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Abstract 
 
Since the eviction from Beirut in 1982 until 1987, the PLO faces a phase of internal split. PLO 

Chairman Arafat and its movement Fatah bet on a diplomatic strategy seeking political 

coordination with Jordan and Egypt. These moves aim at fitting into American plans for the 

resolution of the Arab-Israeli conflict. 

The Popular Front for the Liberation of Palestine (PFLP), second force within the PLO, opposes 

this strategy. Indeed, PLO’s shift towards the American sphere of influence would entail the 

relinquishment of its historical goals, such as the creation of an independent state incorporating 

all of historic Palestine, as well as the marginalization of the PFLP itself, an organisation 

committed to armed struggle and the fight against US imperialism since its inception.   

From this stems the PFLP’s priority of “liberating” the PLO from the so-called “deviationist” 

forces that occupy a leading position within the Palestinian political arena. Drawing on the PFLP’s 

official publications, this paper illustrates the PFLP’s reaction to this negative context, embodied 

by its attempts to build an opposition coalition within the PLO and to present Syria as the best 

ally for the Palestinian national movement. The analysis of the PFLP’s agency in this period 

highlights the factors that caused the failure of its agenda and, in a historical perspective, 

contributed to its decline. Clarifying the roots of such a decline is essential also to understanding 

the current impasse seen within Palestinian politics, especially in terms of popular 

representation, to which the gradual fading of the PFLP contributed predominantly. 

 
 

1. The emergence of “deviation”  

 

The eviction from Lebanon due to the 1982 Israeli invasion entailed for the PLO the start of a 

dangerous and uncertain period. The Liberation Organization was to rethink completely its 

strategy: without its Lebanese sanctuary, the PLO was no longer capable of easily launching 

military operations beyond the border with Israel, nor could it exploit its involvement in the 
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Lebanese conflict to increase its political and bargaining weight vis-à-vis regional and 

international actors.1 

In this framework, the PLO Leadership, represented by Chairman Yasser Arafat and his 

movement Fatah, decided to commit to diplomacy to achieve Palestinian statehood and settle 

the conflict with Israel through negotiations.2 Indeed, in the first post-Beirut phase, several plans 

to end the conflict started to circulate. This prompted the PLO Chairman to exert himself to 

obtain Arab and international backing, especially that of the US. In effect, the Reagan 

administration issued a plan in September 1982 envisaging the creation of a Jordanian-

Palestinian confederated state as well as the formation of a Jordanian-Palestinian negotiating 

team in view of possible direct peace talks.3 This encouraged Arafat to start contacts with 

Jordan’s King Hussein but also with Egypt, already at peace with Israel under American 

supervision.  

The diplomatic orientations undertaken by the PLO Leadership represented an additional 

danger for the leftist opposition, and particularly for the PFLP, the faction historically adopting 

the most intransigent positions among the main Palestinian organizations. A PLO prioritizing 

diplomatic action over armed struggle endangered the credibility of the PFLP’s “revolutionary” 

stand. Indeed, the PFLP would find itself completely marginalised within a PLO reduced to a 

negotiating part, leaning towards the American sphere of influence alongside Jordan and Egypt. 

In addition, guerrilla warfare represented an essential source of legitimation for the Popular 

Front. Unlike Fatah, which counted on a broad network of international support and recognition, 

the PFLP enjoyed a much smaller, though strong, grass-roots support among Palestinians all over 

their diaspora. This made Habash’s organization more dependent on the traditional pattern of 

legitimacy according to which the popularity and the right to representation of a faction was 

linked to its military effectiveness.4  

Furthermore, Arafat’s attempts to bring the PLO closer to the US were coupled with an 

autocratic turn in his leadership. Starting from late 1982, the PLO Chairman increasingly tried to 

impose his views and strategies on the rest of the Palestinian factions. Especially after the 16th 

                                                           
1 Emile F. Sahliyeh, The PLO after the Lebanon War (Boulder: Westview Press, 1986), p. 88. 

2 Yezid Sayigh, Armed Struggle and the Search for State : The Palestinian National Movement, 1949-1993 

(Oxford: Claredon Press, 1997), pp. 551–552. 

3Yehuda Lucaks, “President Ronald Reagan Peace Plan. 1 September 1982,” in The Israeli-Palestinian 

Conflict. A Documentary Record 1967-1992 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1992), pp. 72–78. 

4 Alain Gresh, The PLO. The Struggle Within (London: Zed Books, 1988), pp. 33–36. 
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Palestine National Council (PNC), Arafat acted constantly to overcome consensus policy within 

the PLO in order to affirm the weight of Fatah’s majority.5 

The PFLP considered both the will of the PLO Leadership to join a US political settlement 

project and the gradual decline of the collective decision-making process as “deviations”. The 

“dominant rightist current” was deviating from the “original, nationalist path” outlined in the 

Palestine National Charter and confirmed at each PNC session, especially the 14th and the 15th. 

According to the PFLP, these negative trends posed a great danger to some of the most 

important achievements of the PLO such as its status of sole representative of the Palestinian 

people, threatened by Jordan’s return as a potential negotiating partner.6 

In the light of the new phase’s numerous challenges, the PFLP needed to present a viable, 

radical alternative to counter Arafat’s diplomatic strategy. To every attempt made by the PLO 

Leader to pursue the goal of negotiations corresponded an opposite PFLP’s attempt to reaffirm a 

“steadfast” line within the PLO. Hence, the PFLP continuously tried to build a coalition aimed at 

counterbalancing Fatah’s growing weight and calling for deep organizational reforms capable of 

ensuring a collective leadership for the PLO. At a regional level, the organization led by George 

Habash proposed the alignment with Assad’s Syria as a counterweight to King Hussein's 

coordination with Arafat. Syria was indicated as the only Arab regime at the forefront of the 

conflict with Israel adopting a “confrontational” attitude and rejecting an American-sponsored 

political settlement. Thus, notwithstanding the contradictions that soon emerged, the PFLP 

consistently called for the “correction” and improvement of Syrian-Palestinian relations.7 As the 

PLO's internal crisis escalated and the split between Fatah and the leftist opposition deepened, 

the PFLP continued to state that all of its efforts were meant to restore the “right nationalist, 

anti-imperialist” line of the PLO and therefore, to “liberate” the Palestinian national movement 

from all “deviationist and defeatist” trend.8 However, the subsequent failures in implementing 

                                                           
5 Yezid Sayigh, “Struggle Within, Struggle without: The Transformation of PLO Politics since 1982,” 

International Affairs, 65 (1989), p. 260. 

6 PFLP Information Department, At-Taqrīr as-Siyāsī Aṣ-Ṣādir ‘an Al-Lağna Al-Markaziyya Fī Dawratihā Ar-

Raābi“a Ḥawla Ḥarb Lubnān/The Political Report Issued by the Fourth General Assembly of PFLP”s Central 

Committee on the War of Lebanon 1983., pp. 84–101; Al-Hadaf, “N. 607, 24/01/1983,” 1983, pp. 24–25. 

7 “Bayān Ṣaḥīfī Ṣādir ‘an Ad-Dawra Ar-Rābi‘a Li-L-Lağna Al-Markaziyya Li-L-Ğabha Aš-Ša‘biyya Li-Taḥrīr 

filasṭīn/Press Release Issued by the Fourth Session of PFLP Central Committee,” Al-Hadaf, N. 609 

07/02/1983, 1983, pp. 6–8. 

8 Cf. Al-Hadaf, “I‘lān Al-Barnāmağ as-Siyāsī Wa Al Mabād’i at-Tanẓimiyya Al-’asāsiyya Li-Ğabha Al-’inqāḏ Al-

Waṭanī Al-filasṭīnī/Announcement of the Political Programm and Foundative Organizational Principles of 
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this agenda reflected the weakness of a PFLP no longer able to exploit the pattern of consensus 

policy within the PLO to its advantage. The Popular Front was now unable to force the dominant 

Fatah to come to terms with its positions as it used to do before the loss of Beirut. 

 

2 Moves to contain Arafat: the PFLP between fragile alliances and Syria’s unreliability  

 

2.1 The crisis within Fatah 

 

The loose formulations of the resolutions adopted during the 16th PNC, the first held after the 

evacuation of Beirut, reflected the seriousness of the PLO's internal divisions. The highest of PLO 

institutions expressed at the same time support for measures that pleased Fatah and its 

opponents, leaving much space for free interpretation to all the Palestinian factions and 

especially to the Chairman. Besides the call for the implementation of a true collective 

leadership or the rejection of the Reagan plan, the PNC also accepted the plan proposed by the 

Arab countries in Fez in late 1982 and more significantly did not refuse the idea of a 

confederated state with Jordan.9 Consequently, Arafat estimated that the PNC resolutions were 

providing him sufficient cover to pursue the dialogue with King Hussein. The PFLP was aware of 

that and therefore needed support within the PLO to constrain Arafat’s activism. In June 1983, 

the PFLP and the DFLP announced the formation of a “Joint Political and Military Command” 

whose primary goal was to create a unified leftist block committed to the defence of PLO unity 

vis-à-vis the “deviations” and the “individualism” demonstrated by Arafat. Indeed, the 

Chairman’s quest for dialogue with the US and the “Arab reaction” was not only dangerous in 

itself: it also ignited divisions within the PLO likely to fragment the organization.10 

The concerns of the Joint Command seemed to find confirmation when an armed rebellion 

exploded among Fatah officials and troops in Lebanon. The rebels, led by Fatah Colonel Abu 

Musa, condemned Arafat’s rapprochement with Jordan and Egypt and his de facto abandonment 

of armed struggle. The lack of reorganization of the Palestinian troops in Lebanon equally 

fostered the rebellion. The declared goal of the uprising was to topple the Chairman to restore 

                                                                                                                                                                             
the Palestine National Salvation Front , N. 764 01/04/1985,” 1985, pp. 8–11; Al-Hadaf, “N. 705, 02/01/1984,” 

1984, pp. 26–27. 

9 “Final Resolutions Adopted by the Palestine National Council at Its Sixteenth Session, Algiers, February 

14-22, 1983,” Journal of Palestine Studies, 12 (1983), pp. 250–254. 

10 “PFLP-DFLP Joint Statement on the Formation of a Joint Political and Military Command,” pp. 226–227. 
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the correct line within the PLO.11 Both the PFLP and the DFLP, though condemning the recourse 

to arms and inter-Palestinian clashes, declared their support for the majority of the rebels’ 

demands. Above all, the Popular Front ascribed responsibility for the mutiny to the “violations” 

of the PLO Leadership and its unwillingness to confront the pressures coming from the “Arab 

reaction”.12 The Popular and the Democratic Fronts thought that they could draw some 

advantages from Fatah internal crisis. The Joint Command aimed at playing the mediator 

between the contending parties, intercepting the support of those critics of Arafat’s new course 

while showing its adherence to the unity of the Palestinian fold and full loyalty to the PLO’s 

institutions. The “Program of Unity and Democratic Reform” issued by the two leftist factions 

aimed at fulfilling this goal. The implementation of a true collective leadership at all levels of the 

PLO and the return to a rejectionist stand vis-à-vis the negotiation projects would have 

eliminated the basis of Fatah’s internal feud.13 

However, the evolution and escalation of the Fatah crisis entailed some major negative 

developments for both the PFLP and the DFLP. First, as the military aggression against Arafat’s 

loyalists continued unabated, the support for the rebels’ demands and critiques faded away in 

the face of the indignation provoked by the means they employed. Their attack bolstered 

Arafat’s “nationalist” profile and solidified his support.14 In relation to this, the neutrality of the 

Joint Command exposed the PFLP and the DFLP to public disapproval: such a position was 

considered unjustifiable in the light of the military attempt to neutralize the PLO Leadership.15  

In addition, even more detrimental for the political credibility of the Joint Command, was the 

role played by the Syrian government during the Fatah infighting. The already serious hostility 

between Arafat and the Assad regime was exacerbated in the post-Beirut phase. If on the one 

hand, Syria historically aimed at taking over the PLO, on the other, it looked at Arafat’s 

diplomatic strategy with great concern. As the support for US projects for the region increased in 

several milieus, Syria feared that it would remain isolated, especially in the light of the Lebanese-

Israeli peace agreement signed in May 1983. From this stemmed its political and material 

support for the rebels in an attempt to turn the PLO in a client through the substitution of the 

                                                           
11 Eric Rouleau, “The Mutiny against Arafat,” MERIP Reports, 1983, 13–16 (pp. 14–15). 

12 Al-Hadaf, “N. 680, 04/07/1983,” 1983, pp. 6–7. 

13 Al-Hadaf, “Barnāmağ Al-Waḥda Wa Al-Iṣlāḥ Ad-Dimuqrāṭī Fī Munaẓẓama at-Taḥrīr Al-Filasṭīniyya/ 

Program of Unity and Democratic Reform in the Palestine Liberation Organization; N. 695,” 1983, pp. 6–9. 

14 Eric Rouleau, “The Future of the PLO,” Foreign Affairs, 62 (1983), 138–56 (p. 154). 

15 Al-Hadaf, “N. 694, 17/10/1983,” 1983, pp. 10–14. 
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current leadership, thus bolstering its regional status.16 Nevertheless, Syria’s actions put the PFLP 

in particular in a difficult position: the regime that Habash’s organization was indicating as a key 

ally was openly backing an attempt to topple the head of the PLO militarily. Syria’s position 

concerning the split within Fatah fuelled the already serious doubts about its support for the 

Palestinian cause. These were due to the shortcomings manifested while facing the Israeli 

invasion and its lack of effective support for the PLO fighters during the siege of Beirut.17 

  

 

2.2 The deviation worsens  

 
  When the Fatah crisis ended in December 1983, Arafat’s leadership was still undisputed 

within the PLO. His ability to set up an effective resistance and the regional, international 

pressures on Syria prevented the insurgents from fulfilling their ultimate goal. If the leftist 

opposition hoped to take advantage of the crisis and force Arafat to retreat from his diplomatic 

strategy, the PLO Chairman dismissed their expectations as soon as he evacuated the Lebanese 

city of Tripoli, the site of the last showdown with the rebels. On his way out of Lebanon, the 

Fatah leader decided to visit Cairo and meet with President Mubarak in a stunning decision to 

break the Arab boycott of Egypt due to the Camp David agreement with Israel. This step was a 

clear sign of his resoluteness to pursue a rapprochement with the pro-US regimes.18 

For the Popular Front, Arafat’s meeting with Mubarak represented an unprecedented 

violation that made the deviationist nature of his policies definitely clear: the “Palestinian Sadat” 

no longer represented the “common denominator” of the Palestinian revolution, thus his 

discharge became an urgent necessity.19 Indeed the move of the PLO Chairman sparked major 

resentment also within Fatah itself and, therefore, the PFLP tried to pressure the higher ranks of 

the movement to obtain Arafat’s ouster. In this context, the Joint-Command decided to expand 

the coalition in the attempt to acquire more bargaining weight vis-à-vis the Fatah Central 

Committee. Thus, the Palestinian Communist Party (PCP) and the Palestine Liberation Front (PLF) 

                                                           
16 Raymond Hinnebusch, “Syrian Policy in Lebanon and the Palestinians,” Arab Studies Quaterly, 8 (1986), 

1–20 (pp. 13–15). 

17 Hinnebusch, “Syrian Policy in Lebanon and the Palestinians,”p. 11. 

18 Sayigh, Armed Struggle and the Search for State : The Palestinian National Movement, 1949-1993, p. 

574. 

19 “Ar-Rafīq Ğūrğ Ḥabaš Fī Mu’tamar Ṣaḥafī/ Comrade George Habash in a Press Conference,” Al Hadaf 

N.705, 02/01/1984, 1984, pp. 18–22. 



DRAFT 
 

7 
 

joined the PFLP and the DFLP in what became known as the Democratic Alliance (DA).20 The DA 

believed that the fight against deviation was now to be waged on the plane of PLO legality, thus 

highlighting the contrast with Arafat’s lack of respect for the Palestinian institutions.  

Throughout 1984, Fatah and the DA focused on several sessions of inter-Palestinian talks held 

alternately in Aden and Algiers. The evolution of the negotiations demonstrated on the one hand 

the lack of cohesiveness of the leftist coalition and on the other, Arafat’s desire to impose his 

agenda on the PLO. Notwithstanding the so-called “Aden-Algiers” agreement, which the 

delegations of the Fatah Central Committee and the DA signed in June, reconciliation continued 

to be out-of-reach. Arafat ignored the terms of the agreement by continuing to meet with King 

Hussein while the DA started to show some prominent fractures. The DFLP considered the 

agreement acceptable to open the PNC, but the PFLP, adopting a more intransigent position, 

insisted on the inclusion of the pro-Syrian factions in the “comprehensive dialogue and 

consensus” that was supposed to precede the National Council.21 Such a position could not but 

foster the impasse since if Arafat excluded unequivocally any dialogue with the rebels, the latter 

repeatedly denounced the Aden-Algiers agreement as a deviation itself and continued to 

demand Arafat’s immediate ouster.22  

Syrian pressures had a major role in determining PFLP policies vis-à-vis PLO reconciliation: in 

Damascus’ interests were the deadlock of the Palestinian institutions and diplomatic efforts to 

delegitimise Arafat and his agenda.23 Besides this, some internal divisions also contributed to the 

PFLP’s fluctuations. George Habash and other members of the older leadership were keener on 

reaching a definitive entente with Arafat but the current led by Abu Ali Mustafa, the PFLP’s 

Deputy Secretary-General, lobbied for a harsher position and looked with favour on a closer 

alignment with Syria.24 

The attitude of the PFLP caused at first several deferments of the PNC, originally scheduled 

for September. At a new request for a postponement, Arafat decided to take an unprecedented 

step in November by summoning unilaterally the 17th session of the PNC in Amman. For the first 

                                                           
20 Al-Hadaf, “N. 705, 02/01/1984,” pp. 26–27. 

21Al-Hadaf, “N. 730, 17/07/1984,” 1984, pp. 7–8.  

22 Yasser Arafat and Simon Malley, “Yasser Arafat Interviewed,” Journal of Palestine Studies, 14 (1984), 

179–83 (p. 182); Al-Hadaf, “N. 748, 26/11/1984,” 1984, pp. 7–10. 

23 Cf. Anoushiravan Ehteshami and Raymond a Hinnebusch, Syria and Iran. Middle Powers in a Penetrated 

Regional System (Abingdon, UK: Taylor & Francis, 1997), pp. 74–75. 

24 As’ ad AbuKhalil, “Internal Contradictions in the PFLP: Decision Making and Policy Orientation,” The 

Middle East Journal, 41 (1987), 361–78 (pp. 369–370). 
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time the PNC was convened without the prior unanimous consensus of all the Palestinian 

factions and more significantly, the PLO Chairman accepted the invitation of King Hussein to hold 

the PNC in Amman, fourteen years after Black September. Shortly after, the DFLP declared a 

freeze on its participation in the Joint Command with the PFLP to protest the 

“counterproductive” positions adopted by the Popular Front during the talks with Fatah.25 At this 

point, the PFLP could only call for the boycott of this PNC session, seen as Arafat’s step towards 

officially endorsing the settlement plans of the Reagan administration.26 Despite the fact that 

both the PFLP and the DFLP, as well as the variegated spectrum of the pro-Syrian factions, did 

not participate in the PNC, Arafat was able to reach the necessary quorum. Thus, he managed to 

obtain the official seal of the PNC for his policy of dialogue with King Hussein, who opened with 

a speech the sitting of the Council.27  

The PFLP for its part was experiencing one of its worst moments in terms of influence within 

the PLO: Arafat succeeded in imposing the weight of the Fatah majority over the rest of the PLO 

and had virtually removed the main obstacles to his strategy at the Palestinian level. In addition, 

the project of building a strong leftist coalition failed as the DA demonstrated itself to be unable 

to formulate and implement a viable common strategy to face effectively the talks with Fatah. 

The Popular Front was facing a crisis in its political initiative to which, however, it responded with 

the same patterns, recurring in the same shortcomings over the following years.   

 

 

 

2.3 A second attempt: the Palestine National Salvation Front  

 

At the beginning of 1985, both Arafat’s “deviationist policies” and the PLO split increased, 

reaching their worst point. On 11 February 1985 the PLO Chairman and King Hussein signed an 

agreement for joint action, making official their commitment to outlining a common strategy in 

the framework of negotiations with the US and ultimately with Israel. More significantly, the 

“Amman agreement” entailed a de facto acceptance of the principle of “land for peace” as 

                                                           
25 Al-Hadaf, “N. 748, 26/11/1984,” pp. 4–6. 

26 Al-Hadaf, “N. 747, 19/11/1984,” 1984, pp. 4–5. 

27 “Ad-Dawra as-Sābi‘a ‘ašara, ‘ammān 22-29 Tišrīn Al-Ṯānī 1984/The 17th Session, Amman 22-29 

November,” Wafa Info <http://www.wafainfo.ps/atemplate.aspx?id=3249> [accessed 14 April 2015]. 
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formulated in Security Council Resolution 242.28 The PFLP immediately denounced this further 

“individualist” step of the Chairman, as the peak of his deviationist approach. Besides these 

recurrent accusations, the Popular Front claimed – legitimately - that Arafat was making 

unprecedented concessions to the US and indirectly to Israel: through the Amman agreement, 

the PLO Leadership was legitimising the idea that Jordan shared a similar, and possibly equal, 

right to represent the Palestinian people, endangering one of the most important achievements 

of the PLO. This exposed Arafat to further pressure from regional and international actors to 

cede on other sensible points.29 Despite the soundness of the PFLP’s considerations, its response 

represented a repetition of the policies implemented previously. The Popular Front renewed its 

call for the formation of a “broad national front” capable of embodying the correct and 

legitimate line of the Palestinian national movement, thus, confronting effectively the risks of 

“liquidation” stemming from Arafat-Hussein joint action. As explained by the Secretary-General, 

the PFLP believed that the seriousness of Arafat’s deviation, and the dangers it implied, would 

have pushed all the opposition factions together, notwithstanding their major differences.30   

In this context, the PFLP announced the establishment of the Palestine National Salvation 

Front (PNSF) alongside the Palestinian factions aligned with the Syrian regime such as the PFLP-

General Command (PF-GC), Saʿiqa and Abu Musa’s Fatah Intifada. The goal of this new coalition 

was to achieve the fall of the Amman agreement, a task that entailed the “substitution of the 

deviationist leadership”.31 By joining the PNSF, the PFLP was once again betting on Syria’s 

support to tip the balance with Fatah and obtain the fall of Arafat’s line: once again, Syria’s 

actions were to disavow the PFLP’s rhetoric, which described the Assad regime as the best ally 

for the PLO.  

Indeed Syria was the only country to recognise the PNSF as legitimate Palestinian 

representative. Nevertheless, President Assad soon demonstrated that his understanding of the 

PNSF was much different from that of the PFLP. For the latter, the PNSF was a “temporary 

                                                           
28 “Text of the Jordanian-Palestinian Accord Released February 23, 1985,” Journal of Palestine Studies, 14 

(1985), p. 206. 

29 Al-Hadaf, “N. 767, 22/4/1985,” 1985, pp. 4–5; cf. Ann M Lesch, “U.S. Policy toward the Palestinians in the 

1980s,” Arab Studies Quarterly, 12 (1990), 167–89 (p. 175). 

30 Al-Hadaf, “Ḥabaš Fī Mū’tamar Ṣaḥafī Fī ’āqāb ’ittifāq ‘ammān/ Habash in a Press Conference in the 

Aftermath of the Amman Agreement, N.758, 18/02/1985,” 1985, pp. 6–11. 

31 Al-Hadaf, “I‘lān Al-Barnāmağ as-Siyāsī Wa Al Mabād’i at-Tanẓimiyya Al-’asāsiyya Li-Ğabha Al-’inqāḏ Al-

Waṭanī Al-filasṭīnī/Announcement of the Political Programm and Foundative Organizational Principles of 

the Palestine National Salvation Front , N. 764 01/04/1985,” pp. 8–11. 
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framework” whose task was to preserve the legitimate line within the PLO as well as the legality 

of the PLO as an institution. Despite its fierce opposition to Fatah, the Popular Front never 

envisaged resorting to military means to achieve a “regime change” within the PLO and liberate 

it from deviation.32  

Conversely, during spring 1985, Syria committed itself again to a proxy-war against the PLO: in 

May, the Shiʿi Lebanese movement Amal, with full Syrian backing, started an attack on the 

Palestinian refugee camps in Beirut, opening the so-called “war of the camps”. For Amal, 

eliminating the Palestinian armed presence from Beirut and southern Lebanon meant affirming 

its hegemony over these parts of the country and consolidation of its status as a major actor 

within the context of the Lebanese civil war. Syria in turn, was interested in engineering a 

settlement of the Lebanese conflict to assert its control on the country. In this framework, Amal 

had to acquire the role as the main Muslim party in a peace deal involving the Druze Progressive 

Socialist Party (PCP) and the Maronite Lebanese Forces (LF) under Assad’s patronage.33 

Moreover, for Syria this was a new opportunity to depose Arafat from his leading position and 

put in place a more compliant leadership: in Syria’s view the PNSF had to fulfil this task.34 

When the clashes broke out, the PFLP denounced the aggression and stated its support for 

the fighters resisting in the camps. In a short time, the PFLP came to coordinate militarily with 

the DFLP and most remarkably with Fatah, contravening Syria’s instructions.35  

The PFLP defined the attack as a move to achieve hegemony over west Beirut and southern 

Lebanon and denounced Amal’s claim that the military operations were aimed at eliminating the 

“Arafatist deviation” as simply propaganda.36 At the same time, the Popular Front tried to 

downplay Syrian involvement in the crisis even if Habash was eventually compelled to 

acknowledge Assad’s “green light” to the Shiʿi movement.37  

Nevertheless, when Syria made a first attempt to impose a settlement of the Camps War, the 

PFLP joined the initiative. At the end of June 1985, Assad brought to Damascus the PSP, Amal 

                                                           
32 Sayigh, “Struggle Within, Struggle without: The Transformation of PLO Politics since 1982,” pp. 250–

254. 

33 Joe Stork, “The War of the Camps , The War of the Hostages,” MERIP Reports, 133 (1985), p. 6. 

34 Cf. Sayigh, Armed Struggle and the Search for State : The Palestinian National Movement, 1949-1993, 

pp. 581–583. 

35 Sayigh, Armed Struggle and the Search for State : The Palestinian National Movement, 1949-1993, p. 

583. 

36 Al-Hadaf, “N. 772, 03/06/1985,” 1985, pp. 4–6.  

37 “Ḥabaš Fī Muqābala Maʿ Iḏāʿa Monte Carlo/ Habash in an Interview with Radio Monte Carlo,” Al-Hadaf 

N. 773, 10/06/1985, 1985, pp. 6–7. 
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and the PNSF as the Palestinian representative. The PNSF was trying to increase its status and 

gain a broader legitimacy within the Palestinian national movement as well as at the regional 

level. Despite the fact that an agreement was eventually signed, these political efforts were 

doomed to fail. The great majority of the Palestinian national movement did not hold the 

agreement valid; notwithstanding their deviations, Arafat and Fatah still enjoyed full legitimacy 

within the PLO.38 Moreover, Syria itself undermined the implementation of the agreement, by 

resupplying Amal’s arsenal and providing the movement with several dozen tanks. 

The war of the camps was soon reignited and the PFLP had little choice: it continued to side 

with the other Palestinian factions, which were mounting an effective resistance, jeopardizing 

Amal and Syrian goals. The credibility of Arafat’s leadership benefitted from the three-year long 

confrontation and besides that, he also exploited the conflict to sabotage Syrian projects for 

Lebanon. The experience of the PNSF started to lose its significance for the PFLP, which found 

itself increasingly stuck between Arafat and Syria’s manoeuvrings. Despite the initial denials of 

the Popular Front, the war of the camps contributed to the cause of Palestinian reconciliation, 

since all the factions, apart from the Fatah rebels, followed the Arafat faction's military 

leadership.39 

The PNSF finally became obsolete when other regional developments entailed the end of 

Arafat’s diplomatic strategy. As the PFLP foresaw, the PLO Chairman faced growing pressures 

from the US, notably to announce the organisation's acceptance of resolution 242 and of Israel’s 

right to exist as a precondition for opening a dialogue.40 This requirement provoked a major 

deadlock since Arafat was unwilling to make such concessions without a concrete result in 

exchange. Hence, in February 1986 King Hussein suddenly declared his withdrawal from the 

Amman agreement, blaming Arafat for the impasse.41 

This marked the de facto failure of the PLO Leadership's diplomatic strategy. The end of 

“deviation” was in sight, but the PFLP had contributed only partially to it, notwithstanding its 

efforts. When the PLO finally reconciled in April 1987 at the 18th PNC, the PFLP itself had failed to 

reach its main post-Beirut goals, namely establishing a strategic alliance with Syria and building 

                                                           
38 Jamil Hillal and Taysir Quba Mark Garfield, “Palestinians in Damascus : The Democratic Front and the 

PFLP Mark Garfield , Jamil Hillal and Taysir Quba,” MERIP Reports, 1985, 15–16 (pp. 15–16). 

39 Sayigh, Armed Struggle and the Search for State : The Palestinian National Movement, 1949-1993, p. 

592. 

40 Lesch, "U.S Policies towards the Palestians in the 1980s, p. 176. 

41 “King Hussein’s Address on Middle East Peace, Amman, 19 February 1986.,” Journal of Palestine 

Studies, 15 (1986), pp. 206–232. 
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an effective leftist coalition. Only the outbreak of the First Intifada, later that year, was to 

provide another chance to renew the PFLP’s political initiative.  

 

3. Conclusion 
  

The analysis of the PFLP’s effort to liberate the PLO from “deviation” does not reveal 

significant positive results. Its actions throughout this phase reflect an inability to implement a 

radical alternative to Arafat’s diplomatic strategy. The agenda of the PFLP thus acquires a 

reactive character: the more the PLO Chairman pursued his path of deviation, the more the PFLP 

increased its intransigence. From the initial calls for organizational reforms and rejection of a 

political settlement, the Popular Front gradually started to question Arafat’s legitimacy and asked 

for his dismissal. 

The second point is its inability to form a viable leftist coalition and a properly unified 

organization. The positioning of the PFLP and the DFLP towards Fatah emerged as a main point 

of fracture between the two organizations. DFLP’s closer position to Fatah did not match with 

the PFLP’s competition and stricter narrative concerning the main Palestinian faction. This 

ultimately hindered their efforts to outline a common strategy. Furthermore, at a given moment, 

the PFLP appeared to be more sensitive to Syrian influence than the DFLP and finally decided to 

cede to its pressures, contributing to the failure of inter-Palestinian talks and to the end of the 

Democratic Alliance. The experience of the PNSF that followed highlighted the PFLP’s lack of 

choice and initiative rather than representing an effective opposition platform. It was indeed a 

hard task to form a viable and legitimate pressure group with Syria’s Palestinian proxies, which 

enjoyed little support within the Palestinian diaspora and had none in the occupied territories. 

Besides the internal Palestinian dynamics, the negative weight of Syrian interventionism 

emerged as paramount. The Assad regime demonstrated repeatedly its resoluteness to impose 

its tutelage on the PLO, including by resorting to military means. Syria was not looking for a 

stable partner within the PLO but was aiming at turning the leftist opposition, and the PFLP in 

particular, into a new client. This undermined the credibility of the PFLP’s regional policies and its 

claim that a strategic alliance with Syria should be the cornerstone of PLO foreign policy in the 

post-Beirut Phase. Moreover, Syria’s policies finally strengthened Arafat’s grip on the PLO to the 

detriment of the Popular Front. 
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The main positive note for Habash’s organization was the loyalty it demonstrated consistently 

to the PLO institutions. Despite undergoing and ceding in some cases to Syrian pressure, the 

PFLP did not accept complete compliance with its policies and finally challenged the Syrian 

regime by siding with Fatah during the Camps War.  

In early 1987, the PLO was experiencing an impasse similar to the one it weathered five years 

before. The PFLP, having failed in its struggle against deviation, was still facing a major problem 

in reviving its political initiative. In December 1987, the outbreak of the First Intifada was to 

provide the chance for both the PLO Leadership and its opposition to find a way out of their own 

deadlocks.  
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