed Mideast from falling into Soviec
hands or, worse, from precipitating
military confrontation between East
and West. |

Under these irresistable pressures,
the Carter and Reagan administracions
began to respond favorably to Jordani-
an, Egyptian, and Saudi arms requests
and, without publicly admicting it,
the United States took ics first painful
steps away from the traditional rela-
tionship with Israel. The defenders of
that relationship [aunched a councerat-
tack, and the Arabists now seem desig-
nated for promotion from eccentrics to
scapegoas. |

Never having dealt with the Arab-
Israeli questinn [ had been slow to
form an opinion. However, the 1967
war forced me to address the problem.
Obviously, the furure of Israel had to
be predicated on the assumption of

eventual Arab-Israeli reconciiiation. In
my owa mind, I graduoally came to the
conclusion that no such reconciliation
would ever be achieved. In the Mideast
of the future there would be room for
Jews, buc not for a Jewish state,
The brilliant Israeli victory of 1967
produced in Israel and the United
Srates 2 euphoric hope that Arab-Israe-
li peace was now at hand. But in the
Arab world it only intensified resis-
tance to [srael and resencment of the
United States. Believing the time had
come for dissenters to speak out, [ rook
advantage of my status as principal of-
ficer of a small post—Consulate Gen-
eral Aden—to circulate my uncanoni-
cal views by cable to other Mideast
posts and the departmenc. I also re-
solved to take every oppottunity to
speak with interested Americans,
wharever their status and opinions.
One such opbportunity came in Bei-
rat in 1969, when Newsweed cotre-
spondent Mike Kubic invited me to
dinaer to discuss the Arab-Israeli ques-
tion with columnist Joseph Kraft. Like
all other pro-Isracli Americans to
whom [ have spoken, Kraft was
shocked by my views. | stressed that
they were personal and shared by few if
any of my colleagues. Nevertheless, in
April 1971 he came back to Beirue,
asked me for a briefing on the State
Deparement's  Arabists, and posed
quesctons apparently designed to sniff
out my corporate bias against Israel.
The product of his interviews with
me and other Arabists was “Those Ara-
bists in the State Deparrment,” an ar-
ticle in the New York Times Magazine of
November 7, 1971. Kraft was rela-
tively kind to all Arabists bur three:
Richard Parker, “the most pro-Atabic
[rzc] of the Arabists”; Robert Munn,
“the Arabist reputed to be the most
hostile to Israel”’; and “Curt Jones, the
chief political officer in Beirut and one
of the most ardenr supporters of the
Arab side in the guarrel with Israel.”
Kraft argued that all Arabists instinc-
tively view the Arab world as an op-
portunity and Israel as a problem and
so tilt in a pro-Arab direction. But, he
concluded, they do not constitute any
threat to the formulation of sound for-
eign policy because they have been
moved out of top policymaking jobs.
(Continued on page 30.)
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He was prescient on thar last poinr.
Insofar as the Arab-Israeli controversy
is concerned, the two key positioas in
government are the Mideast slot on the
National Security Council staft and the
assistant secretary of state for Near
Eastern affairs. No Arabist has occu-
pied the NSC job in recent memory.

The last Arabist ro run NEA was Park-

er T. Hart, who had an interim ap-
poinzment in the winter of 1968-69.
This situation is not necessarily rep-
rehensible. It is clearly desirable that
top policymakers believe in the poli-
cies they implement—ijust as officials
who don't like standing policies
should have the courage to say so. No
credit should attach to those officials of
the Johnson admuinistration who later
confided that they were secretly op-
posed to the involvement in Vietnam
all along. Ifit is true that Arabists have
suffered a blanket exclusion from the
two MOSt attractive career opportuni-
ties in their field, they can take conso-
lacion in their high wvisibility ar che
next level down—as deputy assistant
secretaries in the department and as
ambassadors in the field.

Even [ have no grounds for com-

plaining that my career was blighted
by devious forces working behind the
scenes. As an open critic of established
policy, I could hardly expect assign-
ment to a policy desk. Yet, my maver-
ick views did not prevent the depart-
ment from appointing me as director
of the Office of Intelligence and Re-
search for the NEA area in 1971, nor
from subsequently promoting me to
FSQ-1.

But that did not lase. In 1973 the
department sent 4 group of us to dis-
cuss foreign policy with school and
university groups tn Utah, In my pre-
sentations I combined a synopsis of
contemporary Mideast policy with a
statement of my own teasons for con-
sidering thac policy defective. My re-
marks elicited frowns from only one or
two people in my various audiences,
but they evoked a spirited rebutcal
from two of my colleagues on the tour.
I was nor sent out on more speaking
trips, and some months later the direc-
tor of INR asked 1f I would be interest-

ed in returning to the field as an am
bassador—country of assignmen
unspecified. | declined and not long
afterward [ chose to rerire.

Looking back on 29 years as an FSQ
I have no doubt that my Arabic spe
cialization made my work more inter
esting to me and my political judg
ments more useful to the department
I am convinced that the benefits of lan
guage specialization outweigh the ris]
of localitis that some observers claim ¢
discern. Bur there is a fine iroay in th
fact that so maay FSOs who were en
couraged to learn Arabic to equi
themselves for America’s heightene
responsibilities in the Mideast shouls
now come under the suspicion that th
study of that same language has taint
ed their objectivity.

Of course, every American harbos
special concerns for his or her ethni
otigins, U.8. officials are ¢ustomari}
separated from jobs in which their pri
vate loyalties might become engaged
In the U.S. approach to the Arab-Is
raell question, however, it sometime
seems that the roles have been re
versed. The standard of performanc
has been ser in response to the desire
of the special interest group—the Is
raeli lobby—and it is the group ths
comes from all sections of America
society—the Arabists—-that is sus
pected of disregarding thac standard
Granted, the Arabist has a vested in
terest in cordial Arab-American rels
tions, but the department’s cadre ¢
100-0dd Arabists is a2 product of effort
to build a Foreign Service in which a
segments of the American body politi
are fairly represented. This grou
would seem better qualified than a spe
cial interest group to make an objec
tive determination of U.8. interests i
the Mideast. Te suspect them as
group of slighting the national intreres
for personal convenience goes beyon
the limits of cynicism to the point «
misjudgment.

It seems only sensible that if an Arz
bist subscribes to current Mideast pol’
<y, sound pessonnel practice woul
suggest that he or she be eligible fora
policymaking positions. Even more t
the point, if a majority of Arabisi
should ever come to distrust that pol
cy, the administration would be we
advised to re-examine ic. i



