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this book is dedicated to my 

newborn grandson, tariq: 

may he grow up to see a more peaceful, 

more just, and more equitable middle east 

than the one i have described herein.
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PREFACE

The Cold War and how it played out in the Middle East have fas-

cinated me for many years. I began researching Soviet policy in

the region in the mid-1970s, and soon afterward began teaching

about Soviet and American Middle East policy at the American

University of Beirut. Things looked quite diƒerent from the

vantage point of Beirut than they appeared from either Moscow

or Washington, or than they did in most of the scholarship 

on the Cold War. Being on the receiving end of the superpow-

ers’ policies and actions imparted to the latter an immediacy

and vividness that they may not have otherwise had. At the 

same time, the realities of the regional situation looked quite

diƒerent from a local perspective than they may have to super-

power policymakers thousands of miles, and often a mental

world, away. That was the germ of this book, the disjuncture be-

tween superpower and Middle Eastern perspectives, between

the “metropolitan” and the “peripheral,” and it is also in some

ways its justification. In the pages that follow, I examine the su-

perpowers’ four-and-a-half-decade-long contest over and in the

Middle East, not just in terms of their perspectives and the doc-

uments they generated, but of how they aƒected the region. This

book does not purport to be a comprehensive, primary-source-

based history of the Cold War in the Middle East, although I was

fortunate in being able to rely on valuable archival material un-

earthed from the old Soviet archives by the Cold War History

Project, and from the American archives by the National Secu-

rity Archive. Based on this and other documentation, the work

of other scholars, and earlier research of my own,1 this book is
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an extended essay that encompasses my reflections on the Cold

War rivalry in the region as much as possible from a perspective

diƒerent from that of Washington and Moscow, while always

—indeed, perhaps inevitably—trying to take their viewpoints

into account. 

Although I have been thinking about and researching as-

pects of this topic for over three decades, when I first began

working on this project in earnest a little more than three years

ago, it looked as if this period and the attitudes it engendered

were a relic of the past. I had hoped that the old passions had

cooled enough that I would be able to go beyond the defensive,

partisan rhetoric that the Cold War produced on both sides, and

that had found its way into much of the previous scholarship on

the topic. As I worked on the book I did, however, see both the

contemporary relevance of a study of the Cold War in the Mid-

dle East and parallels with the current situation. For example,

the American-Iranian confrontation in the post–Cold War era

resembled nothing so much as a regional version of the Cold

War, with an exaggerated emphasis on terrorism taking the

place of “international communism” as a bogey, and a “global

war on terror” targeting an “axis of evil” standing in for a cold

war against an “evil empire.” 

As I reflect on this topic today, in the waning months of

2008, that parallel may still be valid. Of course, much will de-

pend on how the incoming American president decides to deal

with Iran, and how Iran responds, and on whether the war on

terror continues to be the centerpiece of the next administra-

tion’s foreign and security policies, as it was of the Bush admin-

istration’s. But the relevance of this book today is even greater

and more immediate given the sudden upsurge of American-

Russian tensions in the wake of the conflict in Georgia, and in

light of the broader issue of NATO expansion into the former

East bloc, and the stationing of American weapons systems im-
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mediately adjacent to the borders of Russia. Listening to voices

in Washington and in Moscow after the standoƒ in Georgia, or

to that of Vice President Dick Cheney, speaking immediately af-

ter a visit to Tbilisi in September 2008 about Russian actions as

an “aƒront to civilized standards,”2 it almost sounded as if the

Cold War had never ended. 

Although it appears from some of the current rhetoric that

there are those who would like nothing more than to see the

Cold War revived, the ideological thrust on both sides is cer-

tainly diƒerent today than it was at the height of the twentieth-

century superpower confrontation. American critics of Russia

speak of the extension of democracy rather than of capitalism

and free markets, while Russians defending their country’s ac-

tions speak in terms of protection of its great-power preroga-

tives and its security, not of the triumph of communism. So

while some elements of American and Russian policy justifica-

tions have remained the same, others have clearly changed.

If the Cold War taught us anything, however, it was (or

should have been) to look beneath these sorts of statements 

for other, deeper motivations. One underlying objective in the

Middle East for both superpowers during the Cold War, as

chapter 2 of this book shows, was access to oil. Another was

achieving strategic advantage in this vital region. It is worth 

asking, as I do in the pages that follow, whether these and 

other similar motivations may not have been more important

throughout the Cold War than they were credited with being 

at the time, while ideology was perhaps less important than

most on both sides of the iron curtain then believed or claimed

to believe. The fact that ideology does not explain everything is

shown by the persistence of deep diƒerences between Russia and

the West over the expansion eastward of NATO to countries like

the Baltic republics, the Ukraine, and Georgia. That these issues

have arisen long after communism collapsed in eastern Europe,
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and Russia became a capitalist country awash with millionaires

and billionaires, would seem at least in part to validate this line

of argument. 

And if access to energy resources and strategic positioning

played a larger role than is sometimes realized in the Cold War,

the American-Russian standoƒ over Georgia certainly appears

to fit the same pattern. Georgia is the only route to the West 

for central Asia’s rich oil and gas deposits which does not pass

through Russia. It is a former part of the Soviet Union, and be-

fore that, of imperial Russia, and it is part of the sensitive south-

ern belt around the Soviet Union that abuts on the Middle East

and that was perceived in Moscow as crucial to Soviet security

from World War II onward, as we shall see in the pages that fol-

low. Moreover, just as the Middle East and adjacent regions have

always been a crucial arena for the functioning of the interna-

tional system before and during the Cold War, as I show in chap-

ter 3, so has the Georgian crisis raised system-wide questions.

Writing in Le Monde about Russia’s recent “demonstration of

force,” columnist Daniel Vernet stated: “This is a matter of as-

serting [Russia’s] place in the definition of a new world order.

The post–Cold War period when the West, and in particular the

United States, could try to remodel the international system in

[its] image, at best hoping that Russia would accept this, and at

worst without paying attention to its interests, is past.”3

If this book has any impact, I hope that it will be in alerting

its readers to some of the damage and the dangers imposed on

small countries and vulnerable peoples in the Middle East (as in

other regions) by the ill-advised grand designs of great powers

situated far away and generally—but not always—insulated

from the consequences of their own actions. The Cold War had

a potent overriding logic of its own for both sides, which gen-

erally took precedence over all other considerations, whether

solicitude for the interests of countries and peoples directly
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aƒected by the conflict, or even acknowledgment of the realities

on the ground where these contradicted fixed ideological im-

peratives. This Cold War logic often led the superpowers to ride

roughshod over these realities, which nevertheless frequently

had a way of asserting themselves, whether for the United States

in Lebanon in 1983 or for the Soviet Union in Afghanistan in the

1980s. A similar logic seems to have driven the sole superpower

in the wake of the Cold War, with similar consequences, as the

United States has discovered to its dismay in Iraq and Afghani-

stan. We may have seen the same logic at work as the Bush ad-

ministration wittingly or unwittingly encouraged the volatile

Georgian president to provoke Russia, which apparently was

waiting to take advantage of just such a provocation. As some

Georgians are ruefully beginning to realize, the cost for Georgia

may prove to be great,4 which I show in these pages was also 

the case for small Middle Eastern clients of the superpowers

throughout the Cold War, and of the United States since then. 

This brings me to another theme discussed herein, which is

that in the Middle East in the post–Cold War era, and especially

over the past eight years, the United States often appeared to be

operating in many respects as if the Cold War had never ended.

This was true even before the recent recrudescence of American-

Russian tensions in and around the Middle East, as starting 

in the 1990s the United States built more bases and poured 

more troops and equipment into the region than at any time

since World War II. It is too early to say whether this dynamic

will continue now that a new wariness has entered American-

Russian relations. But the United States seemed to move almost

seamlessly in the Middle East from mobilization against the So-

viet Union to a high military profile that eventually found its

justification in George W. Bush’s global war on terror. It may be

that the same dynamic will obtain in light of the new American-

Russian tensions over Georgia, and that the Middle East will
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beit now directed at Russia. It is worth noting that in his speech,

cited above, Vice President Cheney made a point of stressing

that “in the Middle East, Russian arms-dealing has endangered

the prospects for peace and freedom in that region,” referring in

particular to arms sales to Syria and Iran, and to the former

channeling some of these weapons “to terrorist fighters in Leb-

anon and Iraq.”5

I would venture, on the basis of the experiences of the Cold

War and of the post–Cold War era thus far, that whatever hap-

pens in American-Russian relations and regarding the war on

terror, the Middle East will indeed continue to be a crucially im-

portant arena. The history I survey in this book will help to ex-

plain why this is so, and will give us all yet another opportunity

to determine whether men and women learn anything from his-

tory. The signs for the post–Cold War era so far are not entirely

encouraging.

september 2008

xvi RASHID KHALIDI
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INTRODUCTION: RETHINKING THE

COLD WAR IN THE MIDDLE EAST 

The period that is always most di‰cult of access is the one that 

is just within living memory. Not yet written down, its primary

sources often still inaccessible, it is at the disposal of fallible mem-

ory and prejudice. No generation is ever fair to its parents.

—rosemary hill1

For nearly half a century, the Cold War rivalry between the

United States and the Soviet Union created a glacial divide that

loomed over international relations. Its icy tentacles extended

across the globe, with often devastating eƒects. The Cold War

provoked a high degree of polarization, as states and political

parties aligned themselves with the two superpowers in virtu-

ally every region of the world, exacerbating and aggravating pre-

existing local conflicts or producing new ones, and envenoming

the political atmosphere in numerous countries. Once it be-

came a full-blown ideological and great-power confrontation in

the wake of World War II, the East-West division dominated de-

liberations at the newly established United Nations and became

the main focal point of international aƒairs. Its chill was felt in

the domestic politics not only of the United States and the So-

viet Union but of countries the world over. 

The Cold War did not begin immediately after World War

II, although precisely when it did start is a subject of some dis-

pute. Former British prime minister Winston Churchill’s fa-

1
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mous observation, in a speech at Westminster College in Ful-

ton, Missouri, on March 5, 1946, that “from Stettin in the Baltic

to Trieste in the Adriatic, an iron curtain has descended across

the Continent,” is often seen as a decisive indication that the

Cold War was already under way by that point, less than a year

after the war’s end.2 Historians, however, cite various key events

from 1945 until 1947 as marking the end of the World War II al-

liance between the Western powers and the Soviet Union and

the beginning of a cold war between them. It is clear, for exam-

ple, that Churchill and some of President Harry S. Truman’s ad-

visors were much more hostile toward the Soviets than were

others, or than President Franklin D. Roosevelt apparently had

been. It is also clear that over time, political circumstances

changed, as did the views of decision makers on the Anglo-

American side. Although Soviet decision-making was more

opaque, it appears as if similar diƒerences regarding American

intentions may have existed in the minds of Joseph Stalin and

the small circle of advisors around him.3 Once the Cold War 

had started in earnest, however, it rapidly came to constitute the

central axis of world aƒairs, and any such diƒerences of opinion

as may have existed on either side lost most of their importance. 

We now know that this rivalry had been presaged by deep

wartime suspicions and devious maneuvering among the Allies

at the height of the colossal joint eƒort against Nazi Germany

during World War II. In the case of those wary old adversaries

Churchill and Stalin, antagonism to each other’s system was of

very long standing.4 Beyond the crucial questions of the post-

war future of Germany, Central Europe, and the Balkans, the

concerns of the Soviets and the Western powers extended into

the Middle East and the adjacent regions south of the USSR,

whence Britain had launched its repeated interventions to crush

the Bolshevik regime during the four-year Russian Civil War af-

ter the 1917 revolution. It is unlikely that either Churchill or
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Stalin, both of whom were central figures in this earliest phase

of the East-West rivalry, ever fully forgot the impact of that

deadly struggle. In some measure, these intense early experi-

ences can be said to have shaped each one’s view of the other

side.5 Indeed, Churchill’s entire career shows that he was always

profoundly anticommunist, while Stalin’s long-standing obses-

sion with Britain as an imperialist power, notably in the Mid-

dle East, at times seemed to override his strong concerns about

the growing role there of the United States in the early phases 

of the Cold War. Meanwhile, to complete this triangular pic-

ture, American policymakers, less experienced in international

aƒairs than their British counterparts, often tended to be influ-

enced by the latter’s deep concerns about the spread of commu-

nism in the Middle East (which they often conflated with

nationalism and anticolonialism). At the same time, the United

States was for many years frequently at odds with Britain in

diƒerent parts of the region, until their simmering diƒerences

in approach exploded during the 1956 Suez War, when the

United States openly opposed Britain and its French and Israeli

allies. This sub rosa rivalry between the two Western powers is

an underappreciated aspect of the early years of the post–World

War II era. 

The Cold War and the fears it engendered haunted several

generations.6 It had this impact not only in the United States

and the Soviet Union, and in Europe, which at the end of World

War II lay battered by combat and virtually prostrate between

the victorious armies of the two nascent superpowers. It also

had a powerful eƒect in East and Southeast Asia, notably in 

Korea and Vietnam, where less than five years after the end 

of World War II the Cold War soon developed into ferocious 

hot wars. These were the only such wars directly involving the

United States and its allies on the one hand and communist

satellites and allies of the Soviet Union on the other. There were



also less overt proxy confrontations between the superpowers 

in Central America and the Caribbean, Africa, South Asia, and

the Middle East, all of which were important arenas of super-

power rivalry for decades. The first such non-European con-

frontations between the USSR and the United States and its

allies (even before the wars in East and Southeast Asia) tran-

spired in the Middle East. They were to have a special impor-

tance, as we shall see.

The Cold War has now been over for nearly two decades. For

students of college age today, it is beyond their experience and

their memory. If they know anything at all about it, this period

is at best a matter of dim, distant history to them. And yet if 

time seems to fly for those of us who grew up during the Cold

War and do remember it, changes in the way people see history

progress very slowly. This may be especially true of recent his-

tory, about which many of those who have lived through the

events in question may have deeply felt views, views that they 

are reluctant to modify. Thus, a serious rethinking of this cru-

cial and well-defined period of modern world history, free of 

the Cold War shibboleths and the intense partisanship that 

distorted so much earlier scholarship, only began slowly. A re-

luctance to readdress the period has especially a~icted the

“winning side,” where certain aspects of the orthodox, long-

accepted interpretation of the conflict have yet to be chal-

lenged.7 Indeed, the continuing identification of many older

Cold War historians with the received truths on “their side” of

the now vanished iron curtain has been a hindrance to the writ-

ing of balanced, objective history of the Cold War.8

Although much good historical work has been done in re-

cent years, particularly on the origins of the Cold War, there is

still significant room for further reconsideration of the broad

story of this rivalry’s origins, development, and course, and of

its eƒects, especially as considerable new archival documenta-

4 RASHID KHALIDI
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tion on the Soviet side and from other sources has become avail-

able since the collapse of the Soviet Union.9 A new look at the

Cold War is particularly timely now that even after the demise

of communism and the rise of capitalism in Russia, and the 

end of the ideological struggle that supposedly undergirded the

Cold War, Western relations with Russia in East and central Eu-

rope, in the Caucasus, and in the Middle East are once again

characterized by considerable friction. This is a perfect example

of how one’s vantage point in time makes possible a completely

diƒerent view of history. After the West’s warm embrace of the

first two post-Soviet rulers of Russia, Mikhail Gorbachev and

Boris Yeltsin, and after the triumphalist proclamations of the

“End of History,”10 who could have foreseen the emergence of

grave diƒerences only a decade later between the United States

and Europe, on the one hand, and Russia, on the other, over

Iran, energy supplies, the expansion of NATO to countries like

Georgia and Ukraine, and missile defenses? All of this should

perhaps make us rethink at least some of the conventional views

of the causes and motivations of the Cold War. Perhaps ideology

was not quite as important as some on both sides made it out 

to be, and perhaps traditional great-power conflicts of interest

over strategic issues and resources, the likes of which continu-

ally plagued Russian-Western relations before the Bolshevik

Revolution, deserve more attention.

Beyond the need for further rethinking of Cold War history

in general, relatively little new research has been done about the

central role of this great international rivalry in a number of re-

gional conflicts.11 This follows on a period, from the late 1950s

through the early 1990s, when much scholarship in a variety of

fields, much of it policy driven and some of it of uneven quality,

was devoted to exploring the impact of the Cold War on these

regions. The inquiry into regional impacts of the superpower ri-

valry was a branch of an entire field, Sovietology, which grew up
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in the shadow of the Cold War and has now virtually disap-

peared. There has been a similar drop in recent decades in the

number of such works in various Cold War–related fields. Iron-

ically, this has come just as some distance in time has developed

between us and the most dramatic events of the Cold War, and

when new archival and other primary sources have been made

available, at least in theory making the writing of the history of

this period easier. The relative paucity of new scholarly work on

this vital era is as true of the Middle East as it is of most of the

regions that were deeply marked by the impact of the Cold War

rivalry from the 1940s until the 1990s.12

These regions, whether Africa, Latin America, South and

East Asia, or the Middle East, have been marked further since

then by what might be called the ghosts of the Cold War. The

most striking example is the blowback of United States’ in-

volvement in the Afghan war against the Soviet occupation of

that country, but there are many others.13 Understanding these

powerful and lingering aftereƒects of the Cold War requires 

going back in time and reassessing that conflict, especially its

less-studied final phases. I will seek to explore further on in this

book the lingering impact of these Cold War ghosts in the Mid-

dle East long after the Soviet Union itself had disappeared and

the Cold War was forgotten.

It is important to revisit this period, in the Middle East in

particular, for several other reasons. Immediately subsequent 

to the rapid disappearance of its Soviet rival, in 1990–91, the

United States engaged in an extraordinarily confident assertion

of its suddenly unrivaled power in the Middle East via its lead-

ership of a grand coalition against Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait in

the Gulf War of 1991, and in convening the 1991 Arab-Israeli

peace conference in Madrid, which led to the 1993 Oslo Accords,

signed on the White House lawn. Both were unprecedented ini-

tiatives in various ways. Although nominally a collective eƒort,
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the 1991 Gulf War was the first American land war in Asia since

Vietnam. Meanwhile, Madrid witnessed the first multilateral

peace conference in history bringing together all the parties to

the conflict, Arab and Israeli, and all relevant international ac-

tors. Moreover, it constituted the first and only serious and sus-

tained American (or international) eƒort in over half a century

at a comprehensive resolution of the Palestine conflict. 

In light of these apparently radical departures in American

policy immediately after the collapse of the Soviet Union, it

would be useful to revise our understanding of the Cold War as

simply a prolegomenon to the current era of unfettered Ameri-

can dominance over the region. Such a revision would help us

answer a number of questions: Was the United States previously

as constrained by the presence of its Soviet rival as sometimes

seemed to be the case, and as these two novel departures imme-

diately after the demise of the USSR seemed to indicate? Alter-

natively, was America in fact more dominant in the Middle East

throughout the Cold War era than may have appeared at the

time? 

These are important questions, since for the United States

the Cold War was at least the ostensible reason for an enor-

mously expanded American post–World War II global presence.

Similarly, the perceived Soviet threat was the pretext for the es-

tablishment of U.S. military bases spanning the globe, and for

the development of a vastly enhanced American international

intelligence, economic, and diplomatic profile compared with

the relatively modest world role of the United States before De-

cember 7, 1941.14 Before that date, the United States was a West-

ern Hemisphere and Pacific power with a major fleet and great

economic might, but with limited military and air capacities

and narrowly defined international interests. It thereafter be-

came the dominant world power, the sole possessor of atomic

weapons, with fleets and air forces that dwarfed those of all
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other powers, and an unrivaled global economic, diplomatic,

and intelligence presence. The post–World War II expansion of

American power around the globe contrasted strikingly with

the isolationist aftermath of World War I and the rapid decline

of American involvement in European and Middle Eastern is-

sues in 1919–20. The post-1945 expansion was in large measure

predicated, at least as it was presented to the American pub-

lic, on the newfound “need” to confront the Soviet Union (al-

though it is striking to note that certain important aspects of

this expansion, especially in the military sphere, well antedated

the Cold War).15 What drove this expanded vision of the role of

the United States in the world in the waning years of Roosevelt’s

presidency was a sense that the global presence of American

power was necessary to prevent yet another world war, and that

America’s previous refusal to play such a global role was a ma-

jor reason for the disasters of 1914 and 1939. Such a view might

not have convinced an American public skeptical of shoul-

dering expansive international burdens, whence the utility of

the easy-to-understand “Soviet menace” to Truman and those

around him in justifying the eƒorts involved.

In many regions, this expansion of America’s global reach

meant that the wartime arrival of U.S. troops—in the case of the

Middle East this occurred in North Africa and Iran in 1942—

was not followed after the end of the war by their disappearance

back over the horizon, as had happened in Europe immediately

after World War I. These initial wartime deployments of Amer-

ican forces, and the later establishment and postwar mainte-

nance of major U.S. air bases at Dhahran in Saudi Arabia, at

Wheelus Field near Tripoli in Libya, in Morocco, and in Turkey

marked the beginning of a continuous U.S. military presence in

diƒerent locales in this region, a presence that is ongoing to this

day. It was the beginning as well of what has become a well-

established role for the United States as a major Middle East-
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ern power. Indeed, I would argue strongly that these early war-

time and postwar moves constituted the beginning of an Amer-

ican role as the major Middle Eastern power, a reality that was

masked for a time by the power and proximity to the region of

the USSR.

Although overshadowed at times by other Cold War arenas,

the Middle East was not just a secondary region where the

United States and the USSR contended. Already during World

War II, the crucial strategic importance of the Middle East had

been amply demonstrated in terms of its central geographic lo-

cation on the southern flank of Europe and astride vital sea and

air lanes, and the vast energy reserves it was known to contain.

The region’s importance in terms of strategy and oil was further

established during the Cold War, perhaps to a greater extent

than some observers realize, as later chapters of this book will

show. And since the Cold War ended, the significance of the

Middle East to the United States has only seemed to increase

with every passing year. Evidence for this assertion can be found

in a series of major recent American initiatives in the region, in-

cluding those already mentioned such as the defeat of Iraq in the

1991 Gulf War and the 1991–93 Madrid-Oslo Middle East peace

process. Further evidence is the Iraq sanctions regime from 1991 

until 2003, which involved constant bombing and overflights of

Iraq, followed by the invasion of that country in 2003 and its

subsequent occupation, which in 2009 will enter its seventh

year, the largest, longest-lasting, and most costly such American

overseas military eƒort since Vietnam. 

Some of these post–Cold War American actions were uni-

lateral in essence, even if they may have been superficially mul-

tilateral in form, while others emerged more genuinely from

collective decision-making in the United Nations and else-

where. Since the end of the Cold War, perhaps only American

involvement in the Balkans and the North Korean nuclear crisis
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have been actions of the same level of gravity. In any case, these

initiatives in the Middle East have been among the most dra-

matic taken by the United States in the world arena in the wake

of the collapse of European communism and the end of the

Cold War. They indicate a particular and continuing impor-

tance to American policymakers of the vast stretch of North

Africa and West Asia running from the Atlantic Ocean to cen-

tral Asia, even after the end of the Cold War.

Given all of these facts, a reexamination of the Cold War in

the Middle East has the potential to clarify several important is-

sues. The first is with respect to achieving a historical under-

standing of the unprecedented current American involvement

in this extensive region. How did the United States get into the

situation in which it finds itself today, with a huge military, po-

litical, and economic presence in this unstable part of the world,

where it is currently fighting two potentially open-ended wars,

in Afghanistan and Iraq? Beyond this, the United States ap-

peared at times as if it were on the verge of a third Middle 

Eastern hot war, with Iran, even as the two powers engaged in a

fierce covert rivalry throughout the region that often looked

very much like a cold war. Does this extended forward Ameri-

can military posture indeed have its roots in decades of deepen-

ing involvement in the region linked to the rivalry with the

Soviet Union? Alternatively, is this involvement entirely new in

nature and entirely diƒerent from that during the Cold War,

and was the main reason for it really the changed world situa-

tion after 9/11, and the “global war on terror,” as the Bush ad-

ministration argued? 

The second issue is the broader and more general one of the

nature of the transformation of the United States from being 

essentially a power whose ambitions were limited to the West-

ern Hemisphere and the Pacific region before World War II, to

being one of two superpowers, to its current position as the 
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sole global hegemon. Is explaining the growth of American in-

volvement in the Middle East crucial to our understanding of

the United States’ new post–Cold War global role? What was 

the importance of the region’s energy resources, and those of

adjacent Transcaucasia and central Asia, in the ambitions of 

the team that surrounded George W. Bush to extend American

global hegemony through the rest of the twenty-first century?

This ambition was clearly indicated by the manifesto issued 

by the Project for a New American Century (PNAC), to which

many of the key members of the Bush administration adhered

before they came into o‰ce in January 2001.16

A final issue that might be clarified by an examination of the

Cold War with respect to the Middle East is the extent to which

today’s massive American involvement in the region is an aber-

ration, no more than the most egregious of the many foreign

policy missteps and excesses of the Bush administration. If the

current situation is indeed the result of one administration’s ac-

tions, the pendulum is likely to swing back and we will eventu-

ally see this aggressive new course reversed by George W. Bush’s

successors. By contrast, is this assertive new high-profile Amer-

ican posture in the Middle East no more than a logical—albeit

more extreme and violent—continuation and development of

what came before in the way of U.S. policy there, going back to

the Cold War? If so, the approach inaugurated under George W.

Bush may mark the beginning of a new pattern of direct, uni-

lateral American military interventions in this unstable region

that is likely to continue into the future, and is also likely to ex-

acerbate further its instability.

the saudi connection

In considering the issues just raised, and the questions that arise

from them, it is useful to start with a little-appreciated episode
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near the end of World War II, to which I will have occasion to

return.17 This was the meeting between President Franklin D.

Roosevelt and the Saudi king ‘Abd al-‘Aziz ibn Sa‘ud (known

variously as ‘Abd al-‘Aziz and Ibn Sa‘ud) in Egypt on February

14, 1945. Roosevelt, infirm and only two months from death, was

on his way home from the Yalta conference. Why did the weary

president of what had just become the most powerful country

on earth spend the better part of a day meeting with this appar-

ently minor Middle Eastern potentate? The answer is that this

encounter was arranged because of Saudi Arabia’s importance

in the eyes of those in the State Department, the military, and

the O‰ce of Strategic Services (OSS)—the wartime predecessor

of the Central Intelligence Agency, established by Maj. Gen. Bill

Donovan—who were already planning for the postwar era. The

organizer of the 1945 meeting, Col. William Eddy, the head of

the American Legation at Jedda, was an Arabic-speaking son 

of missionaries who had grown up in Cairo. He was a key figure

in the OSS, and his account of the meeting, which he arranged

and at which he served as the translator, provides much valuable

detail.18 We know that by this point the vast extent of Saudi oil 

reserves was familiar to American strategic planners and oil ex-

ecutives.19 Saudi oil had just begun flowing to support the Allied

war eƒort, an eƒort that was simultaneously strangling both

German and Japanese oil supplies, measurably shortening the

war.20 Finally, in 1945 the United States was already planning to

acquire a major air base at Dhahran, which it continued using

until 1962, and used again for a decade starting with the 1991

Gulf War, nearly thirty years later.

The United States and Britain had by this stage launched

major invasions of Sicily, Italy, and southern France from bases

in the Middle East, and were supplying massive quantities of

Lend-Lease equipment to the Soviet Union across Iran, which

was occupied by British, Soviet, and American troops. Saudi
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Arabia was only one link in this vast wartime chain, which

stretched right around the globe, but the kingdom had one cru-

cial characteristic, besides its strategic position and its posses-

sion of vast reservoirs of oil and gas beneath its soil: it was one

of only two fully independent states in this crucial Middle East-

ern region that had never been occupied by the troops of Euro-

pean colonial powers, and it had no foreign bases on its soil.

Moreover, Ibn Sa‘ud had twelve years earlier signed an exclusive

agreement for the exploration and exploitation of its oil reserves

with an American consortium of companies that became the

Arabian American Oil Company (ARAMCO).21 This consor-

tium had thereby managed to secure the first major exclusive

American oil concession in the Middle East, an area that had

heretofore been virtually an exclusive British preserve.

President Roosevelt was thus meeting with the absolute

ruler of a nation with something unique to oƒer the United

States: an alliance with a Middle Eastern power that was not al-

ready part of another great power’s sphere of influence. Such 

an alliance gave American access to oil and bases in the kingdom

even more meaning. Moreover, importantly for the coming

postwar era, Saudi Arabia’s ruler was staunchly anticommunist,

and he did not have to worry about a large body of nationalist

public opinion, as did governments in other major Middle East-

ern countries like Egypt, Iraq, Syria, and Iran, where large urban

populations, organized into political parties, enjoying slowly

growing literacy and attached to a culture of newspapers and

books, were deeply anticolonial and suspicious of foreign bases

and foreign concessions.

Nevertheless, because of his concern about his standing

both in the Arab world and with public opinion in his kingdom,

however rudimentary the latter may have been, the Saudi king

felt unable to go along with the request of his American inter-

locutor that all the Jewish survivors of the Nazi Holocaust be
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settled in Palestine. He stressed that happy though he was to co-

operate with the United States in a variety of spheres, he would

have to insist on the importance of one issue, that of Palestine,

about which he asked: “What injury have Arabs done to the Jews

of Europe?”22 In response to this expression of the king’s posi-

tion, in April 1945, just before Roosevelt died, the president sent

a letter to Ibn Sa‘ud confirming what he told him in response to

the concerns over Palestine that the king had expressed during

their meeting: that the United States would consult with both

Arabs and Jews before acting in Palestine, where it would never

act against the interests of the Arabs.23

Roosevelt’s successor, Harry S. Truman, was to deny initially

that the United States had ever made such commitments.24 Al-

though he was later provided with Roosevelt’s April 1945 letter

by the State Department, in the Palestine policy Truman crafted

over the next few years he proceeded to violate blatantly both 

of his predecessor’s commitments—to consult with both Arabs

and Jews before taking action in Palestine, and to do nothing

there that would harm the Arabs. Four American diplomats

based in the Middle East who had been brought back to Wash-

ington in October 1946 to brief Truman were left cooling their

heels for over a month because, the president finally told them,

his advisors “felt that it would be impolitic to see his Ministers

to Arab countries, no matter how briefly, prior to the November

Congressional elections.” It was to this group that Truman ut-

tered the infamous words: “I’m sorry, gentlemen, but I have to

answer to hundreds of thousands who are anxious for the suc-

cess of Zionism; I do not have hundreds of thousands of Arabs

among my constituents.”25 Not surprisingly in light of these

views, starting with Truman’s presidency, the issue of Palestine

became a continuing irritant to the Saudi monarchy in its deal-

ings with Washington, and indeed in those of virtually every

single Arab regime, democratic or autocratic, ever since. It re-
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mains so down to the present day. It has, however, been an irri-

tant that most Saudi and other Arab leaders came to accept as

the price of doing business with the indispensable power of the

United States. This fact has not been entirely lost on the Pales-

tinians or on those many others in the region concerned about

Palestine. 

By giving an oil concession to an American consortium in

1933, the Saudi monarch had already managed to assert his in-

dependence of Great Britain’s heretofore exclusive and perva-

sive influence over his kingdom, influence that the king had

long resented bitterly.26 Whether far-sighted, fortunate, or both,

between 1933 and his meeting with Roosevelt, Ibn Sa‘ud man-

aged to link his realm and his dynasty firmly to the growing

power of the United States, doing so well before many world

statesmen had realized the future superpower’s full potential. In

the end, this crucial connection was to prove more important to

him and to the five of his sons who have succeeded him as kings

since 1953 than were their concerns about Palestine, notwith-

standing any contrary opinions, which since have often been

strongly expressed by Saudi and Arab critics.

Perceived by Washington to be valuable to postwar planning

in terms of both its economic and strategic value, Saudi Arabia

soon turned out to have the world’s largest proven oil reserves,

which is still the case today. Oil produced by ARAMCO was 

crucial to the postwar recovery of Europe, to keeping oil prices 

extremely low for several decades after World War II, and to 

increasing the profits of the big American oil companies that

dominated the world oil market.27 Saudi Arabia had importance

in other realms, however, linked to the fact that it was one of the

first countries in the Middle East where the United States was

free to establish bases without having to take permission from,

or incur the jealousy of, the traditional powers that dominated

the region, Britain and France.28 The Dhahran air base (origi-
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nally called an “airfield,” in deference to Saudi sensitivity about

having foreign bases on their soil), on which construction be-

gan in late 1945 and which was utilized by the United States 

Air Force until 1962, was especially useful to American global

airlift capabilities, and for rescue, reconnaissance, and combat

aircraft, as a link in the chain of bases strategically located along

the Soviet southern frontiers. This was particularly the case 

in the early years of the Cold War, when American strategic

bombers like the B-29 had more limited ranges than would

more advanced craft later on.29

Feeling itself under pressure from Arab nationalist senti-

ment and the anticolonial propaganda of the Egyptian regime,

which increased in intensity in the late 1950s, the Saudi gov-

ernment requested termination of the basing arrangement in

1961, and the U.S. Air Force ceased to base units there the 

sub sequent year, although Americans (ex-military personnel

contracted by the Vinnell Corporation) continued to run the

airfield for the Saudi government thereafter. The U.S. Air Force 

in any case had ceased to need the base in the early 1960s when 

the development of longer-range weapons systems made it 

possible to give up a variety of American bases, including Dhah-

ran and later Wheelus Field in Libya, as well as others, for Jupi-

ter intermediate-range ballistic missiles (IRBMs) in Turkey 

and Britain.30 I will return to these Cold War strategic issues in

chapter 4.

It was not until after the advent of a completely diƒerent

post–Cold War American strategy, one involving a large-scale,

long-term, multicountry American military presence in the

Middle East, that, starting in 1991, U.S. forces were once again

based at Dhahran, as well as in Kuwait, Bahrain, Oman, Qatar,

and elsewhere in the region. It is noteworthy that this new strat-

egy came after the demise of the USSR removed any existential

nuclear danger to the United States itself. However, these newly
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arrived American forces in the Middle East were not directed

against “international communism” and its proxies, as was the

case from the mid-1940s through the early 1970s, but rather

against local Middle Eastern actors. The American presence 

in the region was clearly intended for entirely diƒerent purposes

than those for which U.S. bases there were first envisioned. I will

examine in a later chapter the little-remarked-upon shift from

a Cold War emphasis on the formidable power of the Soviet

Union—an emphasis that over time came to require fewer bases

in the Middle East, and indeed by the 1970s relied largely on an

“over the horizon” posture (whereby the United States de-

pended almost entirely on naval and air forces based outside the

region, together with some pre-positioned equipment, for the

projection of American power)—to the current American

post–Cold War strategy. This has produced the largest U.S. 

military concentration in the region since World War II, albeit

one directed against foes whose nature is not always entirely

clear.

the arab cold war 

As the Cold War penetrated the Middle East, and as the United

States gradually replaced Britain and France as the dominant

Western power in the region—not without a little friction, as we

shall see—the American-Saudi connection continued to be im-

portant. It was cemented in 1957 by the adherence of the new

Saudi monarch, King Sa‘ud, to the Eisenhower Doctrine.31 This

follow-up to the Truman Doctrine—which ten years earlier had

marked the first formal American recognition that the Cold War

had extended to the Middle East—was enunciated by President

Dwight D. Eisenhower before a joint session of Congress in Jan-

uary 1957. In it, Eisenhower proclaimed American support for

any Middle Eastern government targeted by “overt armed ag-
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gression from any nation controlled by International Commu-

nism.”32 King Sa‘ud’s public adhesion to the American camp in

the Middle East through his acceptance of this doctrine after 

a visit to Washington, D.C., was a major coup for the United

States. American policy thereby separated Saudi Arabia from

Egypt, its erstwhile ally in inter-Arab politics and a vocal advo-

cate of nonalignment, even as the Egyptian regime of Gamal

Abdel Nasser gradually moved closer to the Soviet Union. 

For the next decade, Saudi Arabia and Egypt came to con-

stitute the main poles of two opposed camps within the Arab

world, which engaged in what the late Malcolm Kerr memo-

rably described as the “Arab Cold War.”33 These camps in turn

came to be closely aligned with the United States and the Soviet

Union. By this process, a regional cleavage with its own logic

and specificity was subsumed into the great Cold War divide. 

As I argue in chapter 4, this grafting of the Cold War between

the United States and the Soviet Union onto preexisting Mid-

dle Eastern rivalries and conflicts significantly exacerbated those

conflicts in many cases. At the same time, the involvement of 

the Americans and the Soviets in internecine local quarrels 

provided opportunities for Middle Eastern “clients” to extract 

support from their superpower patrons, which the latter some-

times were obliged to extend against the better judgment of key

policy makers.34

Saudi Arabia’s value to the United States was soon to emerge

in yet another sphere: the ideological arena. For among the key

convergences of the Cold War era in the Middle East was that 

between the Soviet Union and not only states like Egypt but 

leftist and Arab nationalist movements in their various forms,

including Nasserism, the Ba‘th Party, multiple varieties of Arab

socialism, the diƒerent Arab communist parties, and other rad-

ical parties and groups. Although this Soviet-Arab coalition

seemed united by anticolonialism, a commitment to state-led
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development, contempt for “bourgeois democracy,” and some

other shared values, it was in fact a profoundly uneasy agglom-

eration of forces. There were deep divergences and suspicions,

and sometimes open conflicts, between its very disparate com-

ponent parts, and between many of these parties and the vari-

ous Arab regimes on the one hand, and the Soviet Union on the

other. Thus, almost immediately after the Iraqi revolution of

1958, the Communist Party in Iraq found itself at odds with the

Nasserists, Ba‘thists, and other Arab nationalists, which rapidly

developed into a lasting conflict that only became more bitter

and sanguinary as time went on. The Egyptian regime and the

Soviets eventually were obliged to take sides with their respec-

tive squabbling Iraqi protégés, while keeping their bilateral re-

lations as normal as possible.35 Notwithstanding the problems

that eventually emerged between would-be allies, for a time, in

the mid-1950s through the early 1970s, this grouping of Arab

leftists and nationalists appeared to be a formidable coalition,

particularly when aligned with a growing number of national-

ist Arab regimes and with the USSR. Indeed, in the struggle

within the Arab world, the Arab cold war, this coalition seemed

to be a winning one, as it proclaimed that it represented the fu-

ture in the battle against the backwardness of the assorted tra-

ditional monarchies and conservative regimes associated with

the United States.

The radical wave in the Middle East seemed to place the

United States and its allies in a highly unfavorable position. To

this apparently unbalanced situation, Saudi Arabia brought the

powerful ideological weapon of Islam. This was something the

Saudis were uniquely positioned to do, given the centuries-old

alliance between the royal family and the rigidly orthodox Wah-

habi religious establishment, and given the kingdom’s special

place as the location of two of the three most holy places in Is-

lam, Mecca and Medina. Particularly after the much more com-
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petent and more pious and ascetic King Faisal took over from

his profligate older brother Sa‘ud in 1962, Saudi Arabia focused

much more intensively, and more plausibly, on Islam as the

backbone of its resistance to the self-proclaimed “progressive”

Arab regimes. It sponsored various Pan-Islamic entities, among

them what eventually became the Organization of the Islamic

Conference, as a counterweight to the Pan-Arab bodies and par-

ties dominated by Egypt. It spent its oil wealth liberally on

spreading the kingdom’s puritanical and dogmatic Wahhabi

form of Islam and on other forms of religious propaganda,

building mosques, religious schools, and Islamic centers all over

the world. Finally, Saudi Arabia gave refuge to Islamist political

activists persecuted by secular Arab nationalist regimes in

Egypt, Syria, Iraq, and elsewhere. These included notably mem-

bers of the outlawed Muslim Brotherhood, some of whom had

already been spotted by Western intelligence agencies as poten-

tially useful proxies in the Cold War struggle with the radical

Arab protégés of the Soviet Union. 

Saudi Arabia’s employment of Islam as an ideological tool

thus proved useful to the United States and its allies among the

conservative forces in the Arab and Islamic worlds, which at this

time, in the mid-1960s, seemed largely on the defensive in the

face of the Soviet-backed “progressive” Arab regimes. Indeed,

Islam eventually became an important part of the American

ideological arsenal in the Cold War, used by U.S. intelligence

services not only in the Arab countries but also in Pakistan and

South Asia, in Southeast Asia, in Soviet Central Asia, and in

other parts of the Islamic world. It may seem hard to believe to-

day, given the current demonization of radical, militant politi-

cal Islam in American public discourse, but for decades the

United States was in fact a major patron, indeed in some re-

spects the major patron, of earlier incarnations of just these ex-

treme trends, for reasons that had everything to do with the

perceived need to use any and all means to wage the Cold War.36
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There was of course a price attached to this Cold War–

driven approach, not least in terms of the ideals and principles

that Americans like to believe their foreign policy is based on.

While the Soviet Union generally aligned itself with authoritar-

ian nationalist regimes, American policy backed absolute mon-

archies in Saudi Arabia, Iran, and the Arab Gulf states (with the

exception of Kuwait), and other nondemocratic, authoritarian

regimes in Jordan, Tunisia, Morocco, Pakistan, and elsewhere

from the late 1940s until the 1970s as part of this same Cold War

strategy. In so doing, the United States laid little or no stress on

the promotion of democracy, constitutionalism, or human

rights in the Middle East. Indeed, the United States had previ-

ously helped to subvert Middle Eastern democracies by actions

such as supporting the Husni Zaim coup against the constitu-

tionally elected president Shukri al-Quwatli in Syria in 1949, 

organizing with Britain the overthrow of Iran’s democratically

chosen prime minister Mohammad Mosaddeq in 1953 and im-

posing an autocratic regime under Mohammad Reza Shah, 

and providing Lebanese president Camille Chamoun with the

funds to bribe his way to achieving a parliamentary majority in

the 1957 elections.37 Chapter 5 examines in more detail the dele-

terious impact of both American and Soviet Cold War policies

on the growth of democracy in the Middle East. In some cases

when the United States subverted democracy in the region, Is-

lam served as a screen or as an ideological adjunct, as in Iran, for

example, where some elements of the religious establishment

became part of the American-supported anti-Mosaddeq coali-

tion in 1953. Needless to say, this went down very well among 

the absolutist, antidemocratic elites of the conservative states

the United States was aligned with, who were generally ostenta-

tiously pious Muslims (although this outward appearance was

sometimes scandalously far from the sordid reality).

The long-standing inattention of American policymak-

ers to the promotion of democracy and human rights in the
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Middle East (and often their outright disdain for these things), 

and their aggressive sponsorship of radical Islamic groups and

trends, are both significant in light of the Bush administration’s

claim that its policies aimed to spread democracy in the Middle

East, and in view of the global war on terror that it launched.

This “war” in fact has amounted in the main to a diƒuse and in-

coherent campaign against a broad and quite disparate range of

largely unconnected regimes and militant, radical Islamic polit-

ical movements. Some of these groups, like al-Qa‘ida, are lin-

eal descendants of ones the United States was allied with for

decades, often until the administration of George W. Bush’s fa-

ther. The now conveniently forgotten Cold War alliance be-

tween the United States and these Saudi- and Pakistani-backed

Islamic movements and forces was only belatedly to produce

some of its most bitter fruits in Afghanistan, and thereafter in

the smoking ruins of U.S. embassies in East Africa, the World

Trade Center, and the Pentagon, long after the Cold War was

over. 

During much of the Cold War, this alliance with a politi-

cized, militant, and often extreme form of Islam was seen as do-

ing yeoman’s service for American policy in the Middle East and

beyond. Islam as an ideological tool was particularly crucial in

rallying conservative forces in the Middle East and beyond at a

crucial phase of the Cold War, notably at the height of the civil

war in Yemen from 1962 to 1967. In this conflict, Egyptian troops

and air power backed the Republicans, and Saudi Arabia and its

conservative regional allies supported the royalists financially

and militarily in a desperate seesaw struggle on the southwest-

ern borders of the Saudi kingdom. Behind both sides in this

conflict stood their superpower patrons, the United States and

the Soviet Union. The banner of Islam and American backing

(with support from the British) indeed became the cement that

brought together a disparate coalition throughout the Arabian
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Peninsula and the Gulf. It included Yemeni royalist and tribal

forces, the governments of Jordan and Oman, which faced their

own radical domestic oppositions, and, farther afield, the gov-

ernments of Pakistan and Iran under the shah. Included as 

well in this American-led coalition were various groupings and 

parties, among them elements of the underground Muslim

Brotherhood in Egypt, Syria, and Iraq. As part of this sub rosa

regional conflict, while Saudi Arabia supported its allies in the

Yemeni civil war with weapons and money, Jordan and Iran 

sent military advisors and some military units to the neighbor-

ing Dhofar region of Oman to fight against a radical Marxist

guerilla movement there that opposed the sultan’s regime and

the British advisors who propped it up, while British troops

fought to hang on to Aden and South Yemen against a tenacious

insurgency.38 On the other side, disparate radical groups and

Arab nationalist regimes, such as those of Egypt, Algeria, and

Iraq, as well as the Soviet Union, gave extensive military support

to the Yemeni Republicans, the Popular Front for the Libera-

tion of Oman and the Arabian Gulf fighting in Dhofar, and the

South Yemeni insurgents.

As the forces aligned with the United States proclaimed

their defense of the Middle East against atheistic communism

and its secular Arab nationalist allies, a particular form of mili-

tant political Islam thus provided an ideological banner and a

critical rallying point. Islam was to continue to provide a last-

ing focus for a number of these allies, playing a significant role 

in American, Saudi, and Pakistani regional policies until the 

instrumental employment of radical Islam as a tool of policy

reached its apogee during the Afghan war against the Soviet oc-

cupation from 1979 to 1988. This was many years after the high

tide of radical Arab nationalism (and allied Marxist currents)

had ebbed in the wake of the crushing defeat inflicted by Israel

in June 1967 on two of the leading paragons of militant Arabism,
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Egypt and Syria, and after a number of Arab countries, led 

by Egypt, had abruptly ended their alignment with the Soviet

Union. I will return later in the book to some of these develop-

ments and to the unpleasant outcome of the Afghanistan expe-

rience for most of those concerned.

the arab-israeli conflict 
and the cold war

The events of the Arab cold war described above were only 

one example of the many important ways in which the larger

American-Soviet Cold War had a major impact on the Middle

East. The alignment of each of the superpowers with one or 

another side in the Arab-Israeli conflict is probably a better-

known example. For several decades starting in the 1960s, and

until the very end of the Cold War in 1991, the United States was

the primary backer of Israel, while the Soviet Union was the

main supporter of most of the Arab states engaged in the con-

flict, to the point that uninitiated observers may have assumed

that it had always been thus. This fixed alignment did not, how-

ever, go back to the earliest phase of the Arab-Israeli conflict, the

Palestine war of 1948–49. In fact, in that crucial formative pe-

riod, both the United States and the USSR were ranged on the

same side (albeit for diƒerent reasons): they both voted in the

UN General Assembly in 1947 to give the Jewish minority in

Palestine 55 percent in a partition of the country, both raced to

recognize the independence of the new Jewish state that resulted

from that decision on May 15, 1948, and both helped surrepti-

tiously to arm Israel during the war that ensued. Soviet arms,

delivered through Czechoslovakia in the summer of 1948, were

in fact crucial to Israel’s ultimate military victory. 

The main reason for the United States taking the position it

did, against the professional advice of the State Department and
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the Pentagon, was simple, and was summed up in President

Truman’s words quoted earlier: “I’m sorry, gentlemen, but I

have to answer to hundreds of thousands who are anxious for

the success of Zionism; I do not have hundreds of thousands of

Arabs among my constituents.”39 The Soviet position, which

shifted from anti-Zionism to support of the creation of Israel in

a few short months, owed a great deal to Stalin’s obsessive con-

cern about the power of Britain in the Middle East, which he did

not seem to realize was waning rapidly, his suspicions of what he

saw as Britain’s Arab clients, including Transjordan, Iraq, and

Egypt, and his mistaken belief that a Jewish state might align it-

self with the USSR.40

Israel and the Soviet Union drifted apart soon afterward,

with Israel moving closer to the United States during the Korean

War, and the Soviet Union eventually developing closer rela-

tions with Arab countries that sought to free themselves from

direct and indirect control by the old European colonial powers.

Thereafter, Britain and France became the main arms suppliers

to Israel, which used their Centurion and AMX-13 tanks and Su-

per Mystère and Mirage fighters to win its next two wars against

Arab states. These were the Suez War against Egypt, which Israel

fought in alliance with the British and French in 1956, and the

June 1967 war against Egypt, Syria, and Jordan. Crucially, France

also provided Israel with the wherewithal to produce nuclear

weapons, which it did surreptitiously starting in the mid-1950s,

a far-reaching measure that fundamentally changed the strate-

gic balance in the Middle East, tipping it even further in Israel’s

favor.41

The tripartite Anglo-French-Israeli invasion of Egypt in

1956 marked another moment when, rather than being ranged

on opposite sides, the United States and the USSR found them-

selves strange bedfellows, both opposing the aggression of the

two old colonial powers and their Israeli ally against Egypt.
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Their alignment came at one of the high points of the Cold War,

when Soviet forces were engaged in bloodily suppressing the

Hungarian uprising, and the United States and the Western

powers were loudly decrying Soviet brutality while doing little

to help the Hungarian rebels. Over Suez, however, the two su-

perpowers took the same position, of opposing the tripartite 

attack on Egypt, albeit—as in 1948—for diƒerent reasons. The

Soviets were happy to be able to point to Western imperialist 

aggression while they put down a rising in their own impe-

rial backyard. Meanwhile, President Eisenhower was furious at

Britain and France for acting without consultation, for doing so

with overtly neocolonial motives, and for distracting world

public opinion from Soviet bad behavior in Eastern Europe.

The subtext of American displeasure was that Britain and

France did not know their place in the new world of the Cold

War, where there were only two superpowers, and all important

decisions on the western side of the East-West divide were made

in Washington.42

The Suez War was to be the last time until the end of the

Cold War that the superpowers found themselves on the same

side of the Arab-Israeli conflict. Soon thereafter, the Arab cold

war began, the Eisenhower administration’s sympathy for the

Egyptian regime of Gamal Abdel Nasser, never very deep, was

exhausted, and the American-Soviet rivalry ratcheted up even

further in the Middle East. The Eisenhower Doctrine resulted

from this escalation. It was in fact directed not just at the Soviet

Union but at Arab states with which the USSR was aligned, like

Egypt, which in the Manichaean vision of Secretary of State

John Foster Dulles were seen implicitly as being “controlled by

International Communism.”43 The Soviet Union had been sup-

plying Egypt with arms since 1955 (the original arms deal here,

too, was made via Czechoslovakia), and soon was supplying

Syria, Iraq, and other Arab countries as well. Thereafter the
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USSR provided aid for the construction of Egypt’s Aswan Dam,

after the United States reneged on its commitment to do so. 

The United States was arming Saudi Arabia, Iran, Jordan, and

other allies, and by the 1960s had begun to supply Israel with

weapons. At the outset, in the late 1950s, the United States sur-

reptitiously allowed West Germany to ship surplus American-

manufactured M-48 tanks to Israel. This arms-supply relationship

became more overt in the subsequent administrations of John

F. Kennedy and Lyndon B. Johnson, as the former sent Hawk an-

tiaircraft missiles, and the latter A-4 Skyhawk attack bombers,

to Israel.

It was the 1967 war, however, that marked both the full align-

ment of the United States with Israel and the beginning of 

Israel’s heavy reliance on American weapons systems, starting

with the top-of-the-line F-4 Phantom fighter-bombers sup-

plied by the Johnson and Richard M. Nixon administrations.

The massive dependence of Israel on billions of dollars annually

in U.S. military and economic aid came a few years later, fol-

lowing a subsequent Arab-Israeli conflict, the October 1973 war.

By this time, the United States had come to see Israel as its most

valuable ally in the Middle East region in the global struggle

with the USSR and its proxies. It fitted perfectly into the Nixon

administration’s strategy of “Vietnamization,” or finding local

proxies to serve U.S. interests, and was seen as more valuable

even than Iran under the shah, as was shown by American will-

ingness to deliver to Israel weapons that neither Iran nor NATO

allies received.44

Policymakers in the Johnson and Nixon administrations

were obsessed by a scenario in which they saw the USSR and

China as pinning the United States down in Southeast Asia at

little cost to themselves, via what they myopically perceived as

their Vietnamese proxies. They looked to Israel to even the score

against the Soviet Union’s proxies, Egypt and Syria, at little di-
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rect cost to the United States. The Soviets in turn could not al-

low themselves to be left behind. They upped the ante further

after the 1967 war by writing oƒ most of Egypt and Syria’s debts

for military equipment destroyed or captured by Israel during

the war, and by delivering to them massive amounts of new

arms, among them advanced new weapons systems, notably

surface-to-air missiles (SAMs), including the SAM-2, SAM-3,

and the new SAM-6. 

The two superpowers raised the stakes higher and higher

thereafter, notably during the strategically crucial 1968–70 War

of Attrition along the Suez Canal, when the Egyptians, at enor-

mous cost to their forces, pushed their air defenses to the edge

of the Suez Canal, making possible a crossing of this enormous

antitank barrier a few years later. During this fierce but little-

known phase of the Arab-Israeli wars, Soviet pilots and advisors

to Egyptian air defense crews were directly engaged in combat

(several of the former were shot down by Israeli pilots and many

of the latter were killed in Israeli air strikes), and the most 

advanced antiaircraft missiles and radar were sent to Egypt.

Naturally, the United States countered with deliveries of top-of-

the-line military equipment to Israel.45

Finally, in the 1973 war, Nixon and Dr. Henry Kissinger

(originally Nixon’s national security advisor but by 1973 secre-

tary of state) ordered the airlift of massive quantities of military

equipment to Israel when its stocks were in danger of running

out. This escalatory sequence from 1967 until 1973 was driven,

incidentally, as much by the clients on both sides as by the com-

petition between their superpower patrons, as Israel refused to

negotiate seriously with Egypt in spite of American remon-

strance, and the Egyptians insisted on a military option in spite

of the deep reluctance of the Soviet military.46 Throughout this

six-year period, both superpowers progressively sent their re-

spective allies more and more advanced weaponry, and became
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more directly committed themselves. In the final stages of the

1973 war, the United States placed its armed forces worldwide on

a general nuclear alert, DefCon 3, in response to reports that sev-

eral Soviet paratroop divisions had been placed on alert, and

that the USSR was shipping nuclear warheads to its forces in the

Mediterranean.47 The Soviets were reacting to the refusal of Is-

rael to obey a UN-mandated cease-fire, as its troops continued

to roll toward Cairo after crossing the Suez Canal. In a message

to Nixon, Soviet Communist Party general secretary Leonid

Brezhnev demanded a joint superpower intervention to end the

war, failing which the Soviets threatened to intervene unilater-

ally themselves. They were apparently on the point of doing so

when Kissinger raised the ante by ordering a nuclear alert, and

at the same time belatedly called a halt to the Israeli advance.

Though this event has had less attention than the Cuban Missile

Crisis a decade earlier, here again the superpowers had seem-

ingly been brought to the brink of a nuclear confrontation, but

this time by their proxy competition in the Arab-Israeli arena.

By this point, the Cold War rivalry as played out through the

Arab-Israeli conflict had clearly taken on a dynamic of its own.

This can be seen in the behavior of Richard Nixon and Henry

Kissinger and in the actions of their Soviet opposite numbers.

Nixon and Kissinger’s objective was to expel the Soviets from

Egypt and to win that country over to the side of the United

States. Their goal incidentally fitted in perfectly with the aims of

Egyptian president Anwar Sadat, who was eager, together with

his military high command, to get out from under the Soviet

thumb and receive the American support he eventually did win.

The Soviets’ aim was to retain their foothold in the region at 

all costs. Much of their large military presence in Egypt by this

point—over twenty thousand “advisors”—was in fact involved

in maintaining a naval base under exclusive Soviet control that

was used to keep track of the movements of U.S. submarines
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carrying submarine-launched ballistic missiles (SLBMs) in the

Mediterranean. 

For both superpowers, these and other Cold War aims were

far more important than the ups and downs of the Arab-Israeli

conflict, or than peace between Arabs and Israelis. Partly in con-

sequence of the single-minded concentration of both of the su-

perpowers on besting each other, that conflict came no closer to

final resolution for the duration of the Cold War. There were 

a number of eƒorts toward such a resolution, most of them

desultory: a brief single session of a peace conference at Geneva

in 1973; three disengagement agreements negotiated by Henry

Kissinger, two between Egypt and Israel and one between Syria

and Israel; an American-Soviet joint communiqué of 1977 call-

ing for a comprehensive Middle East peace settlement to be

 negotiated at a multilateral peace conference; and an Egyptian-

Israeli peace treaty that emerged after President Jimmy Carter’s

1978 mediation at Camp David. Yet in spite of these initiatives,

no resolution of the conflict was achieved. In chapter 4, I expand

further on these points, and argue that, in eƒect, achieving ad-

vantages in their rivalry with one another ultimately was far

more important to the superpowers than was peace in the Mid-

dle East, which consequently got relatively low priority in their

eƒorts in the region. Even with the Cold War long over, peace

between Arabs and Israelis has not been achieved to this day, in

part because for what is now the sole Middle Eastern hegemon,

the United States, pursuing other aims has apparently so far

taken precedence over this objective.

a legacy of betrayal 
and abandonment

There are numerous other instances of how the overarching

Cold War rivalry shaped and distorted outcomes in the Middle

East, beyond interstate relations. Decisions on economic devel-
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opment, domestic policies, the balance of forces between po -

litical parties, majority-minority relations within states in the

region, and many other things, were aƒected and often dis-

torted by the machinations of the Soviets and the Americans in

their unceasing rivalry with each other. To single out one case

among many, consider the tragic example of how the Kurds in

Iran, Iraq, and Turkey became pawns in regional rivalries that

came to be overlaid with the confrontation between the super-

powers. The episodes of this ill-starred story began with the

proclamation of the Kurdish Mahabad Republic in January

1946, when Soviet troops were still occupying northern Iran, 

including Iranian Kurdistan. This initiative marked the estab-

lishment of the first autonomous Kurdish entity in history, one

that was initially warmly supported by Stalin, and soon after-

ward just as coldly abandoned by him.48 One of the key leaders

of the Mahabad Republic, its defense minister, the Iraqi Kurd-

ish leader Mullah Mustafa Barzani, escaped and ended up in 

the Soviet Union. He returned in 1958 to his native Iraq, where

his Kurdish Democratic Party launched a series of revolts

against diƒerent governments in Baghdad, including a major

uprising, with Iranian, American, and Israeli support, against

the Ba‘th regime in 1974–75. This ended with the betrayal of 

the Kurds in the 1975 Algiers agreement between Iran and Iraq,

with the collusion of Henry Kissinger. The United States had

blessed this Iran-Iraq accord, which entailed the United States

and Iran abandoning their support for the ongoing Kurdish 

revolt against the Iraqi regime, a revolt that these two powers

had helped instigate. Thereafter, Kissinger (whose first book 

betrayed his cynical conservatism in its unalloyed admiration

for Metternich, Castelreagh, Talleyrand, and other luminaries

of the post-Napoleonic age of reaction in Europe) told an ap-

palled aide: “Covert action should not be confused with mis-

sionary work.”49

A more recent episode of this depressing story of the Kurds



32 RASHID KHALIDI

was the Iraqi regime’s slaughter with gas and by other means 

of thousands of Kurdish villagers in the course of the Iran-Iraq

War of 1980–88, during which the superpowers played both

sides of the street in their tireless eƒorts to gain advantage over

each other. Thus the United States and its allies encouraged the

Iraqi Ba‘thist regime to go to war with the Islamic revolutionary

government in Iran, supplying Iraq with the means to engage 

in gas warfare against Iran (and also its own Kurdish popula-

tion),50 while the administration of President Ronald Reagan

later surreptitiously contacted Iran as part of the illegal Iran-

Contra conspiracy, delivering to it much-needed parts for Hawk

SAM missiles.51 The Soviets, meanwhile, were no less callous

and self-serving, remaining the main arms suppliers of the Iraqi

armed forces while also selling armored vehicles and missiles 

to the Iranians. In all of this, the Kurds were left to their fate by

the two superpowers, which had both cynically exploited them

against what they perceived as each other’s regional proxies, and

then just as cynically dropped them when they were no longer

of any use. This recurring trope in Kurdish history, of adop-

tion and then abandonment by great-power protectors, which

had its precedent in similar behavior by the British at the end of

World War I,52 risks being repeated once again in northern Iraq,

whenever the overextended power of the United States is finally

obliged to retreat from that distant, landlocked region.

Even as the Iran-Iraq War that so devastated the Kurds and

both countries involved was starting, the Soviet Union made a

fateful, and ultimately fatal, decision to invade Afghanistan in

order to prop up a crumbling pro-Soviet regime. In so doing, it

sent the Red Army across a Cold War line that had not been

crossed since the end of World War II, and set oƒ alarm bells all

over the Western world, and especially in the United States. The

Carter administration, already battered by the humiliations at-

tendant on the Iranian Revolution, decided to respond vigor-
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ously by supplying various forms of support to anti-Soviet

Afghan guerillas, the mujahideen, in a bid to bleed Soviet forces.

However, partly because of his administration’s perceived weak-

ness in the face of challenges in Iran and Afghanistan, Carter

was succeeded in the White House by the much more assertive

Reagan administration, which saw in Afghanistan an opportu-

nity to do much greater harm to the Soviet Union. Indeed, Af-

ghanistan opened for the Reagan team the long-sought prospect

of bringing down the entire “evil empire.” The Reagan admin-

istration included a number of the most vigorous proponents of

the aggressive prosecution of the Cold War since the days when

John Foster Dulles headed the State Department in the mid-

1950s. In some senses they were more aggressive than even

Dulles had been: for all his messianic anticommunist bluster,

Eisenhower’s secretary of state had been committed to the Cold

War doctrine of containment propounded by the pragmatic

George Kennan.53 By contrast, many of the neoconservatives in

the Reagan administration favored a radical strategy of “rolling

back” communism, a belligerent approach that had never be-

come established doctrine in Washington, not even at the height

of the Cold War. Now that the most viscerally anticommunist

administration since that of Herbert Hoover was in o‰ce, roll-

back of communist regimes or regimes perceived to be under

Soviet influence, whether in Africa, Central America, or Af-

ghanistan, became its policy. The incoming administration had

picked the right moment in 1981, and in Afghanistan it picked

the right place.

Activating the old radical Islamist allies with which it had

worked in various nooks and crannies of the Cold War and the

Arab cold war, the CIA under William Casey, with the support

of the Saudi and Pakistani intelligence services and those of

other countries, soon helped to field a well-armed, -supplied,

and -financed force of Afghans, together with Arab volunteers
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and others whom it brought in from all over the Islamic world.

It eventually proved to be more than a match for the Soviet oc-

cupation forces and their Afghan allies, who went down to a 

defeat even more staggering than that inflicted on the United

States in Vietnam. The defeat was particularly shocking because

it occurred in a country adjacent to the Soviet Union. But after

the bloodied Red Army crossed the bridges and mountain

passes back to the Soviet Union in 1988, the lethal, divided, and

ill-disciplined mujahideen movement created by these Cold

Warriors eventually fractured and metastasized into forces that

continued to engage in an endless war that engulfed Afghani-

stan. That war still rages there, today largely directed against the

United States and its local allies. Other networks that grew out

of the thousands of Arab and other Muslim volunteers brought

to Afghanistan by the American, Saudi, and Pakistani intelli-

gence services developed into al-Qa‘ida. All of these brutal, ni-

hilistic, and violent organizations and forces are ghosts of the

Cold War, bastard children born of the blowback of a now con-

veniently forgotten era.

Soon after the Soviet Union was defeated in Afghanistan

and after the Iran-Iraq War ended in mutual exhaustion, the 

Soviet empire in Eastern Europe and the rest of Eurasia began 

to crumble from within. The Soviet Union itself finally dis -

appeared in 1991. It was undoubtedly sapped by its disastrous 

intervention in Afghanistan, and by exorbitant military expen-

ditures to match the Reagan strategic arms buildup, but most

experts agree that the Soviet system was probably ripe for col-

lapse in any case.54 The Cold War was over, but its tragic sequels,

its toxic debris, and its unexploded mines continued to cause

great harm, in ways largely unrecognized in American public

discourse. In a very real sense, the tragic outcome of 9/11 repre-

sents one of these sequels, the evil work of the distant but very

real ghosts originally conjured up by the United States to wage
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the last phases of the Cold War. The Cold War is over, and the

Soviet Union is no more, but those ghosts are still with us. They

can perhaps only be fully laid to rest, and their malice overcome,

if we recognize that their true origins are not as foreign as they

are sometimes made out to seem. 

unanswered questions

So to re-pose the questions with which I began, was the Cold

War just a prologue to the current unfettered hegemony over

the Middle East (and the rest of the world) that the United States

was only able to exercise once the Soviet Union was out of the

way? Or was the Soviet Union’s power exaggerated in American

perceptions and public discourse, was it in fact less of an obsta-

cle to American domination of the Middle East than it may have

seemed to some, and was the United States always more domi-

nant, globally and in the region, than it may have appeared? My

inclination is toward concluding that the power of the Soviet

Union in the Middle East and elsewhere was often exaggerated

in the contemporary American view. One indication of the im-

balance between the two is the fact that the Middle East, like

most of the other major arenas of Cold War rivalry, was imme-

diately adjacent to the USSR. There were no such Cold War bat-

tlefields in the immediate vicinity of the United States, with the

exception of Cuba and, for a brief period in the 1980s, parts of

Central America. Thus, from soon after 1945, it was the United

States that was containing the Soviet Union and stationing

forces and strategic weapons all around its frontiers and those

of its satellites, and not vice versa, only one of many indices of

the great disparity of power between the two superpowers in fa-

vor of the United States.

Of course, the United States has, and has always had, the lux-

ury of a greater degree of isolation from the rest of the world
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than any other great power in history. Unlike Russia, it does not

have, and has never had, powerful neighbors on its borders or

oƒ its shores. Moreover, except for an abortive Soviet attempt 

to deploy IRBMs and IL-28 medium-range bombers in Cuba in

1961, foiled by President John F. Kennedy during the Cuban

Missile Crisis, the Soviet Union was never able to place land-

based or airborne strategic weapons in close proximity to the

U.S. mainland. The United States was able to do this with the

most lethal of strategic weapons, nuclear weapons, in a great arc

surrounding the Soviet Union from the very first moments of

the Cold War, in 1945–46, with some of these weapons based in

the Middle East. Indeed, some historians have argued that the

dropping of two atomic bombs on Japan was at least in part

aimed as a warning to the USSR of the overwhelming strategic

capabilities at the disposal of the United States.55

Even after the USSR detonated its own atomic bomb in 1949,

shifting the strategic balance somewhat in its favor, it had no as-

sured delivery system for nuclear weapons until the deployment

of intercontinental ballistic missiles (ICBMs) in the mid-1960s.

Thereafter, both powers soon became capable of destroying one

another many times over. These are all indications, neverthe-

less, of the great superiority of the United States over the USSR,

a supe riority that was most importantly based on the United

States’ far greater economic power, and its postwar dominance

of the European and Japanese economies, which together pro-

duced more than the Soviet economy, little more than a decade

after World War II. While the Soviet Union had a formidable

heavy-industrial base (although it had been gravely damaged

during World War II) and a massive arms industry, both were

dwarfed by those of the United States, whose economy had been

raised by the stimulus of war production from the doldrums of

depression to unheard-of heights of productivity.

To be sure, the USSR also had certain advantages. By its very
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location it dominated the Eurasian landmass, and it had vast

land armies, led by combat-hardened commanders. It had an

initial ideological advantage in Europe because of the presence

of strong communist parties there. It had a similar advantage in

much of the developing world in the face of the persistence of

European colonialism. I have suggested, and will discuss further

in later chapters, how this ideological edge operated in the Mid-

dle East, although it now appears to have been of relatively lim-

ited significance in the long run. Yet, although the USSR was a

great power, by far the greatest after the United States, in many

respects it was not truly a superpower, lacking the global reach

that the United States enjoyed with its fleets and air forces and

with its far-flung military bases. This is not to speak of the 

enormous strength of the interlocking and interdependent cap-

italist economies that the United States thoroughly dominated

through the financial system centered on Wall Street and the In-

ternational Monetary Fund and the World Bank, which it put

into place after World War II and which gave absolute economic

primacy to Washington and New York. 

All of these American strategic advantages can be seen oper-

ating in the Middle East, where a quiet struggle was waged, first

in the Mediterranean, when in the 1960s the U.S. Navy initially

based Polaris SLBM-carrying submarines targeting the USSR

there, and the Soviets sought naval and air bases in the region to

counter them. These advantages could be seen operating again

in the 1970s when the United States’ deployment of longer-range

Poseidon SLBM-carrying submarines also targeting the USSR

turned the Persian Gulf, the Arabian Sea, the Red Sea, and the

Indian Ocean into a similar theater of naval competition for

both superpowers. As I will show in more detail in chapter 4, in

the Middle East and elsewhere the United States was taking the

initiative by stationing lethal strategic weapons in the backyard

of the USSR, not vice versa. Thereafter, the United States was



able to use its formidable economic power to help wean Egypt

and other Arab states away from their former Soviet patrons,

with generous promises of aid.

Thus, I would argue that while the struggle for influence in

the Middle East seesawed back and forth, and at times looked

desperate to some in Washington, it was the United States that

ultimately always had the upper hand strategically. This became

apparent with the “defection” to the American side of formerly

radical Arab nationalist regimes like that of Egypt under Sadat

in the 1970s, and later that of Iraq under Saddam during the

Iran-Iraq War. Moreover, for all the fevered rhetoric in 1950s

Washington about countries in the Middle East being con-

trolled by “international communism,” these Arab regimes and

their elites were never drawn ideologically to the USSR. Quite

the contrary, all of them were deeply, fundamentally anticom-

munist, and none were committedly anticapitalist (the sole ex-

ception in the entire Middle East for the entirety of the Cold

War was South Yemen). Even where communist parties had a

role in the domestic politics of Middle Eastern countries, as in

Iran, Iraq, Sudan, and to a much lesser extent Lebanon, Syria,

Jordan, and Egypt for very short periods, communists were

never even close to being in control of these countries. The at-

traction of most Middle Eastern rulers to both sides in the Cold

War was purely based on naked power, and as it became appar-

ent to Middle Eastern elites that the United States was far more

powerful and far richer than the Soviet Union, they eventually

tended to gravitate toward Washington. Even the revulsion

caused by Washington’s constantly increasing bias in favor of 

Israel was not enough to alienate many Arab governments. We

have seen this in the case of Saudi Arabia. It was equally true 

of Jordan, Morocco, Tunisia, and other reliably pro-American

regimes. After Sadat’s “apostasy” in leaving the pro-Soviet camp

in 1972 and thereafter, it was increasingly clear that there were
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no longer any red lines in this regard, and that the United States

could have its Israeli cake and eat whatever it wanted in the Arab

world too.

I will leave to the conclusion of this study of the Cold War in

the Middle East the final question of whether the George W.

Bush administration’s unilateral and interventionist policies 

in the region, starting with invasion, occupation, and regime

change in Iraq, will come to be seen as an aberration and an

anomaly, and whether in consequence we will see the pendu-

lum swing back to a less assertive, less aggressive, less intrusive

American policy in the Middle East following Bush’s departure

from o‰ce in January 2009. Alternatively, were the occupations

of Afghanistan and Iraq the beginning of a new era in American

hegemony in the Middle East, an era of even more naked direct

intervention than in the past? I will try to show that the answers

to these questions are rooted in a thorough understanding of

how the current position of the United States in the Middle East

evolved in response to the Soviet challenge over the four and a

half decades of the Cold War. These questions are therefore best

answered after an examination of that challenge and the evolv-

ing response, and their impact on the Middle East, to which we

now turn.
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OIL AND THE ORIGINS 

OF THE COLD WAR

Historians are notorious for their preoccupation with begin-

nings, with origins, with the starting points of historical peri-

ods. Diƒerent scholars point to diƒerent moments as marking

the beginning of the Cold War. However, there is general agree-

ment about the first indications in the Middle East of the con-

frontation between the United States and the Soviet Union that

dominated the succeeding decades. These were linked to a series

of apparently grave crises that took place in 1945 and 1946 along

the southwestern perimeter of the newly expanded sphere of 

Soviet power, drawing in the major wartime allies, the USSR,

the United States, and Great Britain. These crises involved Iran,

Turkey, and the adjacent Balkans, and started in the closing

stages of World War II, continuing immediately after the war

ended and through 1947, by which time the Middle East had

been fully drawn into the Cold War. 

These linked Middle Eastern and Balkan flare-ups, together

with others at the same time in eastern and central Europe, were

among the first signs that the precarious wartime amity be-

tween the three major allies might not be long-lived, and are

generally considered to be among the most important markers

of the beginning of the Cold War. They aroused deep suspicions

in the United States and Britain as to Soviet intentions, while

the actions of the Americans and the British and their responses

to Soviet initiatives in these regions were in turn causes for seri-

ous alarm in Moscow.

President Harry S. Truman’s address of March 12, 1947, to a
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joint session of Congress about these developments, which

came to be known as the Truman Doctrine, was a key turning

point in the Cold War as a whole. It was also the culmination of

the sequence of events that began with these 1945 great-power

confrontations over Iran, Turkey, and the Balkans. This speech

focused on the crises involving Turkey and Greece in particular,

and warned of the dangers developments there posed to the

Middle East. Truman told Congress that if the United States did

not extend military and financial aid to both countries in con-

fronting domestic communist forces and the Soviet Union (al-

though the latter was never mentioned by name in the speech)

“confusion and disorder might well spread throughout the en-

tire Middle East.”1

This address, delivered less than two years after World War

II ended, marked a notable evolution in the position of the

United States in two respects. The first was vis-à-vis the Soviet

Union, which was now being described publicly by the president

as a rival and potential enemy. Truman’s address was one of the

first major landmarks of the Cold War, and showed clearly that

a full-blown direct and indirect confrontation between East and

West was already well under way in the Middle East. Second,

this speech constituted the first time an American president had

designated the Middle East as an area that was crucial to the na-

tional security interests of the United States. It thus signified

that American power had become global and extended to areas

never before considered vital to decision makers in Washington

or to the American public. In consequence, Turkey and Greece,

and later on other Middle Eastern states, became dependent on

the United States, and in some measure became client states of

this nascent superpower.

The United States and the Soviet Union had already become

deeply engaged in the Middle East at an early stage of their par-

ticipation in World War II. Although other great powers (in-
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cluding tsarist Russia) had throughout their modern history re-

garded this region as being of considerable strategic impor-

tance, it is ironic in view of their later deep involvement in the

Middle East that in the immediate pre–World War II period 

neither the foreign policy of the Soviet Union nor that of the

United States laid particular stress on the region. This was 

the case at least until the two powers were drawn into World

War II by surprise attacks in June and December 1941, respec-

tively. Before that, leaders of both countries appeared far more

concerned with events in Europe and East Asia, notably the

frightening military rise of Nazi Germany and the growth of ex-

pansionist Japanese militarism. For both, the Middle East was

by comparison a foreign-policy backwater through the end of

the 1930s.

This situation changed dramatically immediately after the

Soviet Union and the United States were attacked and thereby

brought into World War II. Soon after the German conquests of

the Balkans and Crete in early 1941, the Middle East and adjacent

areas became the theaters of some of the war’s most decisive and

strategically important military operations. This became even

more the case starting with Hitler’s 1942 Stalingrad and North

African campaigns, which for a time became the focal points of

the war with Germany. These two major oƒensives eastward,

combined with covert Nazi subversion in Syria, Egypt, Iraq, and

Iran, and eƒorts to woo neutral Turkey, constituted an attempt

at a vast pincer movement, with its focus on the Middle East and

the neighboring region to the north of it between the Black Sea

and the Caspian. Should the Wehrmacht—which was unde-

feated until this point in the war—have been successful in this

great gamble, Hitler’s armies would have controlled the south-

ern Soviet Union, nearly the entire Mediterranean and Black Sea

basins, and most of the Middle East. They would have been in a

position to dominate the Suez Canal and with it the shortest
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route to India. The possibility of such an extremely dangerous

strategic situation emerging in 1942 naturally obliged Ameri-

can, British, and Soviet leaders and military commanders to

concentrate their attention on this region from an early stage of

the war. The critical situation in the Middle East clarified in the

most urgent possible way the vital strategic position of the re-

gion for those who might have been previously unaware of it.

Given that they had focused relatively little on this area in the

prewar era, the key American and Soviet strategists who di-

rected their countries’ war eƒorts had to adapt quickly. The les-

sons they learned during this di‰cult year of the war were to

inform their thinking throughout the Cold War.

From the moment the Western powers and the Soviet Union

began to focus seriously on the Middle East at this point in

World War II, the region’s strategic importance to them was 

almost self-evident, and its continuing prominence thereafter

during the Cold War was easy to understand. The region lay at

the junction of three continents; it bordered four major bodies

of water, the Mediterranean, the Black Sea, the Caspian Sea, and

the Indian Ocean; and it lay immediately to the south of the bor-

ders of Russia, Ukraine, the Caucasus, and Transcaspia. For all

these reasons it had long attracted the ambitions of would-be

global powers, even if in the decades before World War II nei-

ther American nor Soviet policymakers had seemed particularly

concerned with it. As soon as the war began, however, the re-

gion’s geographic characteristics quickly attracted the attention

of strategists in both Washington and Moscow.2 The great Ger-

man oƒensives just described, finally blunted by the Soviets at

Stalingrad and by the British at El Alamein in North Africa, and

the great victories for both that followed, had the eƒect of fur-

ther underlining the region’s already considerable strategic im-

portance for leaders in Moscow, London, and Washington.

But something other than its intrinsic strategic importance
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and the fact that early on in World War II the Middle East was

clearly a focus of the grand strategy of the Axis powers drew the

attention of Cold War policymakers in the United States and the

USSR to this region. Even before the outset of the Cold War, an

uncannily symmetrical simultaneous interest in Middle Eastern

oil was shown by American and Soviet leaders at the highest

level, although the oil question has won relatively limited at-

tention from historians by contrast with other elements of the

broader strategic picture. Considerable concern about estab-

lishing access to the oil resources of the Middle East was indeed

manifested while World War II was still raging, and while both

powers were focused on Germany, rather than each other, as a

rival. While linked to long-standing strategic factors that had

been brought to the surface in the course of the war, such as con-

trol of the Black Sea, the Mediterranean, and the route to India,

the interest in access to oil involved an entirely new emphasis, at

the same time as it was linked to traditional approaches of both

powers. It is a minor irony that at the outset of what was soon to

become the atomic age, an earlier form of energy was to play

such a prominent role in the confrontation between the two

nascent superpowers.

The fact that as early as 1945 both the United States and 

the Soviet Union were paying considerable attention to Middle

Eastern oil does call for some explanation. Both powers were

major producers of oil, the world’s two greatest, both had con-

siderable reserves, and both had traditionally enjoyed self-

su‰ciency in oil production. Indeed, in 1941 the United States

was the world’s largest oil producer, with 63 percent of world

production, with the USSR second, with 10.7 percent.3 In this

respect they were in a far better position than all their great-

power rivals during the first half of the twentieth century. Ger-

many, France, Japan, and Italy had limited or no domestic

sources of oil, even as the development of air and land transport
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and of various new forms of military technology drastically in-

creased demand for this vital commodity and made it consid -

erably more strategically important than ever before. Even the

great British Empire was dependent upon faraway supplies of oil

in distant and unstable lands, notably Iran and Iraq. 

World War II, however, had further underlined the crucial

and growing strategic importance of oil, which was coming 

to play a more vital role in warfare than it ever had before. Now

not only fleets of ships, as in earlier conflicts, but also growing

fleets of trucks, tanks, and planes were completely dependent

upon oil products for propulsion. The armies of all the powers

still used railways and animal transport, but their increasingly

crucial mechanized forces were entirely dependent on oil by-

products, as were their air forces and navies. This vital nexus

was increasingly apparent to all Allied war planners. It was clear 

in particular to American military strategists, who by 1944 di-

rected a major proportion of the U.S. Army Air Force’s strategic

bombing oƒensive against oil production, storage, and trans-

port facilities in Germany and Japan and the countries under

their occupation.4 Thus in June 1944, the man in charge of the

European portion of this bombing campaign, the commander

of the USAAF Strategic Air Forces in Europe, Gen. Carl Spaatz,

issued an order to his commanders that the “primary strategic

aim of the U.S. Strategic Air Forces is now to deny oil to enemy

air forces.”5 By this point a valuable lesson about the strategic

importance of oil in wartime had clearly been learned by the top

levels of the American military command. It was learned eƒec-

tively: by the end of the war, American bombing of German oil

facilities had been so devastating that on both the eastern and

western fronts, German panzers could not move and the Luft-

waƒe could not fly for lack of fuel.

If both American and Soviet leaders and strategists came to

understand the vital importance of denying oil to their enemies
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in order to achieve victory, their own frightening wartime ex-

periences gave both of these allies reason to be concerned about

their own oil supplies in the future. The Nazi oƒensive south-

eastward toward the Caucasus in the spring and summer of 1942

had been directed in large part at depriving the USSR of its fuel

supplies from the rich Baku oil fields, the country’s main source

of oil. Had the great 1942 Wehrmacht assault that was finally

brought to a halt at Stalingrad succeeded, it might have crippled

the Soviet war eƒort by depriving it of oil, and perhaps changed

the course of the war. Similarly, had the southern arm of the

German pincers, led by the Afrika Korps commanded by Field

Marshal Erwin Rommel and including Italian forces, managed

to break through the British defenses in North Africa, not just

Egypt and the Suez Canal but also the oil fields and refineries of

the Middle East, on which a large part of the Allied war eƒort in

that region depended, would have been vulnerable. 

Meanwhile, the massive German U-boat oƒensive of 1942,

directed in large measure against Allied tankers in the Atlantic

and the Caribbean, if successful could have had a similar eƒect

of cutting oƒ the fuel supply across the Atlantic to Britain and

for Allied operations in the entire European theater. Thus dur-

ing the early years of the war, each of the three great victorious

powers had suƒered a serious scare relating to their own oil sup-

plies and facilities.6 Britain had been conscious of its vulnera-

bility in this regard since the moment before World War I when

it took the momentous decision to make its fleet (previously fu-

eled by coal readily available at home in the United Kingdom)

dependent on Middle Eastern oil supplies.7 Such issues were

new to American and Soviet war planners, however. Moreover,

by 1945 both the United States and the Soviet Union were aware

that their economies’ rapidly growing need for oil, stoked by in-

creased wartime demand, might soon outstrip their respective

domestic supplies. In the case of the United States, by 1945 de-
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mand for refined petroleum products was already beginning 

to exceed supply (if one does not count production in Mexico,

Venezuela, and the Caribbean).8

This was the crucial background to uncanny parallel moves

relating to Middle Eastern oil made by the leaders of both coun-

tries at the very end of World War II. Thus, on his way back from

Yalta, the ailing President Franklin D. Roosevelt met on Febru-

ary 14, 1945, with the Saudi Arabian monarch ‘Abd al-‘Aziz ibn

Sa‘ud, on the deck of the heavy cruiser USS Quincy in the Great

Bitter Lake, in Egypt’s Suez Canal.9 We have seen that Saudi 

Arabia was already linked to the United States by the oil accord

signed in 1933 with ARAMCO. This consortium formed by

Standard Oil of California (later joined by a number of part-

ner companies, most of which had originally been parts of the

old Rockefeller-owned Standard Oil empire that had been bro-

ken up decades earlier by federal trustbusters)10 had enabled the

powerful U.S. oil industry to break a near complete British

stranglehold on Middle Eastern oil dating back to before World

War I. Saudi Arabia’s oil reserves were already known to be

great, and by 1945 Saudi production had outstripped that of

Bahrain and was approaching that of Iraq, which it surpassed

the following year, becoming second only to Iran in the Middle

East.11 By 1945 Saudi oil production had already begun to be of

considerable help in the war eƒort.12

The gravely ill American president, who looks visibly worn

in photos of the encounter,13 was taking part in this unprece-

dented meeting with the ruler of a small, faraway country for

many reasons.14 As was suggested in chapter 1, these included

the fact that starting in 1943, American military planners be-

gan to be interested in basing rights for U.S. aircraft in eastern

Saudi Arabia (which were soon afterward to be acquired at

Dhahran). Moreover, we have seen that Saudi Arabia was one 

of only two countries in the Middle East not subject directly 
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or indirectly to the colonial control of the European powers,

meaning the United States might be able to obtain exclusive bas-

ing rights there, parallel to American companies’ exclusive oil

concessions. 

The meeting took place essentially, however, because the war

had taught the president and his advisors the crucial strategic

importance of oil, and because it was already beginning to be

clear to them how great the oil reserves of Saudi Arabia were.

President Roosevelt himself, an assistant secretary of the navy

during World War I, undoubtedly already knew a great deal

about how vital oil was even before World War II impressed its

strategic importance on everyone in a decision-making capac-

ity in Washington. In any case, less than two months after this

meeting, Roosevelt was dead, but with this personal contact 

he had inaugurated a crucial direct connection with the Saudi

regime at the highest level.15 The close link between the power

of the United States and the leaders of a country in a strategic

position, a country that contains the world’s largest proven re-

serves of oil, has continued until this day, despite repeated ups

and downs. These have occurred over issues relating to Palestine

and Israel, and most recently about the Saudi role in support 

of Islamic militants in Iraq and elsewhere in the two decades 

following joint American-Saudi sponsorship of such militants

in the war against the Soviet occupation in Afghanistan. Never-

theless, the relationship initiated by Roosevelt and Ibn Sa‘ud has

had incalculable importance for the subsequent global capabil-

ities of the United States, due to the pivotal role in the world oil

market of Saudi Arabia’s oil wealth, and to Saudi Arabia’s con-

scious direction of a huge proportion of its oil revenues into the

American economy, whether by the purchase of treasury bonds,

real estate, weapons, or other products.
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stalin’s matching moves on oil

In an odd coincidence, a few months after the American presi-

dent’s meeting with Ibn Sa‘ud, in June 1945, Roosevelt’s op posite

number at Yalta, Marshal Josef Stalin, signed a decree order-

ing Soviet geologists and oil technicians to enter Iran (which 

at that time was still under occupation by Soviet, British, and

Amer ican troops) and to begin exploring for oil in the Soviet-

occupied northern part of the country.16 Earlier, in 1944, the 

Soviets had asked the Iranian government for a five-year conces-

sion to explore for oil in the country’s northern region around

the Caspian Sea. This request had been refused by the pro-

British, but increasingly nationalist, Iranian government of the

day.17 In defiance of this refusal, the Soviets went ahead in a sur-

reptitious fashion with the oil exploration ordered by Stalin in

the northern areas of the country controlled by their occupation

forces. In the event, no oil was found by the Soviets, nor have any

significant quantities ever been found in the north of the coun-

try: all of Iran’s known reserves are in the south, along the Gulf.

Nonetheless, these Soviet initiatives were unprecedented for a

country that since the Bolshevik Revolution had endeavored to

be economically self-reliant to the point of autarky. They testify

both to the newfound power of the USSR at the end of World

War II and to the changed role of oil in the calculations of the

Soviet leadership. After the 1944 eƒort to obtain an oil conces-

sion had been turned down by the Iranians, Stalin was in eƒect

upping the ante in 1945 by ordering Soviet geologists to search

secretly for oil in Soviet-occupied northern Iran, without the

permission of the Iranian central government in Tehran. 

Iran at that stage was by far the largest oil producer in the

Middle East. The entirety of its oil production had been com-

pletely controlled by a state-controlled British company, the

Anglo-Iranian Oil Company (AIOC), since Britain had won an
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exclusive concession in 1901, secured by businessman William

Knox D’Arcy, to explore for and exploit oil resources through-

out Iran (except in the five northern provinces bordering Rus-

sia). This sweeping concession, extracted from the weak Iranian

monarchy of the day, gave the British company extraordinarily

advantageous terms, and allotted to Iran only a miniscule 16

percent share of the profits and an even smaller proportion of

total oil revenues. In the 1930s the new, more independent Iran-

ian government of Reza Shah Pahlavi had tried to bring the

AIOC under greater Iranian control and to get a larger share 

of oil profits. The British company, backed by the might of the

British imperial government, proved completely intransigent,

categorically refusing the Iranian demands. Such a humiliating

failure and the imperious arrogance of the British left a bitter

memory in the minds of Iranian patriots that was to fuel a later

Iranian government’s expropriation of the British-owned com-

pany in the early 1950s. 

In 1945, however, there was a new factor in Iran, where Rus-

sia and Britain had dueled for influence for over a century:

American troops had been stationed there since 1942 to help

send Lend-Lease supplies to the USSR, and American oil com-

panies had just begun making eƒorts with the Iranian govern-

ment (constantly stymied by the eƒorts of the British, who still

retained great influence over the Iranian government) to se-

cure oil concessions in Iran.18 Nevertheless, the oil exploration

ordered by Stalin primarily constituted a direct challenge to

British predominance over the Iranian oil industry, which since

1901 had been concentrated exclusively in British hands in the

southern regions of the country. It was a challenge as well to the

nationalist Iranians, who for decades had been highly sensitive

where matters relating to their country’s oil were concerned,

and who were already chafing over the presence in Iran of troops

from Russia and Britain, part of a recurring pattern of interven-

tion by the two countries going back for many decades. 



SOWING CRISIS 51

The launching of oil exploration ordered by Stalin was fol-

lowed two weeks later by even more far-reaching orders from

the Politburo of the Central Committee of the Soviet Com -

munist Party to its top party o‰cial in Soviet Azerbaijan, Mir

Bagirov. The Soviet Azeri party chief was ordered in early July

1945 to begin to organize a separatist movement in Iranian Azer-

baijan, as well as launching similar activities in Iranian Kurdi -

stan and other regions.19 Orders went out from Moscow a week

later to bring leading Azeri communists to Baku for consul -

tations, to support the creation of an Azeri Democratic Party, 

and to promote separatist movements in Iranian Azerbaijan,

Kurdistan, and other regions.20 By September, Iranian Azerbai-

jan had escaped central government control, and in November

proclaimed itself an autonomous republic, while in Iranian

Kurdistan, the Kurdish Mehabad Republic was established in

December 1945 and was formally proclaimed in January 1946.

Both of these newly created autonomous regions, in Iranian

Azerbaijan and Iranian Kurdistan, were protected from the in-

tervention of troops of the Iranian central government by Soviet

occupation forces. 

Beyond these clandestine and overt Soviet moves, the Soviet

Union showed a noticeable reluctance to remove its troops from

Iran after the war was over and they were expected to leave ac-

cording to the treaties governing the presence of all Allied forces

in the country. Britain was similarly loath to withdraw its 

forces, which were also obligated by treaty to withdraw within

months of the war’s end. Britain eventually did pull out its

troops, while by the end of 1945 the United States had promptly

withdrawn its much smaller noncombat contingent. Together,

the USSR’s clandestine eƒorts at oil exploration and its support

of separatist movements, combined with foot-dragging on the

withdrawal of Soviet troops, provoked the Iranian-Soviet crisis

of 1945–46. Given the sensitivity of these issues, this rapidly

turned into one of the first major postwar crises between the



52 RASHID KHALIDI

USSR and the West. In Washington and London there was deep

concern, both because of the importance of Iran in terms of its

strategic position and oil resources and because of fear that

these Soviet moves might be part of an aggressive postwar pat-

tern. Both powers protested directly to the Soviets, and raised

the matter in the new forum of the United Nations.

Soviet troops eventually withdrew from Iran in May–June

1946 under intense Iranian and Anglo-American pressure.

Thereafter, the USSR again asked for an oil concession from a

new Iranian government, which was inclined to grant it, but 

it was once again refused, this time by the Iranian Majlis, or 

Parliament, which was growing in strength and asserting its 

prerogatives after foreign troops had left the country. Mean-

while, once Soviet troops had withdrawn, the Soviet-backed au-

tonomous Azeri and Kurdish Mahabad republics, the last fruits

of the 1945 Politburo directives, could finally be put down by

Iranian troops without Soviet interference in November and

December of 1946. Autonomous Iranian Azerbaijan and Kur-

distan were thereby reunited with Iran. The Iran crisis marked

an inauspicious beginning to postwar relations between Iran

and its powerful neighbors, as well as to relations in the Middle

East between the Soviet Union on the one hand and the United

States and the United Kingdom on the other.21

A few observations are in order in light of these paral-

lel moves by the two rapidly emerging superpowers as part of 

their newborn competition in the Middle East. Much has rightly 

been made in the historiography of the early Cold War of the

jockeying for strategic position in this vital region by the United

States and the Soviet Union. Stress has been laid in traditional

Western historiography in particular on these aggressive Soviet

moves in Iran. Much has also been made of the parallel crisis 

resulting from the postwar Soviet demand for bases near the

Turkish Straits and for frontier revisions in favor of the Soviet
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Union in the areas of Kars and Ardahan in the northeastern cor-

ner of Turkey (which will be discussed later), and simultaneous

moves in the Balkans, notably external support for the Greek

communists in their civil war with the British-backed royalists.

These are seen as constituting a pattern of aggressive moves by

Stalin, parallel with others in Eastern Europe, which were foiled

only because of a resolute response by the West. In the case of

Iran, we now know that American military planners certainly

feared a Soviet push southward into the oil fields of Iran and

Iraq in case of war, and were pessimistic about their ability to

hold either in the face of a determined Soviet oƒensive.22 Given

the growing appreciation in Washington of the importance of

Middle Eastern oil, these were very serious concerns. American

policymakers meanwhile were aware that a Soviet naval pres-

ence at the Turkish Straits would have opened the Mediter-

ranean to the Soviet fleet, especially Soviet submarines. Beyond

this, a communist victory in Greece would have meant the

spread of Soviet influence into the Aegean and well beyond

those areas in Eastern Europe that had been eƒectively conceded

to the USSR by Roosevelt and Churchill at Yalta.

In fact, serious strategic concerns were at play for both sides.

It has been argued persuasively that the Soviet Union’s ac-

tions in Iran, notably support for the Azeri and Kurdish auton-

omy movement, and the reluctance to withdraw its occupation

forces, were motivated by a desire to push its defensive pe-

ri m eter as far south as possible. This was because the planned

Dhahran air base and other Western air bases in the Middle East

could be used by the U.S. Strategic Air Command to bomb

southern Russian targets, notably vital and highly vulnerable 

oil facilities and heavy industry moved eastward and south-

ward from the western parts of the Soviet Union during the

war.23 The concern was not entirely fanciful: American strate-

gic planning in case of war with the USSR did call for bombing
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of oil and other industrial facilities in the south of the country

from bases in the Middle East, which was almost the only di -

rection from which they could be reached by the heavy B-29

bombers of the day.24

It may well be the case that each of these perceived Soviet

moves, in Iran, Turkey, and the Balkans, should be understood

somewhat diƒerently from how they are presented in the stan-

dard historiography. At Yalta and before, Stalin had agreed with

Churchill to accept British dominance over the Greek govern-

ment (in return for Stalin being granted a free hand elsewhere),

and it was not the Soviets who upset this cozy division of spheres

of influence. It was primarily independent Yugoslav support di-

rected by Marshal Josip Broz Tito (who even at this early stage

was not taking orders from Moscow) that sustained the Greek

communists, not the support of Stalin. Indeed, the Soviet leader

counseled compromise with the right-wing government in

Athens, and later impassively stood aside and watched the 

Greek communists being crushed by British- and American-

supported royalist forces, and their partisans killed and shipped

oƒ to prison camps.25

And at least insofar as a request for revision, in the USSR’s

favor, of the Montreux Treaty governing passage through the

Turkish Straits was concerned, Stalin was acting in keeping with

a tacit understanding reached at Yalta with the Americans and

British in response to their inability to use this waterway to send

desperately needed supplies to the USSR in the most di‰cult

days of World War II. It was in his demands on Turkey for 

the reversion to the USSR of its post–World War I territorial

concessions to Turkey (which is to say the handover to Russia of

provinces that had earlier been seized from the Ottoman Em-

pire and were returned to Turkey after the revolution by the 

Bolsheviks), and his meddling in Iranian internal aƒairs that

Stalin’s behavior was the most indefensible.

Stalin can undoubtedly be said to have been following in the
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footsteps of the tsars in bullying both Turkey and Iran, taking

advantage of the USSR’s newfound power. However overbear-

ing they may have been, his government’s demands on Turkey

and interference in Iran may also have been a defensive reaction

to the USSR’s demonstrated vulnerability along its southern

frontiers during World War II. If this is the case, it was prompted

as well by Stalin’s long-standing fear of moves by the Western

powers in this region, where his own career as a revolutionary

started. More specifically, the Kars-Ardahan region abutted the

Soviet port of Batum, where major Soviet oil facilities were lo-

cated, and thus, as in Iran, this attempted push southward may

have involved an attempt to create a buƒer around the strategi-

cally sensitive area of the southern Soviet Union. In any case,

once rebuƒed by the Turks over the issue of frontier revisions,

the Soviets dropped the matter, which was not mentioned again

after the spring of 1946.26

Stalin’s aggressive initiatives were in turn interpreted by

Churchill (who had first entered British public life as an MP in

1900 when the Conservative statesman Lord Salisbury was still

prime minister) as a continuation of the old Anglo-Russian ri-

valry over these regions dating back to the high epoch of the

Eastern Question, the competition between European powers

for domination over the Ottoman Empire and adjacent re-

gions.27 And even after Churchill left o‰ce in 1945, there seems

little doubt that his deep and enduring suspicions of Russia, and

his virulent anti-Bolshevism, were shared by key members of

the government of Prime Minister Clement Attlee, who suc-

ceeded him. As I suggested in chapter 1, it also seems clear that

these attitudes helped to influence the thinking of many Amer-

ican decision-makers who were new to dealing with this part of

the world, and gave a patina of respectability to the existing an-

ticommunist prejudices of others in the United States, espe-

cially formerly isolationist Republicans.

Nevertheless, for all the enduring strategic elements that
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were at work here, the focus by both the United States and 

the Soviet Union on Middle Eastern oil was a new factor, and

marked the beginning of a novel phase for both. Rarely had the

foreign policy of either resource-rich power previously been so

closely linked to attempts to achieve exclusive control over such

resources outside their own territory (although the American

oil industry had long dominated the oil production of the West-

ern Hemisphere, and aggressively pursued opportunities else-

where, including its striking success in Saudi Arabia in 1933).28

The two new superpowers’ parallel moves regarding Middle

Eastern oil, the defensive sensitivity of the Soviets regarding

their own nearby domestic oil resources, and the projected tar-

geting of the latter by United States strategic planners, were all

clear signs of the dawning of a new age of competition for world

dominance. They marked an extension into the postwar era of

both sides’ newly enhanced strategic concerns and fears regard-

ing what is today called “energy independence,” fears born of

their traumatic experiences involving threats to their own oil

supplies in World War II.

The United States and the Soviet Union were in fact both

acting in the Middle East (and elsewhere) in ways that marked

significant departures from their previous practices. Since the

foundation of the Republic, American statesmen, fortified by

the injunctions of the founders and framers, had tradition-

ally disdained involvement in the entangling alliance systems

and balance-of-power calculations of the “Old World.”29 This

did not for a moment stop the United States from playing a pre-

dominant, often overbearing, and sometimes nakedly imperi -

alist role in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries in its own

hemisphere, especially in the Caribbean, and it did not in the

least inhibit American industry, trade, and finance from ex-

panding worldwide. Nor did it prevent an expansion of Ameri-

can naval and economic power into the Pacific with the forcible
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“opening of Japan,” the colonial seizure of Hawaii and the

Philippines at the end of the nineteenth century, and the cap-

ture of a large segment of the China trade. 

However, although the United States had become a great

power, and indeed in some respects a hegemonic power, in the

Western Hemisphere and the Pacific long before World War II,

it was barely acting like a major power on the rest of the world’s

stage. Even President Wilson’s decision to bring the United

States to enter World War I alongside Britain and France and

against Germany had been undertaken as an exception to previ-

ously accepted patterns of disdain for European entanglements.

Moreover, in order to overcome the isolationist instincts of large

segments of the American people, this exceptional action had to

be clothed by Wilson in the loftiest of ideals, and portrayed as 

a crusade for democracy and self-determination for oppressed

peoples. This was the case irrespective of both the severe limi -

tations intended by Wilson on his Fourteen Points (he never

meant them to be extended to the colonized countries, for ex-

ample),30 and of the less-than-idealistic outcomes of the war 

as they were later hammered out at the Paris Peace Conference,

at Versailles, and afterward. Wilson’s unprecedented initiative,

which briefly turned the United States into not just a world

power but in some respects the most formidable power of 

its day, had been followed almost immediately by the rapid

withdrawal of American troops from Europe. Soon afterward,

the United States returned to its traditional position of semi-

isolationism regarding Europe and much of the rest of the

world, in spite of its demonstrated economic and financial

power, a stance that lasted throughout the 1920s and 1930s.

The presidency of Franklin D. Roosevelt, and more imme-

diately the outbreak of World War II, marked a completely new

departure for the United States. Before Pearl Harbor, at Roo-

sevelt’s instructions, the United States launched a major mili-
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tary buildup and began extending vital aid to Britain, whether

in the form of destroyer sales, the extension of Lend-Lease as-

sistance, American destroyers convoying ships part of the way

across the Atlantic to Britain, or financial support. Attacked at

Pearl Harbor by Japan on December 7, 1941, and soon afterward

subject to a declaration of war by Nazi Germany, the United

States responded by upping war production to unprecedented

heights and launching a truly global military campaign, send-

ing troops, fleets, and planes from North America to five con -

tinents. Thereafter, as the war ended there was no complete

withdrawal of American troops and no return to isolationism 

as after World War I: far from it. Although many troops were

withdrawn as the size of the U.S. armed forces shrank after the

war’s end, numerous new American military bases spanning the

globe, which were originally established to prosecute World

War II, were kept in place, and base rights were requested in a

host of new areas. The shrinkage of the size of the U.S. military

at war’s end, especially the army, was not paralleled by the re-

moval of U.S. forces based in far-flung places like South Amer-

ica, Morocco, Libya, Saudi Arabia, Korea, and China, not to

speak of Western Europe and the territories of the defeated en-

emy powers that remained under occupation. And the navy and

the air force, although reduced from inflated World War II lev-

els, retained much of their strength.

Suddenly, starting with World War II, the United States be-

gan to behave in every way like a traditional great power on the

world stage, and not just in the Western Hemisphere and in the

Pacific. It had the wherewithal to do so. At war’s end American

production constituted half of world GDP. The United States

had “almost doubled its GNP during the conflict: by 1945, it ac-

counted for around half of the world’s manufacturing capacity,

most of its food surpluses, and almost all of its financial re-

serves.”31 By contrast, all of the traditional Western European

powers and Japan, as well as much of the rest of the world, were
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economically prostrate, the military establishments of most had

been smashed, and vast swaths of the Soviet Union had been

devastated by the war. Given these facts, and given the vast size,

reach, and potency of the American armed forces, particularly

those elements most suited to power projection, the navy and

the air force, not to speak of America’s sole possession of atomic

weapons, the attraction of wielding such immense power to

those responsible for the task in Washington must have been

great. Moreover, Roosevelt and other American policymakers

took away from the slide into a second world war the deter -

mination to use American power to prevent the recurrence of

another such catastrophe. The new activism was clothed in a

rhetoric very much suited to a great power, suggesting that after

fighting and winning two world wars, the United States had

global “responsibilities” it could not shirk. And like every tradi-

tional great power with global capacities for nearly two cen-

turies, the United States began to take an intensive interest in

the strategic Middle Eastern region. That interest was greatly ac-

centuated by the presence there of what were known to be vast

unexploited deposits of oil, the heightened strategic importance

of which had just been emphasized by wartime events.

The Soviet Union was acting in new and diƒerent ways as

well after World War II. All around its vast periphery, the USSR

was now flexing its newly developed muscles in a fashion not

seen in most regions since the Bolshevik Revolution and the

subsequent civil war, when revolution in much of Europe

seemed a possibility and the Red Army under Leon Trotsky was

sweeping into Poland. Thereafter, for the better part of two

decades an inward turn had been marked by Stalin’s slogan of

“Revolution in one country,” and an attempt to develop the So-

viet economy in the direction of self-su‰ciency, while Soviet

foreign policy overall had been marked by belligerent defensive-

ness and suspicious caution.

Although this was generally true of Soviet policy, it only
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 applied in part to dealings with countries to the south of the

USSR. Soviet relations with the states of the Middle East after

the end of the Russian Civil War had been characterized by an

eƒort to give the appearance of a sharp break from the heavy-

handed imperialist practices of the tsarist regime. Generations

of Russian rulers had bullied and seized territory from Iran, the

Ottoman Empire, and Russia’s other southern neighbors. Even

as the newly formed Soviet Union in eƒect re-created the tsarist

empire at home in a new and diƒerent form, through the impo-

sition of Soviet Socialist Republics on the subjugated peoples of

the former Russian domains, in its foreign policy and economic

dealings with Turkey, Iran, and Afghanistan in particular, the

young Soviet regime was careful to take an entirely new tack.32

This started immediately after the revolution with Trotsky, the

first commissar for foreign aƒairs, publishing the tsarist secret

treaties, including those between Russia and Britain and France

for the partition of the Ottoman Empire. It continued with a se-

ries of bilateral treaties negotiated in 1921 with Turkey, Iran, and

Afghanistan, whereby the Soviet Union renounced all tsarist

concessions extracted unfairly from these countries, returned

border regions earlier seized from the Ottoman Empire, and

promised noninterference in their internal aƒairs.33 Followed

by other similar treaties that reinforced this emphasis on equi-

table relations, these accords were by and large respected for two

decades by a Soviet Union still weak from the civil war, foreign

intervention, and the tumultuous internal upheavals caused 

by Stalin’s brutal rule. Lenin and his colleagues and successors

thereby secured Turkey, Iran, and Afghanistan as friendly buƒer

states to the south. At the same time, they prevented any possi-

ble continuation of post–World War I British eƒorts to use these

countries as springboards for anti-Bolshevik intervention.

With the new dangers and new opportunities World War II

revealed to Stalin and the leadership in Moscow, and with the
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new power the war oƒered them, the Soviet Union, too, began a

series of radical and far-reaching departures in its foreign pol-

icy, in particular toward the countries to its immediate south.

As we have seen, Iran, whose territorial integrity the USSR had

promised to respect in a series of interwar treaties with that

country, was invaded and occupied in a coordinated eƒort by

Soviet and British forces in June 1941. The two powers removed

Reza Shah and installed his pliable young son Mohammad Reza

Shah on the throne. The newly allied powers had feared that

Iran under Reza Shah would align itself with the Axis in the

wake of Hitler’s invasion of the Balkans and Russia and the on-

going Nazi military successes in North Africa. London and

Moscow made common cause in Iran once again, as they had so

many times in the past, in spite of the rivalries between them. As

in its World War I occupation of Ottoman territory in Iraq ad-

joining the Iranian oil fields, and in its raising in 1916 of a local

force called the South Persia Rifles commanded by British

o‰cers from the Indian army and tasked with dominating

southern Iran,34 Britain was also determined to control and pro-

tect the vital oil supplies it obtained from Iran and other parts

of the Gulf region. 

The Soviet Union and Britain had another reason for this

occupation: it made it possible to turn Iran into a corridor for

the shipment of millions of tons of vital military supplies to the

USSR. These supplies, mainly American in origin, were crucial

to the Soviet Union’s capability to resist the Nazis.35 The corri-

dor through Iran was all the more necessary since, with the

Mediterranean and Black Sea having become war zones, the

Turkish Straits closed to naval vessels by Turkey under the terms

of the 1936 Montreux Treaty, the Baltic controlled by the Nazis,

and convoys to Soviet Artic ports subject to constant German

submarine and air attack from bases in the North Sea and Nor-

way, Iran was indispensable as a supply route.36 Soon after Pearl



62 RASHID KHALIDI

Harbor, U.S. military forces joined what became a tripartite oc-

cupation of Iran. 

None of these pressing reasons for Iran’s occupation by the

three great powers made foreign military domination of their

country any easier to stomach for the country’s population. Ira-

nians were always leery of British and Russian intervention in

their country, which had occurred multiple times in the twen-

tieth century alone. Nor did these reasonable-sounding war -

time pretexts for intervention change the fact that Soviet policy

toward Iran had changed radically from its relatively benign

course between 1921 and 1939. As we have just seen, it changed

still more radically at war’s end, with the Soviet eƒort to obtain

oil concessions from Iran, and other forms of pressure on 

that country, including the Soviets dragging their feet on the

withdrawal of their troops, and their clandestine support for

Kurdish and Azeri separatist movements and for the Iranian

Communist Party, the Tudeh.

turkey and soviet “aspirations”

Soviet policy changed toward Turkey as well. In the wake of the

founding of the Turkish Republic, Moscow had established rea-

sonably good relations with Kemal Atatürk’s republican regime,

marked by the March 1921 treaty and four later ones in 1925,

1927, 1931, and 1933, and it maintained them throughout most of

the interwar period.37 However, in 1939, just as World War II be-

gan, the Soviet Union had tried in vain to obtain from Turkey

revisions in its favor of the 1936 Montreux Treaty governing pas-

sage through the Turkish Straits. Beyond this, Turkey’s neutral-

ity during the first years of World War II (which masked the

initial subtle tilt of important elements of the Turkish Repub-

lic’s politico-military establishment toward the Axis powers),

and its closing of the Turkish Straits to the shipment of war ma-
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terial to the USSR, clearly had angered the Soviets by the end of

the war. Typically, Stalin forgot none of this, and in 1945 he was

in a far stronger position than he had been in 1939. Already at

the Potsdam meeting of the wartime allies, the Soviet leader had

gotten Truman and Churchill’s assent to a revision in favor of

the Soviet Union of the terms of the Montreux Treaty. 

This was followed at the end of the war, as we have seen, not

just by an insistence on revising the Montreux Treaty in the So-

viet Union’s favor, but by Soviet demands for bases in the region

of the Turkish Straits and for significant frontier revisions in the

areas of Kars and Ardahan in eastern Turkey. The latter demand

would have meant a return to the frontiers established under

the tsars through annexations of Ottoman territory, and a re-

versal of the new Bolshevik regime’s generous border reversions

to Turkey that had been sealed by the Soviet-Turkish treaty of

March 1921. Albeit ostensibly motivated by the bitter lessons 

of World War II, these aggressive demands for territory and for

bases on the straits looked like nothing other than a reversion to

old tsarist positions. In any case, they indicated quite a radical

shift in Soviet policy toward Turkey. As in its policy in Iran at

this time, the Soviet Union too was beginning to act like a tra-

ditional great power in the Middle East, and appeared to be 

reverting to the imperialist approach of the tsars regarding the

states to its immediate south.

Two explanations stand out: one is that, as in Eastern Eu-

rope, the Soviet Union was taking advantage of its newfound

postwar power to stake out long-standing claims that it had

been too feeble to make earlier, claims that in some respects

went beyond what the tsars had tried to do. This is said to reveal

an inherent Soviet—or Great Russian—imperialist southward

drive, one that had somehow been cleverly masked for decades

or had been hidden by the initial weakness of the Soviet regime.

Among the evidence adduced for this interpretation is language
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that emerged from the Molotov-Ribbentrop negotiations in

Berlin in November 1940 for a Nazi-Soviet pact in the wake 

of Moscow’s failure to negotiate an alliance with London and

Paris. There the Nazi leaders proposed in a draft treaty that, 

as part of a partition of the world into spheres of influence 

with Japan, Germany, and Italy, the Soviets should focus their

territorial aspirations on the areas to their south, “in the direc-

tion of the Indian Ocean.”38 Soviet foreign minister Vyacheslav

Molotov concentrated on other issues in his discussions with

German foreign minister Joachim von Ribbentrop, and the So-

viets thereafter rejected this draft, and later responded with one

of their own that focused on the matters of primary concern to

the Soviet leadership, having to do with the central questions 

at issue in Europe between the USSR and Germany. Insofar 

as spheres of influence were concerned, this Soviet counterdraft

located “the center of aspirations of the Soviet Union south of

Batum and Baku in the general direction of the Persian Gulf.” 

Much has been made of the terminology used in these

drafts, but such analyses ignore the fact that, as the political sci-

entist John Campbell astutely pointed out decades before the

Soviet archives were partially opened, first, the Soviets had be-

haved with exemplary restraint toward their southern neigh-

bors for a two full decades before this, for a variety of reasons,

not just weakness. Moreover, he notes, during the Berlin talks,

Molotov showed that the Soviet leadership was much more con-

cerned about Western Europe and the Balkans than the Middle

East or the vague Nazi proposals about the Indian Ocean. He

suggests further that the Soviets saw that these proposals were

intended by the Nazis to distract them from what both they 

and the Germans considered most important: Europe and the

Balkans. Moreover, Campbell points out, the Nazi proposals

were rejected by the Soviet side, the Soviet counterproposal was

itself vague and meant nothing more than a general interest in
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Iran and Turkey (to which the Soviets did in fact turn their at-

tention immediately after the war), and it was in any case re-

jected by the Nazis, and perhaps was meant to be rejected.39

More persuasive than this reliance on a supposed smoking

gun that is actually quite cold is new and concrete evidence that

has emerged since the partial opening of the Soviet archives

about Soviet interest in the Middle East, and in Iran and Turkey

in particular, toward the end of the war and in the immediate

postwar period, some of it cited at the beginning of this chapter.

While, as has already been pointed out, this evidence shows that

these Soviet policies involved browbeating and pressuring both

countries and intervening in their internal aƒairs, in a manner

reminiscent of the worst behavior of the tsarist era, they also in-

volved a striking departure by the Soviet Union from its previ-

ous policies. They reveal as well a profound sense of insecurity

regarding the vulnerability of the USSR from the direction of

the Middle East. This appears to provide a more convincing ex-

planation of the USSR’s shift to more aggressive behavior to-

ward its southern neighbors than tenuous overinterpretations

of a few phrases plucked out of abortive texts produced during

the Molotov-Ribbentrop negotiations.

In helping further to explain this major shift, some of the

new evidence from the archives is quite revealing, particularly a

lengthy dispatch from Nikolai Novikov, the Soviet ambassador

in Washington, to his superiors in Moscow in September 1946.40

The document has been compared to George Kennan’s famous

“Long Telegram” sent from Moscow several months earlier.

Kennan’s lengthy dispatch deeply influenced thinking in Wash-

ington about the implacably hostile nature of Soviet behavior,

and of the need to contain the Soviet Union.41 An anonymous

version published in Foreign Aƒairs a year and a half afterward

under the title “The Sources of Soviet Conduct,” shaped and

crystallized American elite perceptions of Soviet policy.42 Given
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the closed nature of the Soviet system, and the relative paucity

of documentation, it is impossible to say with any assurance

whether Novikov’s cable had this kind of influence in the Krem-

lin. However, at least one historian has judged that a major shift

in the Soviet approach toward the United States “was heralded

by a confidential report from the Soviet Ambassador in Wash-

ington, Nikolai Novikov, on U.S. foreign policy trends.”43

In his cable of September 1946, Novikov is explicit in seeing

the United States as “striving for world supremacy,” as asserting

that it had “the right to lead the world,” as having “plans for

world dominance,” and as preparing “the conditions for win-

ning world supremacy in a new war.” Novikov could not have

been blunter: the United States was putting intense pressure on

the Soviet Union in service of a plan for global hegemony. In 

his analysis Novikov stressed the significance of the expansion

of the U.S. military and of its new global role. He noted the 

thirteen-fold expansion of the proposed military budget for fis-

cal year 1948–47 by contrast with that of 1938, the creation for

the first time in American history of a peacetime army based on 

a draft, the postwar plans for the establishment of nearly five

hundred new U.S. naval and air bases inside the United States

and worldwide, and the maintenance of a fleet that was the

largest in the world and far larger than that of Britain. He noted

that all of this “indicates the oƒensive nature of the strategic

concepts of the commands of the U.S. army and navy,” and con-

cluded that “a decisive role in the realization of plans for world

dominance by the United States is played by its armed forces.” 

Beyond these general propositions about the expansiveness

and aggressive nature of American power, Novikov pointedly

stressed the vital importance of the Middle East to American

strategic planning. He focused at length on American-British 

rivalries, and acutely noted how they related to competition for

domination of the oil resources of that region. He pointed out
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the “thorough penetration of the Mediterranean basin and the

Near East, to which the United States is attracted by the area’s

natural resources, primarily oil.” Novikov noted that “in recent

years American capital has penetrated very intensively into the

economy of the Near Eastern countries, in particular into the oil

industry.” He went on to give extensive details of American ef-

forts that had produced “American oil concessions in all of the

Near Eastern countries that have oil deposits.” The Soviet am-

bassador to Washington noted that although it had started its

eƒorts to obtain such concessions in the region only in 1928,44

the United States already controlled 42 percent of all proven 

reserves in the Middle East, excluding those of Iran. He added

that “the American oil companies plan to build a trans-Arabian

pipeline to transport oil from the American concession in Saudi

Arabia” to the Mediterranean, a reference to the Tapline, com-

pleted by ARAMCO in 1947 with a terminus at Zahrani, near

Sidon in Lebanon.

Having focused in his treatment of the Middle East largely

on American-British rivalries and on American oil interests in

the region, Novikov concluded his lengthy discussion of the

Middle East ominously with reference to visits of American

warships to eastern Mediterranean ports, and eƒorts to obtain

basing rights there for the U.S. fleet: “These incidents consti-

tute a political and military demonstration against the Soviet

Union. The strengthening of U.S. positions in the Near East and

the establishment of conditions for basing the American navy at

one or more points on the Mediterranean Sea (Trieste, Pales-

tine, Greece, Turkey) will therefore signify the emergence of a

new threat to the security of the southern regions of the Soviet

Union.” In addition to signaling the importance of the penetra-

tion of the Middle East by American oil interests, Novikov was

clearly warning his superiors in Moscow about what he saw as

the dangers in this region and elsewhere in terms of “the siting
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to launch strikes on Soviet territory.”45

It is impossible to say whether this cable did in fact have an

impact in Moscow similar to that of Kennan’s “Long Telegram”

in Washington, or whether it was simply a reflection of some of

the views that Novikov shared with his immediate superior, So-

viet Foreign Minister Molotov, and therefore presumably those

of Stalin. In either case, it is highly indicative of how much 

interest top Soviet o‰cials were showing in the Middle East 

immediately after World War II, the high degree to which mat-

ters relating to oil seemed significant to them, and their deep

concerns about the potential of this region as one from which

threats to the security of the Soviet Union might emanate.

There is little indication that any of these factors diminished in

the Cold War decades that followed.

In some respects these interests and concerns of Novikov,

and presumably of Molotov, Stalin, and his colleagues in the 

Soviet leadership, mirrored those of their American opposite

numbers. Moreover, it is uncanny that in their confidential

communications with their respective capitals, both Kennan

and Novikov lay great stress on Iran and Turkey as potential

points of contention between the two powers and Great Britain

at almost the same moment. In pointing in his “Long Telegram”

to areas of potential conflict with the advance of Soviet power,

Kennan indeed refers to the Middle East first: “For the moment,

these eƒorts are restricted to certain neighboring points con-

ceived of here as being of immediate strategic necessity, such 

as Northern Iran, Turkey, possibly Bornholm. However, other

points may at any time come into question, if and as concealed

Soviet political power is extended to new areas. Thus a ‘friendly

Persian Government’ might be asked to grant Russia a port 

on Persian Gulf.”46

For all these similarities, there were of course also important
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diƒerences in how the two powers regarded the Middle East.

While at the end of World War II, as we have seen in this chap-

ter and the last, Stalin tried clumsily and in vain to achieve a

strategic foothold and access to Iranian oil, by then the United

States had already achieved both of these things, and clearly 

had no intention of relinquishing them. While the Soviets saw

American initiatives in the Middle East as part of a move toward

world hegemony, and as directly threatening the security of

their homeland, the Americans saw Soviet moves there as ag-

gressive threats not to their national security in the narrowest

sense, but rather to their increasingly powerful posture in this

region and to the resources it contained, which were so vital to

America’s newfound dominant position in the world. The oil of

the Middle East had by this point become central to the think-

ing of policymakers on both sides of the new iron curtain. It

constituted a new factor for them to take into account, and 

increased further the already great strategic importance of the

Middle East to both superpowers.
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iii

THE MIDDLE EAST AND THE

INTERNATIONAL SYSTEM 

The Middle East attracts, and for a very long time has attracted,

an inordinate share of people who are obsessed. This is true

whether they are obsessed with God, with themselves and 

their own narratives, or with something else. Those obsessed

with one area or aspect of the Middle East often lose sight of

larger patterns that may in fact determine or explain outcomes

throughout this region and beyond. Thus, for example, those

who focus obsessively on Israel, Palestine, or the Arab-Israeli

conflict tend to see their object of interest as unique, as sui

generis, and as too important and too driven by its own com-

plex internal dynamics to be profoundly aƒected by any broader

patterns. This chapter examines one of these larger patterns that

sometimes determined (and often still determine) outcomes,

specifically how the Middle East as a whole has fitted into and

was aƒected by the overall international system as that system

has evolved over time. I will concentrate here on the impact of

the international system before and especially during the Cold

War, as well as in the years that have followed. The next chap-

ter will examine another of these patterns: how the bipolar in-

ternational system that emerged during the Cold War severely

exacerbated several protracted regional conflicts, while the suc-

ceeding chapter argues that this Cold War system aƒected, and

in many ways deeply distorted, internal developments in several

countries of the Middle East.

I begin with four main points about the place of the Middle

East in the international system. These points focus particularly
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on how this system has shifted over the past century or so from

being a primarily European system to, increasingly, an interna-

tional one, dominated during the Cold War by two superpow-

ers, and since then by the United States. It is a system that may

or may not have become more of an international community

in the process. 

The first point is that until about the middle of the twenti-

eth century, the Middle East was an important arena for the op-

eration of the traditional European state system, but Middle

Eastern states were not fully accepted as part of that system, 

although one of them, the Ottoman Empire, for centuries con-

trolled large areas of southeastern Europe and of the Mediter-

ranean and Black Sea littorals. In this respect, this region

resembled South Asia and North America in the eighteenth cen-

tury, and Africa and China in the nineteenth century. All these

areas were scenes of intense European rivalry, but states there,

even highly organized, long-established, and powerful states

like the Ottoman Empire, the Mughal Empire, and China under

the Ch’ing dynasty, were not considered legitimate or full parts

of the European system of states. This had to do not so much

with power as with the fact that this was an essentially Euro-

pean system (including eventually colonial settler states like the

United States and Australia that came to be inhabited mainly 

by populations that originated in Europe). Europeans did not

consider non-Christian states without European settler popula-

tions to be part of this system, even if they were largely in Eu-

rope, like the Ottoman Empire. In some cases major states, like

many in West Africa, were not even considered by Europeans to

be “real” states. When this essentially European system later be-

came the core of what developed into an international one, from

which the bipolar Cold War system developed, some of these at-

titudes, with the racist overtones they implied, persisted in a va-

riety of ways.1
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The second point is that in the twentieth century there was

a nominal change in the position of some of the peoples in the

Middle East in the international system. This was partly a result

of the post–World War I and post–World War II expansion of

the European state system into a somewhat more broadly based

international order, via the full inclusion in it of the United

States, Japan, Latin American countries, and later the Soviet

Union. It was a result as well of the restructuring of this system

into something more closely resembling an international com-

munity through the establishment of generally accepted legal

norms codified in the Covenant of the League of Nations, the

United Nations Charter, and other international conventions

and treaties. In stages after the two world wars, and with a speed

that was accelerated partly because the Cold War rivalry helped

further weaken the already loosening grip of the old colonial

powers, certain Middle Eastern (and other) peoples obtained

independent statehood and their states joined this “community

of nations.” The result was a major change in the complexion of

world aƒairs. The adhesion of these newly independent Middle

Eastern states to the international order was not part of a uni-

versal process encompassing all the peoples of the region. It took

place in some measure at the discretion of the victors of these

world wars, or as a result of dissension between them. Some

Middle Eastern peoples, such as the Armenians, the Kurds, and

the Palestinians, were unable to achieve independent statehood,

or to follow on this path.2

A third point is that in spite of these restructurings and

transformations of the European interstate system into a some-

what more inclusive and fully international system between the

world wars and during the Cold War, the Middle East remained

almost continuously a major arena where the ambitions and

 rivalries of the great powers played out. These powers contin-

ued to strive to dominate the region, although which of them
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emerged as ascendant changed over time. In this respect, it may

have appeared that even after the two world wars and the on-

set of the Cold War, little had changed from the old days of the

Concert of Europe that emerged after the Napoleonic Wars, the

Eastern Question, and the “sick man of Europe” (a derogatory

European way of referring to the Ottoman Empire in its last

decades). Then, states and peoples in the Middle East were es-

sentially objects, but were generally not allowed to be subjects,

of international relations. Over time, however, some things did

change, or appeared to change, as the bipolar Cold War system

occasionally allowed certain powerful Middle Eastern states like

Egypt, Israel, Iran, Turkey, Iraq, and Syria to play one super-

power oƒ against another, or to exploit the rivalry between

them to obtain benefit. Meanwhile other, smaller, weaker states

generally suƒered as a result of the regional polarizations that

were exacerbated by this rivalry. The end of the Cold War put a

stop to such limited opportunities as the bipolar Cold War era

had oƒered. Under the sway of a unipolar system dominated 

by what initially appeared to be an unchallengeable single su-

perpower, the United States, in some ways the Middle East ap-

peared to have returned to the old days when its states, weak and

strong, were largely dominated from without. I will examine in

this and subsequent chapters the extent to which these appear-

ances coincided with reality.

Finally, in the interwar and Cold War periods, and in the

nearly two decades since the end of the Cold War and the rise of

the current unipolar world system, the international system and

international institutions, rather than restraining the dominant

power or powers from expanding their dominion in the Middle

East, have often facilitated this dominion. The degree to which

the United States has been free to operate unilaterally and with-

out restraint from other powers or international institutions

like the UN, in Iraq and Palestine in the first years of the twenty-
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first century, is a striking example of this situation. The current

American position in the Middle East should make us think

carefully about the degree to which today anything that resem-

bles the ideal vision of an “international community,” regulated

by international law and conventions, exists independently of

the influence of the dominant power or powers in the interna-

tional system. This seems to have been true whether this system

was multipolar, as it was before 1945, bipolar, as it was during the

Cold War, or unipolar, as it has been ever since.

For well over two centuries after the formation of the mod-

ern state system that emerged with the Treaty of Westphalia in

1648, the Middle East3 was generally considered to be outside of

this system. Their exclusion meant that the states of the region

were not considered to be on a par with European states, nor

were they treated in terms of the same rules and norms. The

Middle East was nevertheless a crucial arena of European wars

and diplomacy in the late eighteenth century and well into the

nineteenth, mainly involving Russia and Austro-Hungary. The

Ottoman Empire was drawn into the Napoleonic Wars by none

other than Napoleon himself, through his invasion of Egypt 

in 1798. In consequence, the empire at times served as a diplo-

matic arena, as a battlefield, and as a junior ally in the quarter-

century-long European conflict that began with the French

Revolution. However, the Ottoman Empire was not a party to

the Peace of Paris or the Congress of Vienna, where those wars

were ended and where a new European system, one with pre-

tensions to being an international order, was put into place.

Interestingly, one of the main architects of that new system,

the British foreign secretary Lord Castlereagh, while at the Con-

gress of Vienna in 1815, originally intended that the Ottoman

Empire be subject to the “general accord and guarantee” that 

he envisaged be directed against any power that disturbed the

peace of the European continent. This was one of many pre -
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cursors of the ideas for a new global interstate order that were

later embodied in the Covenant of the League of Nations and

the United Nations Charter.4 Nothing came of the proposal for

such a guarantee, which aroused the suspicions of a British Par-

liament wary of involving Great Britain in a broader system that

might restrain its freedom of action and limit parliamentary

prerogatives.5 In consequence, the Ottoman Empire and the rest

of the Middle East remained on the margins of the European

state system. Nevertheless, we find here the beginnings of a pat-

tern, whereby the Middle East is an active arena for the major

powers in the international system but does not form part of

that system, and whereby Middle Eastern states are not treated

as full parties to an international order that in time encom-

passes them.

There were other mileposts along this path: they included

the Treaty of London of 1840, to which the Ottoman Empire was

a party but which was crafted entirely by the European powers

led by Lord Palmerston; the 1878 Congress of Berlin, whereby

European statesmen like Otto von Bismarck and Lord Salis-

bury imposed onerous terms on the Ottoman Empire; the Lon-

don Ambassadors’ Conference of 1913 to resolve issues resulting

from the Balkan Wars, which laid down the outlines for the

post–World War I great-power partition of the Ottoman Em-

pire, primarily via concessions for railways;6 and the 1915–16

Sykes-Picot accords and the 1917 Balfour Declaration, whereby

European powers arrogated to themselves the right to dispose of

Arab lands as they saw fit, with no attention whatsoever to the

interests and wishes of the peoples aƒected. All of these mea -

sures, and many others, however, including the 1920 Treaty of

Sèvres, which unsuccessfully proposed the partition of Turkey,

could be seen as examples of the bad old European secret diplo-

macy that the fresh wind of Wilsonian idealism was supposed to

sweep away, with its “open covenants of peace, openly arrived
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at.”7 We know that this did not happen, and nowhere was this

more apparent than in the Middle East: there, the traditional

behind-the-scenes realpolitik of the great powers ultimately

prevailed, notwithstanding the fleeting influence of President

Wilson on the new structure of the Middle Eastern state system

that was fashioned at the Paris Peace Conference.

The actual nature of the League of Nations Mandate system

as it worked in practice was one of the most egregious exam-

ples of outcomes in the Middle East being determined by the

cold calculus of power politics rather than idealistic Wilson-

ian rhetoric. In the Middle East in general, and in Palestine 

in particular, great-power interests rather than the principle of

self-determination or the wishes of the indigenous peoples con-

cerned dictated the nature of the form of governance that was

imposed on them by the League of Nations. British foreign sec-

retary Arthur James Balfour, one of the primary architects of

both the League of Nations and of its Mandate system, and 

author of the famous declaration that bears his name, was 

brutally frank in a confidential 1919 memo. In it, he described

the hypocrisy of Britain and the other great powers in ignor-

ing the commitments regarding Syria and Palestine embodied

in the Covenant of the League of Nations and earlier Allied

pledges: 

The contradiction between the letter of the Covenant [of the

League of Nations] and the policy of the Allies is even more

flagrant in the case of the “independent nation” of Palestine

than in that of the “independent nation” of Syria. For in Pales-

tine, we do not propose even to go through the form of con-

sulting the wishes of the present inhabitants of the country,

though the American [King-Crane] Commission has been go-

ing through the form of asking what they are. The four Great

Powers are committed to Zionism. And Zionism, be it right or



SOWING CRISIS 77

wrong good or bad, is rooted in age-long traditions, in present

needs, in future hopes, of far greater import than the desires

and prejudices of the 700,000 Arabs who now inhabit that an-

cient land. 

In my opinion that is right. What I have never been able to

understand is how it can be harmonized with the [Balfour]

declaration, the Covenant, or the instructions to the Com-

mission of Enquiry. 

I do not think that Zionism will hurt the Arabs; but they

will never say they want it. Whatever be the future of Palestine

it is not now an “independent nation,” nor is it yet on the 

way to become one. Whatever deference should be paid to the

views of those who live there, the Powers in their selection of

a mandatory do not propose, as I understand the matter, to

consult them. In short, so far as Palestine is concerned, the

Powers have made no statement of fact which is not admit-

tedly wrong, and no declaration of policy which, at least in the

letter, they have not always intended to violate.8

In fact, as historian Margaret MacMillan, among others, 

has argued, Wilson’s Fourteen Points, and in particular those re-

lating to national self-determination, were far more ambiguous

and equivocal than many took them to be, especially when it

came to the Middle East.9 Moreover, neither Wilson nor other

Western statesmen necessarily had a clear idea of the nature 

of the peoples and nations involved in the Middle East. Wil-

son seems in any case to have intended his concept of self-

determination to apply primarily to European peoples, and

only secondarily to those of the Ottoman Empire, and he clearly

did not mean for them to apply at all to peoples under colonial

rule. Whatever Wilson’s intentions, and however his words were 

interpreted by colonized peoples the world over, the leaders of

the great colonial powers allied with the United States, no-
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tably Great Britain and France, did everything possible to pre-

vent these principles from applying to their colonies and semi-

colonies.

Nevertheless, in certain fundamental ways, it was intended

by the victorious Allied powers who constructed the new inter-

national order symbolized by the Fourteen Points, the Versailles

Peace Conference, and the League of Nations, that this new or-

der would deal diƒerently with the Middle East than had the old

European state system. The Middle East was adjudged by the

victors of the Great War to be deficient, among other things, in

not having states organized along the national principle. The

victors proposed to remedy this deficiency by creating new

 nation-states there, as they did in Central and Eastern Europe,

regions judged to be similarly deficient. They did not do so, of

course, in accordance with the wishes of the peoples concerned.

Had they, the Middle East might have been quite diƒerent in 

the twentieth century. The region might conceivably have wit-

nessed less conflict, although since the development of many

Middle Eastern national identities at this time was still at an em-

bryonic stage, more conflict might also have been the result.10

There would also very likely have been fewer nation-states in 

the Mashriq (the eastern Arab world), as well as possibly an Ar-

menian and a Kurdish state. 

For all the flaws of the process as it worked out in practice,

many of the states that exist today in the Middle East—notably

Iraq, Israel, Lebanon, Syria, and Jordan—were direct products

of these great-power interactions, and of the eventual imple-

mentation of the Wilsonian principle of self-determination. 

It is open to question whether these existing states were con-

structed out of already existing “nations,” or whether new na-

tions have since grown up inside these states and others that

were arbitrarily conceived by the Allied powers in Paris in 1919,

and put into place within thoroughly artificial frontiers by the
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Mandate system that these powers thereafter erected. In any

case, all remain independent nation-states today.

Equally important, at the same time as several entirely new

states were being conceived in Paris, as already mentioned,

other independent states did not see the light of day: notably

Kurdistan, Armenia, and Palestine. Their disposition was left 

to an uncertain future, although both Armenia and Kurdistan

were promised independence by the victorious Allied powers in

the Treaty of Sèvres after World War I (and Armenia is today an

independent country, on a fraction of the ancestral homeland of

the Armenians), and the Palestinian people were promised a

state decades later by the United Nations General Assembly. In

two of these three cases of peoples who in the end were ignored

by the great powers—those of Kurdistan and Palestine—the 

final disposition of their countries, and indeed their future as

peoples, is still very much in question.11

Given the continuing commitment to colonialism of the

victorious great powers that dominated the Paris Peace Con-

ference, yet another category of states was eƒectively denied 

representation in the new international community that they

created: the existing colonies and protectorates of these Euro-

pean powers. The people of Egypt, for example, understandably

believed that in view of the principles enunciated by President

Wilson they should be entitled to send representatives to the

peace conference in Paris in order to achieve their freedom from

British occupation. For that purpose, their leaders organized a

delegation (in Arabic, wafd, for which the dominant political

party in Egypt for the next three decades was named) of leading

political figures to go to Paris to plead their case. Like subject

peoples in the Middle East and other parts of the colonized

world, the Egyptians were denied that right by the British, who

summarily exiled the members of the delegation to Malta, pro-

voking a huge popular uprising known in Egyptian historiogra-
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phy as the Revolution of 1919. Colonized peoples the world over

felt a similar sense of disappointment at the frustration of their

initial expectations raised by the Fourteen Points and at their

exclusion from the Paris Peace Conference. This frustration led

directly to massive popular anticolonial uprisings in the spring

of 1919 in India, Korea, China, and elsewhere.12

The only Middle Eastern state allowed a place at the table 

at the Paris Peace Conference was the isolated, backward, and

lightly populated Hijaz, which in light of the Arab revolt against

the Ottomans in alliance with Britain was adjudged to be one of

the Allied and Associated powers. This aroused the fury of the

Egyptians, who saw themselves as heirs to a great civilization,

possessing at the same time all the modern prerequisites for in-

dependence, but who were barred by the British from sending

representatives to Paris, while the Hijazis were fully represented.

The representative of the Hijaz, Amir Faisal ibn Husayn, con-

sidered himself to be both the plenipotentiary of his father,

Husayn ibn ‘Ali, the king of the Hijaz, and the king of Syria, a

post to which he had been elected by the Syrian Parliament.

Faisal was allowed to participate in the proceedings in Paris, but

only as an emissary of his father and as a representative of the

Hijaz, not as king of Syria. This was emblematic of the way the

“new” international community dealt with the Middle East: in

an arbitrary fashion little diƒerent from that of the old Euro-

pean state system. The League of Nations Mandate formula that

was thereafter applied to several parts of the Middle East com-

bined many of the worst features of the old European colonial-

ism with the amateurishness and high-minded ignorance that

characterized so much of Wilson’s diplomacy. Speaking about

the concept of self-determination, Wilson himself said at the

Paris Peace Conference: “When I gave utterance to those words,

I said them without the knowledge that nationalities existed,

which are coming to us day after day.”13
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The post–World War I settlement in the Middle East created

states within what were often completely arbitrary borders (in-

cluding thousands of miles of straight lines in the frontiers of

Jordan, Iraq, Saudi Arabia, and Syria that slice through com-

munities, natural features, trade routes, and economic zones)

which were drawn solely for the convenience of the British and

the French. Some of these borders have been continuing sources

of conflict over more than eighty-five years. This settlement ex-

acerbated existing regional problems and created entirely new

frictions, many of which have lingered until the present day.

There is much discussion of some of these frictions in circles

completely innocent of any knowledge of Middle Eastern his-

tory, as if they were “age-old,” whereas in their current form

they are essentially the result of a state structure recently im-

posed from outside the region. I will touch on some of these

problems newly created by the grasping ambitions of the colo-

nial powers in chapter 4, with specific reference to Lebanon. 

The postwar settlement also did nothing to rein in the com-

petition of the great powers in the region. Britain and France, al-

lies during World War I, for decades thereafter maintained in

the Middle East that attitude of cordial contempt for each other

that had been such a striking feature of their relations for so

many centuries, and that still lingers today, particularly among

the British. Thus Britain in 1925–26 gave refuge to Syrian rebels

against the French, who repaid the favor in 1937–39 by shelter-

ing Palestinian rebels against the British. Toward the end of the

interwar period, other great powers entered the fray, as fascist

Italy and Nazi Germany challenged Anglo-French hegemony in

the Middle East. As we have seen in chapter 1, the region there-

after became one of the major battlefields of World War II, as it

had been of World War I. It was again reorganized as a result of

the postwar restructuring of the world order. The new post–

World War II order, which initially appeared as if it might reflect
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a new cooperative ethos, symbolized by the wartime coopera-

tion of the Allies, and their new creation intended to organize

international aƒairs, the United Nations, rapidly came to be

dominated by the Cold War.

the cold war and the international 
order in the middle east

The United Nations, which was the primary fruit of the postwar

restructuring of the international order, grew out of the alliance

of victorious powers in World War II—indeed, this wartime al-

liance of the United States, the Soviet Union, Great Britain, and

other powers called itself the United Nations well before the cre-

ation of the organization of that name.14 The new United Na-

tions organization included several newly independent Middle

Eastern states, some of which were helped to achieve their inde-

pendence by the victors in the war. But again, as after World War

I, some entities saw the light as independent states, while other

Middle Eastern peoples, like the Palestinians and the Kurds, or

the peoples of French-controlled North Africa and the British-

controlled peripheries of the Arabian Peninsula, did not obtain

the benefit of statehood or independence, and remained under

occupation or colonial tutelage or dispersed among existing

states. The colonial status of those Middle Eastern states re-

maining under European rule was not long-lasting, however.

The influence of the two new post–World War II superpowers,

the United States and the Soviet Union, their opposition to

colonialism, and their Cold War rivalry all helped to erode old-

style colonial domination, which was already under pressure

from the national movements of the colonized peoples. The re-

sult was the independence of more states in the Middle East, 

and their joining the international system, as symbolized by

their membership in the United Nations. This was one of the
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 little-recognized indirect benefits of the Cold War in its earliest

phases: the American-Soviet rivalry helped considerably in the

dissolution of the centuries-old European colonial empires the

world over.

A new factor in the Middle East in the wake of World War II

was the region’s growing centrality to the two new superpowers

as their rivalry developed into the Cold War. It is clear that East

and Southeast Asia were hotter arenas of open conflict between

the superpowers and their proxies than was the Middle East, as

was evidenced by the Korean and Vietnam wars, while Europe

always remained in many ways the central arena of the Cold

War. Nevertheless, the Middle East was also an important early

Cold War battleground, as I have shown in the preceding chap-

ters, the first time it had been a primary area of attention for ei-

ther the United States or the Soviet Union. It was one of the first

sites of friction between the superpowers, starting with the

crises immediately after the end of World War II involving the

USSR and Turkey over Kars, Ardahan, and the Turkish Straits,

and that over the Soviet-supported autonomous Republic of

Azerbaijan and the Kurdish Mahabad Republic in northern

Iran. The region was the focus of the Truman Doctrine of 1947

(specifically its northern tier of Turkey and Iran, which was es-

sential to the U.S. strategy of containment of the USSR), and of

the Eisenhower Doctrine of 1957. American attempts to incor-

porate the states of the region into the military alliances that

were central to containment included plans for the abortive

Middle East Command and the Middle East Defense Organi -

zation, and then the Baghdad Pact and its successor, the Cen-

tral Treaty Organization, which will be examined in chapter 4.

These plans had a powerful destabilizing eƒect on the internal

politics of several Middle Eastern states and on inter-Arab and

regional politics for nearly a decade.

Later on, the Middle East was one of the foci of the Nixon
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Doctrine of 1969, for which both Iran and Israel were central

Middle Eastern pillars. This erection of privileged regional pow-

ers into local policemen for the interests of the United States too

had a destabilizing eƒect, as did the eƒorts of the Soviet Union

to counter this strategy via mobilizing and organizing its own

clients and allies in the region. As I have already mentioned, the

Middle East was the scene of repeated international crises over

the Arab-Israeli conflict that produced superpower confronta-

tions, including in 1956, 1967, 1968–70, 1973, and 1982. The 1973

crisis resulted in a grave confrontation between the superpow-

ers in support of their respective clients, and led to Soviet threats

to intervene militarily in Egypt and to a global American nu-

clear alert. Early in the Cold War, bases in the Middle East be-

came crucial to the strategies of both superpowers because of 

its proximity to the southern frontiers of the USSR. In conse-

quence, intermediate-range ballistic missiles and bombers, and

then submarine-launched ballistic missiles, were stationed in

and around the region by the United States, and the Soviet

Union established naval and air bases there to counter this

strategic threat and to expand its local influence. All of these de-

velopments will be further discussed in chapter 4.

Another characteristic of the region during the Cold War era

was that it became a major concern of the new United Nations,

which took upon itself the disposition of Italy’s former colony

of Libya and of Britain’s former League of Nations Mandate 

of Palestine, and played a role in the decolonization of several

other Middle Eastern states. Beyond this, 25 percent of the reso-

lutions passed by the United Nations Security Council over

more than a quarter of a century after 1948 were devoted to one

single Middle Eastern issue, the Palestine question and its vari-

ous ramifications, as compared to all other issues and all other

regions of the world combined.15 Clearly, the United Nations

and the international community it purported to represent

were deeply involved in Middle Eastern aƒairs.
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What is striking about all the attention paid by the United

Nations, and the League of Nations before it, to the Middle East

is how closely the involvement of what was nominally an inter-

national community tracked with and reflected the policies and

outlook of the era’s dominant power or powers. Thus the Man-

date for Palestine promulgated by the League of Nations in 1922

to provide guidance for Britain in its governance of this terri-

tory incorporated verbatim the terms of the Balfour Declara-

tion issued unilaterally by the British cabinet five years earlier.

It was no more than a recasting in nominally international

terms of a unilateral policy decision taken earlier by the British

cabinet. The Mandate indeed consisted essentially of an extrap-

olation and amplification of the terms of the Balfour Declara-

tion relating to “the establishment in Palestine of a national

home for the Jewish people.” In neither the Balfour Declaration

nor the Mandate for Palestine were the words “Arab” or “Pales-

tinian” utilized, nor was there any reference to the overwhelm-

ing 90 percent majority of the population of the territory who

were Arab, except in describing them negatively and in a back-

handed fashion as “existing non-Jewish communities in Pal -

estine.” This 90 percent Arab majority were described in the

Mandate as having neither national nor political rights; only

“civil and religious” ones.16 Thus, the language adopted by the

League in the terms of the Mandate for Palestine perfectly re-

flected the utter obliviousness of the British to Arab national

claims in Palestine. This obliviousness continued at least during

the first two decades of their control over Palestine, until the

1936–39 Palestinian national revolt finally forced British policy-

makers to take grudging account of these claims.17

It is true, as the historian Susan Pedersen has shown,18 that

the Permanent Mandates Commission of the League of Nations

occasionally had diƒerent ideas than did the British Colonial

O‰ce as to how Palestine should be governed. In most cases,

these ideas were even more sympathetic to the Zionists than
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were those of the British, although on occasion some members

of the commission expressed disquiet about Britain’s treatment

of the Palestinian Arabs. Nevertheless, it cannot be said that the

League measurably changed or hindered the course of Brit-

ish policy in Palestine during the two decades when it was 

nominally responsible for supervising Britain’s execution of its

mandatory responsibilities there. British concerns and interests

indeed largely determined the behavior of the League toward all

of Britain’s Middle Eastern mandates, as did those of France re-

garding its mandates in the region. In other words, the new “in-

ternational order” embodied by the League of Nations aƒected

only slightly the behavior of the dominant powers of the day.

The way in which the United Nations dealt with the Middle

East diƒered somewhat from the approach of the League. This

was a result of the much-changed international situation,

specifically the Cold War and the wave of post–World War II de-

colonization. It was a result as well of the structure of the United

Nations, which in important respects did not resemble that of

the League of Nations. Unlike the latter, the new UN included

all the major powers, and it had many more member states 

and a slightly more functional form of organization, with a

powerful Security Council and an occasionally eƒective General

Assembly. Finally, it was a function of the new Cold War ar -

chitecture of international relations dominated by the United

States and the Soviet Union, both of which had had a limited in-

volvement with the League of Nations. For this reason, and in

spite of changed international circumstances, the United Na-

tions tended to reflect, as had the League, the interests of the

dominant powers in the international system, which in the

post–World War II era were increasingly the United States and

the USSR. Because of the veto power of the permanent members

in the Security Council, that body could only take action, in the

Middle East or elsewhere, when all of them were in concurrence.
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In practice this meant that the Council was able to act relatively

frequently in the Middle East during the first decade or so after

World War II, before Cold War rivalries became all consuming,

and while both superpowers were still concerned with dimin-

ishing British influence in the region. It was able to take action

somewhat less frequently thereafter.

There was relatively limited friction over the Middle East at

the United Nations between the United States and the USSR at

the very outset of the Cold War, except for early tensions con-

cerning the northern tier of Turkey and Iran. At this early stage

both superpowers often seemed more concerned (for diƒerent

reasons) with eliminating the residual—albeit still considerable

—British imperial presence in the region than with dealing

with each other. It is often forgotten that the United States and

the USSR were on the same side as far as the conflict over Pales-

tine was concerned in 1947–49: they both opposed Britain and

supported the partition of Palestine and the establishment of Is-

rael. In this sense, the new era symbolized by the United Nations

did not diƒer significantly from the old one symbolized by the

League of Nations: the November 29, 1947, General Assembly

resolution to partition Palestine reflected the views of the dom-

inant great powers, the United States and the USSR, rather than

those of the still overwhelming Arab majority of the population

of Palestine. Soviet military support, via arms supplied through

Czechoslovakia, was essential to Israel’s resounding ultimate

victory during the first Arab-Israeli war of 1948–49. The posi-

tion of the superpowers was similar in 1956, when, in spite of 

the high tension between them over the Soviet invasion of Hun-

gary, both the United States and the USSR opposed the Anglo-

French-Israeli attack on Egypt. Indeed, as we have seen, it was

not until after the 1967 war that the superpowers became fully

and rigidly aligned on opposite sides of the Arab-Israeli conflict.

Meanwhile, the Cold War became even more entrenched in the
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Middle East, and its impact came to be reflected at the United

Nations, which increasingly became a forum for the superpow-

ers to wage their propaganda war with one another.

Over time, however, largely because of the growth of the

power of the nonaligned bloc at the UN, the increasingly hege-

monic United States was either obliged to find means to subor-

dinate the United Nations to its policies, or had no choice but to

bypass it entirely. Subordination notably took the form of the

United States repeatedly using its veto power in the Security

Council in support of Israel to paralyze the eƒorts of the world

body.19 Sometimes the United States achieved the same end

more subtly, as on the last day of the June 1967 war, when U.S.

ambassador Arthur Goldberg suddenly asked for a recess in the

urgent Security Council meting called to vote on an already-

agreed-upon draft cease-fire resolution. This was intended to

halt the Israeli army’s oƒensive after it had overcome the resis -

tance of Syrian troops in the Golan Heights and was moving

rapidly through Quneitra toward the Syrian capital. The nomi-

nal purpose of this recess was for Goldberg to “consult with his 

government,” but in fact it was meant to stall the United Nations

Security Council, and to give Israel more precious time to con-

tinue its advance toward Damascus just a bit farther, to the 

intense frustration of the Soviets and their Arab allies.20 Some-

thing similar happened in 1973, as is discussed in chapter 4. We

have much more recently seen another egregious example of

these stalling tactics, this one in the post–Cold War era, once

again subordinating the United Nations to American purposes,

in the delay imposed by the United States on Security Council

consideration of a cease-fire in Lebanon during August 2006.

This constituted yet another transparent American eƒort to en-

able Israel to continue a military oƒensive and achieve more of

its strategic objectives.

Insofar as the tactic of bypassing the United Nations was
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concerned, the Rogers Plan of 1968–70 for a cease-fire on the

Suez Canal and the launch of Egyptian-Israeli negotiations, Sec-

retary of State Henry Kissinger’s shuttle diplomacy of 1973–76,

and the Camp David Accords of 1978 were all part of an essen-

tially unilateral U.S. approach to Arab-Israeli negotiations that

largely ignored the UN, and indeed any multilateral forum, or

any other major power. As we will see in more detail in chapter

4, the primary objective of these eƒorts was to achieve exclusive

influence for the United States and to freeze the Soviet Union

out of peacemaking, and ultimately out of the Middle East.

These eƒorts were essentially unilateral, although Kissinger did

agree to convene a purely symbolic single session of the Geneva

Conference on Middle East peace including representatives of

the USSR and the United Nations in December 1973. This 

was no more than an empty piece of playacting. Thereafter,

Kissinger again deliberately ignored the Soviets and the UN (al-

though Soviet foreign minister Andrei Gromyko attempted to

make his country relevant by repeated visits to the area) and 

returned immediately to the unilateral American shuttle diplo-

macy that produced two Egyptian-Israeli disengagement ac-

cords and the Syrian-Israeli disengagement agreement between

1973 and 1976. This shuttle diplomacy was meant primarily to

establish the paramount position of the United States in the

Middle East at the expense of the Soviet Union, and weaken the

latter, rather than to resolve fully the Arab-Israeli conflict. This

is true although in both cases these accords solidified and made

more permanent UN-established cease-fires. Proof that resolv-

ing the larger Arab-Israeli conflict was not a priority for Kis -

singer can be found in his studiously avoiding giving serious

attention to those aspects of it involving Lebanon and Jordan.

Most notably, he never addressed the question of Palestine,

which is the core issue of the entire conflict. Regarding these es-

sential matters, Kissinger engaged in crisis management when
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necessary, but he made no serious eƒort to deal with them in a

manner that would have furthered a just permanent resolution

of the overall conflict.

Before, during, and after Kissinger’s stewardship of Ameri-

can policy, the United Nations thus served the interests of both

superpowers when they were in accord on halting a major or

minor round of Arab-Israeli violence. Otherwise, it was largely

ignored by the United States, which was gradually acquiring 

a dominant position in the region and was determined to mo-

nopolize and control peacemaking eƒorts in ways that en-

hanced American influence and diminished that of the USSR. It

did so irrespective of whether that facilitated the achievement of

a lasting peace between all the parties concerned. It was argued

by some during the latter decades of the Cold War that to be last-

ing, Middle Eastern peace would have to be comprehensive 

and involve the United Nations. Moreover, they argued, given

the ties of several key Arab states to the Soviet Union and the lat-

ter’s power and influence in the region, it would be impossible

to achieve a comprehensive settlement without the Soviets, who

with their Arab friends urged such a comprehensive approach.

Nevertheless, American policymakers tended to avoid such a

settlement, for several reasons. Among them were the intensity

of the rivalry between the superpowers, the hostility of Israel to

the UN and to any multilateral forum with the Arabs in which

it believed it would be at a disadvantage, and in particular the

desire of the United States to expand its own growing regional

dominance. Whether it was achievable or not, a comprehensive

settlement was never reached during the Cold War, nor has it

been up to this day. I will come back to other aspects of how the

Arab-Israeli conflict was aƒected by the Cold War in the next

chapter.
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the international system in the 
middle east since the cold war

These two contrasting American approaches to the United Na-

tions and the international community—subordination and

bypassing—could be seen at work during the last phase of the

Cold War, and also after its end. This was the case during the last

two Gulf wars, that of 1991 to expel Iraqi forces from Kuwait, and

that of 2003 leading to the current American occupation of Iraq

(the first Gulf war, it is often forgotten, was that between 

Iraq and Iran from 1980–88). In the former instance, the United

States essentially made a unilateral decision as to what action to

take. It then took advantage of the winding down of the Cold

War, the imminent dissolution of the USSR, and the hostility

that the odious regime of Saddam Hussein inspired in virtually

all its neighbors and most of the rest of the world, to fashion a

United Nations–sanctioned coalition to drive Iraqi troops out

of occupied Kuwait. Although the UN was involved, it was in 

a strictly subordinate capacity. The Kuwait campaign was very

much an American-directed, American-controlled eƒort, al-

beit operating under the flag of a Security Council resolution.

American monopolization of decision making was made much

easier by the weakness of the declining Soviet Union and by 

its incapacity to project power into the Middle East (although

Middle East expert Yevgeni Primakov made a last-minute trip to

Baghdad as an envoy of Soviet leader Mikhail Gorbachev in a fu-

tile eƒort to avert war).21 In the waning stages of the Cold War,

the United States both had a large measure of freedom of action

and was able to obtain international sanction for its eƒorts.

By contrast, after the end of the Cold War in a situation

where there was no longer another superpower confronting it,

in its 2003 invasion and occupation of Iraq, the United States

was obliged to bypass a recalcitrant Security Council, where it
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would probably have faced three vetoes from permanent mem-

bers: those of Russia, China, and France. It thus went to war (to-

gether with Britain and a few other allies) without any formal

international endorsement. The United States thereby acted in

violation of the UN Charter and international law, but other-

wise without the slightest practical hindrance. Since then, the

United States has obtained much of what it wanted regarding

Iraq from a bullied and compliant United Nations in the way of

Security Council resolutions blessing and legalizing some of its

unilateral (and illegal) actions ex post facto. This included one

such resolution (UN Security Council resolution 1546) stating

in eƒect that the U.S. occupation of Iraq was not an occupation.

It asserted as well that an Iraqi government that had virtually no

control over most of the most important decisions made in its

country (these were made in Washington and by the U.S. Em-

bassy in Baghdad) was sovereign, and could freely request the

maintenance of U.S. forces, now placed under a nominal UN

mandate.22 Over time, that government, while still almost en-

tirely dependent on U.S. forces, has begun to exhibit a small 

degree of independence from its American patrons, although

nothing it had yet done at the time of writing in August 2008

made it appear fully “sovereign.”

The Iraq campaign was one of a sequence of eƒorts follow-

ing the events of September 11, 2001, whereby the Bush admin-

istration proclaimed that it had the right and the obligation to

engage in vigorous unilateral actions, launching wars and ac-

tively intervening militarily in the Middle East and its periph-

eries, like Afghanistan, acting together with ad hoc coalitions of

allies put together for each occasion. A few years after 9/11, how-

ever, it appeared to some observers as if Washington might be

following a more multilateral approach in the Middle East. Cer-

tainly, other powers like France, Germany, Russia, and China,

which were vigorously opposed to the 2003 war in Iraq, drew
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lessons from that bitter and divisive episode and the harshness

of the Bush administration’s response to their criticisms, and

thereafter became much more careful to avoid overtly opposing

the United States in the Middle East. There was even a degree of

multilateral cooperation in some areas of the region, such as

with France over Lebanon or with the European Union over

Iran’s nuclear program, although much of it was on the ad hoc

basis favored by the Bush administration, and these eƒorts were

anything but comprehensive, often rigorously excluding Russia

and China, and still treating as pariahs major Middle Eastern

powers like Syria and Iran.23

Even when the United States did act in a more multilateral

fashion as in these cases, however, its new policies often went

along with others emerging from the strong ideologically

grounded drive of the Bush administration. Thus, while U.S.

undersecretary of state Nicholas Burns was sent to meet with

the Iranians together with European envoys in July 2008, the first

such high-level contact since the Iranian Revolution, the Bush

administration continued to try to weaken, isolate, and destroy

those Middle Eastern forces, such as Hamas and Hizballah, that

it defined as “terrorist” and thereby as irreconcilable enemies,

and that were seen as proxies for Iran and Syria. At the same

time, there was no halt to eƒorts by the administration to free

its actions abroad of any limitations, whether legal, congres-

sional, or international. 

How little had changed in the Bush administration’s single-

minded pursuit of the Moby Dick of Middle Eastern terrorism

was demonstrated with crystal clarity in early August 2006 over

Lebanon. Then, in rejecting an immediate UN cease-fire in its

support of an expansion of the Israeli oƒensive against Lebanon,

this administration’s isolation and unilateralism, and its un-

heeding stubbornness, were as great as at any time in the past.

Indeed, the Bush administration’s go-it-alone tendency in the
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face of expert advice and common sense has rarely been more in

evidence than over its obsession with Hizballah in Lebanon,

then and later. The shambles of its wrongheaded policy over

Lebanon culminated in 2007–8. A confrontational American

approach unwisely supported by Saudi Arabia and Egypt (to-

gether with the dangerous brinkmanship of other regional ac-

tors like Iran and Syria) gravely inflamed the situation in that

country to the point that it appeared by mid-2008 as if Lebanon

were headed toward a renewal of its civil war in the midst of 

spiraling regional rivalries. Thereupon, as ominous sectarian

clashes in Beirut and other parts of the country escalated in 

May 2008, almost overnight the hard-line American approach

was eƒectively sidelined. The United States was left mutely and 

helplessly on the margins, as Qatar and the Arab League even-

tually won the support of all regional actors (notably Syria, Iran,

Egypt, and Saudi Arabia) and brought about an accord between

all the Lebanese factions. This produced a coalition government

that included Hizballah, seen in Washington as the terrorist

arch-villain of the piece. 

Irrespective of the ultimate success or failure of this Qatari

peacemaking eƒort, the very fact that it took place against the

wishes of the superpower that had been trying for years to im-

pose its preferred outcomes in Lebanon at the expense of its re-

gional enemies was striking. Equally striking was the unconcern

of both Israel and Syria for American wishes as they began ne-

gotiations around the same time via the intermediary of Turkey,

while Israel engaged in similar indirect negotiations over pris-

oner exchanges and other issues with Hizballah and Hamas, and

France in July 2008 made an eƒort to broker the inauguration 

of Syrian-Lebanese diplomatic relations and to further Israeli-

Syrian negotiations.24 All of this was in direct contravention of

Bush administration dogma about not negotiating with terror-

ists or their state supporters. 
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Even if those observers who perceived a somewhat greater

willingness to coordinate American policy with that of other

states were correct, however, the Bush administration’s grudg-

ing and sporadic acquiescence to multilateralism in its waning

days did not by any means amount to its acceptance of the idea

that an international community truly exists, let alone its will-

ingness to allow American actions to be constrained in any way

by such a community or by international legal norms. This was

visible in the stubborn resistance of the top ranks of the admin-

istration (but not the U.S. military) to the Supreme Court deci-

sion that it must apply the norms laid down by the Geneva

Conventions and by relevant U.S. laws to detainees held at

Guantánamo Bay and elsewhere. Indeed, the Bush adminis -

tration’s entire approach conformed perfectly to the words of

Henry Cabot Lodge speaking in the Senate against the League of

Nations treaty in 1921, as quoted by Alan Brinkley: “I would keep

America as she has been—not isolated, not prevent her from

joining other nations for . . . great purposes—but I wish her to

be master of her own fate.”25 Not isolationist like Lodge, but

rather aggressively interventionist, the Bush administration had

an utterly unilateral vision of the international order. This was

anything but a communal vision. It was one deeply congenial 

to George W. Bush and those who were closest to him, notably

Vice President Dick Cheney, former secretary of defense Donald

Rumsfeld, and Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice. 

The Bush administration’s abhorrence for the very symbol

of the international community, the United Nations, was shown

by one of the president’s choices as ambassador to that body,

John Bolton. Bolton expressed his utter contempt for the United

Nations in saying that it would not matter a bit if its headquar-

ters lost several stories (imagine the outcry if someone were to

say the same thing about the Pentagon or any other U.S. gov-

ernment building). In this respect, Bolton perfectly and brutally
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reflected the real attitude of his masters in Washington. It was to

the credit of the Senate, in an exceedingly rare assertion of its

constitutional prerogatives in the face of the Bush administra-

tion’s expansive interpretation of presidential powers, that it re-

fused to confirm Bolton when he first came before that body,

although he eventually took up this post for the duration of a

congressional session under the terms of a presidential “recess

appointment.”

the middle east after bush

To conclude, the international order in the post–Cold War Mid-

dle East appeared to be in a shambles in the wake of the eight

years of George W. Bush’s presidency. This was the case whether

in regard to Iraq, Lebanon, or what is still quaintly called the

Middle East “peace process.” Use of the latter term primarily

serves the purpose of obfuscating reality, since no negotiating

process of any sort went on for the better part of six years while

the junior Bush sat in the White House. Indeed, during this

time neither the United States nor Israel was willing to allow any

serious negotiations to take place at all over any issue of sub-

stance between the two sides. Thereafter, although the Bush ad-

ministration made halfhearted last-minute eƒorts toward peace

between the Palestinians and Israelis, it was not surprising that

they produced little in the way of results. In all of these areas 

of crisis in the Middle East, a determined eƒort was made by 

the Bush administration to monopolize all decision making in

Washington, and to prevent peacemaking eƒorts at the United

Nations, or by the so-called Quartet—the United States, the Eu-

ropean Union, Russia, and the United Nations.26 Insofar as the

UN played any role in these and other Middle Eastern matters,

it appeared to be one of pathetic eagerness to win the approval

of the United States by hastening to do its bidding, as in Iraq af-
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ter the American occupation was a fait accompli. Otherwise, the

UN simply waited until the United States came around to ac-

cepting an international consensus, as with regard to the impo-

sition of a cease-fire during the July–August 2006 conflict in

Lebanon. Insofar as any tensions were defused in the Middle

East during the last year of the Bush presidency, this was largely

thanks to the good sense of the regional parties and to the credit

of local mediators like Qatar, Turkey, Egypt, and France, all of

whom acted in the teeth of American opposition and simply ig-

nored the aggressive noises emanating from Washington.

In light of the stubborn unwillingness of the Bush adminis-

tration to change its confrontational policies in the Middle East,

or to allow other major actors or the UN to play an indepen-

dent role, what emerged in its waning months in o‰ce was a

growing willingness of actors in the region, including close 

U.S. allies, to attempt to resolve issues without the United

States, and often against its expressed wishes. The Qatari/Arab

League eƒort in Lebanon was one example. Another was the

Turkish mediation between Israel and Syria, initiating the first

serious negotiations between the two sides in eight years and di-

rectly contravening the Bush administration’s rigid policy of

isolating Syria. Similarly, Egypt brokered a lengthy negotiation

between Israel and Hamas to reach a cease-fire in the Gaza Strip,

while Israel and Hizballah negotiated successfully via European

intermediaries for the exchange of prisoners and human re-

mains. It may well be that none of these eƒorts will ultimately

succeed, and it is certainly not possible to argue that they repre-

sent the beginnings of a new international order in the Middle

East. If anything, they show the degree to which the failed poli-

cies of the Bush administration have led to the self-inflicted

marginalization—perhaps temporary—of the greatest super-

power in world history. What is remarkable about this outcome,

even if it is a temporary one, is that it has eventuated after the
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United States appeared to stake its post–Cold War claim to in-

ternational dominance largely on the basis of its actions in the

Middle East. 

The Middle East has been and remains a crucial testing

ground for theories about the organization of an international

community, about the nature of the international system, about

the role of international law and norms in interstate relations,

and about the place in the world of what is currently, and will

probably for a considerable time remain, its dominant actor, the

United States. Are we in a new imperial era, and if so, what kind

of empire is being erected?27 How, if at all, did the vision of the

world of George W. Bush and those who advised him diƒer from

those of previous administrations?28 Is this a period of grow-

ing or declining hegemony of the United States?29 Is there more

or less likelihood of other powers coalescing to hinder the sole

hegemon, and are new powers rising to challenge it? Will the

kind of regional eƒorts to find solutions to regional problems

just described be more than a temporary interruption of the

process of domination of the Middle East by external powers as

outlined in this chapter? All of these questions are posed partic-

ularly acutely in the Middle East, which is still a crucial arena for

the demonstration of global power, and for the waning rivalries

of the past, as well as for the nascent ones of the future. I will

consider answers to some of these questions in chapter 6.

The statements and writings of key figures in and around the

Bush administration indicate that in their actions in Iraq, in

Palestine/Israel, in Lebanon, and elsewhere in the Middle East,

as well as in Afghanistan and central Asia, U.S. policymakers

were fixated on the international system that they saw evolving

in the future rather than that of the present. Basing themselves

on approaches that developed and matured during the Cold

War, they appeared to perceive that because of the strategic po-

sition and the energy reserves of the Middle East and central

Asia, in the coming century both will be vital arenas in view of
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the potential revival of Russia and the emergence of new powers

in Asia, most notably China and India.30 These leaders clearly

intended to avoid as much as possible any inhibitions or limita-

tions on America’s freedom of action in these regions. 

At the same time, at their behest and in furtherance of this

long-term vision of an imperial America dominating Eurasia

and its resources into and through the twenty-first century, the

United States engaged in the expensive process of digging in for

the long haul with an extensive military presence in both the

Middle East and central Asia, irrespective of public statements

to the contrary.31 Numerous “enduring bases”32 have sprung up

all over the larger region, notably in Iraq, the neighboring coun-

tries of the Gulf, and the Caspian and Transcaucasian area. The

financial and political costs of such a massive long-term mili-

tary presence seem to have provoked little reflection in Wash-

ington, whether among Democrats or Republicans, and little

was said about it in the 2008 presidential campaign. Simultane-

ously, in the waning years of the Bush administration, the

United States involved itself more deeply in the internal aƒairs

of countries of this area, notably Lebanon and Palestine, but

also including Syria, Iran, Libya, and several Gulf and central

Asian states. It did so in a variety of new and radical ways,

whether under the pretext of support for “democratization,” or

on the basis of old-fashioned realpolitik backing for pliant and

useful local despots, or covert intervention against regimes de-

scribed as hostile. The failure of most of these eƒorts did not ap-

pear to slow down the Bush team’s ideological fervor right up to

the end of the president’s term.33

It remains to be seen how long it will take for reality to catch

up with these boundless and in some cases delusional ambitions

in Iraq and elsewhere in this vast and complex region, many of

whose countries, from Afghanistan to Iraq, are characterized by

a long-standing and rich history of fierce resistance to external

domination. It also remains to be seen whether and how long



such ambitions, acknowledged or not, will continue to animate

the United States under a new administration. Notably, both

U.S. presidential candidates in 2008 made a point of stating that

the United States had to reinforce its presence in Afghanistan.

However great the raw power of the United States, and how-

ever potent the ability of politicians to manipulate the media to

obscure much of what actually happens in the Middle East and

its environs, we can assume that irrespective of whoever takes

o‰ce as president in January 2009, the cold reality of the un-

willingness of most Middle Easterners and their neighbors the

Afghanis to relinquish control of their hard-won sovereignty or

their oil will eventually assert itself in the face of these unrealis-

tic and unrealizable ambitions. 

What seems clear, however, is that after many decades of

eƒorts to foster an international community, and to establish le-

gal norms for the behavior of states, the evidence, from the Mid-

dle East at least, is not terribly encouraging about the success 

of this endeavor. The Bush administration’s activist and unilat-

eral policy, relying largely on force and driven by a blend of 

old-style balance-of-power politics, and an even larger dose 

of old-style ideological messianism (ironically quite Wilsonian

in some respects, with a touch of Trotskyite “permanent revolu-

tion” thrown in), was entirely at odds with any approach based

on the idea of an international community of nominal equals,

or of an international order grounded in law, which amounts to

much the same thing. For the foreseeable future, and until it is

explicitly disavowed and dismantled in its specifics by a succes-

sor administration starting in 2009, in 2013, or thereafter, this

approach seems likely to continue to prevail in the Middle East,

perhaps even more than elsewhere in the world, due to the ex-

traordinarily extensive involvement of the United States in that

region over the past few years.

100 RASHID KHALIDI
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iv

SUPERPOWER RIVALRY AS A

CATALYST FOR CONFLICT

The historian . . . must constantly put himself at a point in the past

at which the known factors still seem to permit diƒerent outcomes.

If he speaks of Salamis, then it must be as if the Persians might still

win; if he speaks of the coup d’état of Brumaire, then it must re-

main to be seen if Bonaparte will be ignominiously repulsed. Only

by continually recognizing the possibilities are unlimited can the

historian do justice to the fullness of life.

—johan huizinga1

One of the main purposes of this book has been to stress the

largely unacknowledged importance of the Middle East in the

strategic calculations of the United States and the Soviet Union

during the Cold War. However, insofar as developments within

the Middle East itself were concerned, while the superpower 

rivalry had a positive impact in a few domains, such as acceler-

ating decolonization, it also had major lasting, and largely neg-

ative, eƒects. It had a particularly strong impact on disputes

within the region, severely exacerbating the conflict between

the Arabs and Israel, the series of wars and upheavals in Leba-

non, and the war between Iran and Iraq, among other regional

disputes. 

These negative eƒects of the Cold War have probably been

insu‰ciently recognized by analysts. Indeed, there is much por-

tentous commentary, some of which purports to be scholarship,
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ascribing the primary responsibility for various cases of re-

gional strife to what are described as age-old quarrels, ancient

hatreds, and intractable divergences in the Middle East. These

accounts are generally meretricious and shallow, for most con-

flicts in the region are in fact essentially fairly recent, dating only

to the twentieth century, even if in some cases they have older

roots. By contrast, it is rare to see full recognition given to the

role played by the superpowers in worsening regional tensions

in the Middle East. During the Cold War, both the United States

and the Soviet Union often provoked war rather than peace, as

well as retarding the spread of democracy and reinforcing the

strong authoritarian tendencies that have existed in the region,

in some cases since the dawn of recorded history. Sadly, nearly

two decades after the end of the Cold War, some of these nega-

tive patterns are still continuing, indicating the lingering eƒects

of the Cold War on the region—and the continuation of some

Cold War practices there by the United States, the global hege-

mon and sole remaining superpower, and by a resurgent Rus-

sia—even after the dissolution of the USSR.

It is certainly the case that the Middle East was not the only

region to be so aƒected. In many other areas of the world that

became significant arenas of the Cold War, especially in the

third world, the impact of the intense rivalry between the su-

perpowers both severely distorted internal politics and in-

tensified or complicated regional conflicts.2 The extent of this

impact was a function of the frigid intensity of the Cold War 

itself. For the Cold War was more than just a contention be-

tween great powers, such as the competition among the Euro-

pean great powers over colonies in the late nineteenth century,

or the sometimes veiled rivalry between Britain and France in

the Middle East (and elsewhere) before World War I and be-

tween the two world wars.3 Unlike these earlier standoƒs, the

Cold War was a profoundly ideological and highly charged con-
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frontation that fully mobilized both American and Soviet soci-

eties, and kept them on a virtual war footing for much of its

length. In its earliest phases, through the 1950s, the confronta-

tion was so intense that at times there seemed to be a danger that

it might explode into a hot war, a third world war. If there was

in fact any such danger, it may only have been prevented by the

traumatic memory of World War II, and the existence of nuclear

weapons on both sides (after 1949, when the USSR broke the

American nuclear monopoly) and fear of the terrible conse-

quences of their use. 

We can thus understand the profound impact of the global

polarization along Cold War lines on the domestic politics and

regional rivalries of countries in major arenas of East-West ri-

valry, such as Europe, East Asia, and later Southeast Asia, as well

as on the Middle East and other regions. In many European

countries, political parties, trade unions, the press, and a vari-

ety of intellectual milieus became battlefields for influence be-

tween the superpowers, particularly in countries like France

and Italy, where there were large and popular communist par-

ties (which drew on their role in the wartime resistance to fas-

cism to attract adherents). Some of these parties and unions

became vehicles for the policies of their great-power patrons:

communist parties (excluding the Yugoslav and later the Al-

banian parties) were from the outset largely controlled by

Moscow. The United States financed parties like the Christian

Democrats in Italy, and we know that a number of cultural and

other forums (such as the Congress of Cultural Freedom, En-

counter magazine, Partisan Review, and Der Monat) were subsi-

dized by the CIA and long remained under its influence.4 The

Cold War blighted much of the political and intellectual life of

Europe in profound and unique ways, as heightened fears of es-

pionage and subversion poisoned life in the Soviet bloc, and

haunted Western Europeans as well. Moreover, the entirety of
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the European continent from north to south was physically di-

vided for over four decades by a largely impermeable boundary,

an iron curtain, to reprise Churchill’s fateful phrase, whose im-

pact is felt to this day, within Germany and in the European

Union as it absorbs former parts of the Eastern bloc.

In Asia, China, Korea, and Vietnam were also divided by

similarly impermeable Cold War partitions. The first two of

these that were solidified, if not created, by the Cold War are still

in place today, and the third, along the 17th parallel in Vietnam,

might still exist had the United States not lost the war it waged

in Southeast Asia. Beyond this, South Korea was the scene first

of a subterranean near–civil war along Cold War lines, with the

Communists who could claim to have resisted the hated Japa -

nese occupation on one side, and a regime dominated largely 

by business and military elements that had collaborated with

the occupation on the other. Thereafter, North Korea’s attack

across the 38th parallel in June 1950 produced the first hot war

of the Cold War era involving either of the superpowers and

their proxies and allies.5 The devastating eƒect of the little-

known earlier internal conflict in South Korea,6 and the almost

total physical destruction wrought by the war itself, combined

with massive casualties and repeated dislocations on both sides,

scarred Korea for generations. 

Similarly, the freezing of the decades-old civil war within

China into a partition of the country between Communist and

Nationalist China was in some measure a consequence of Cold

War considerations. The Communists might have taken the is-

land of Taiwan, as they did with Hainan Island in the spring of

1950, were it not for the belated American reaction driven largely

by Cold War considerations. After the Communist takeover of

China in 1949, the United States initially was not deeply com-

mitted to the Kuomintang government that had taken refuge on

Taiwan. It was only after the outbreak of the Korean War in the
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summer of 1950 that the U.S. Seventh Fleet was first interposed

between the island and the mainland. While Communist China

eventually escaped from some Cold War strictures in the wake

of Nixon and Kissinger’s shrewd decision to play China against

the USSR, this was only after the heavy-handed authoritar -

ianism of the Chinese Communist regime had already been

strongly reinforced by China’s direct involvement in the Ko-

rean War, and by China thereafter being drawn into subsequent

Cold War confrontations with the United States. The remark-

able blindness of American policymakers through the 1960s 

to the manifest diƒerences between the regimes in Moscow 

and Beijing was in some measure a consequence of the self-

inflicted damage to American expertise on China as a result of

McCarthy-era hysteria. It was part of a larger insensitivity to the

diƒerences between many national communist parties that was

due to the heavy ideological blinders rooted in fierce anticom-

munism that were worn by many of those in positions of re-

sponsibility in Washington.

Although Japan was spared internal civil strife and outright

war after 1945, the impact of the Cold War strongly aƒected that

country’s politics as well. The American occupation authorities

were supremely concerned with turning Japan into a bastion

against communism, just as they were in West Germany, while

Moscow hoped to use the Japanese Communist Party for its

own purposes. Thus the political process in Japan was distorted

even more than might otherwise have been the case under a

postwar American occupation. Moreover, especially once the

Korean War began, Japanese industry was integrated into the

American-dominated capitalist economy as part of the global

confrontation with the Soviet bloc economies. This was done

with little more attention than in Germany to the loyal role of

the country’s industrialists and bankers in supporting the mil-

itaristic regime that fomented and waged World War II. 
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East Asian regional alignments developed during the Cold

War have only begun, in the early twenty-first century, to shift,

although some of them are still in place, notably the alignment

of Japan with the United States and of Stalinist North Korea

with China, not to speak of the ongoing deep gulf between

China and Taiwan. Moreover, long after the Cold War has

ended, eƒorts at a rapprochement between the two Koreas—

originally divided as a result of an American-Soviet deal on the

eve of the Cold War—have still met with some reticence in

Washington. All of these are lasting results of the enormous im-

pact of the Cold War on regional conflicts in East Asia.

In Southeast Asia, the impact of the Cold War was also mas-

sive and lasting. This was notably the case in Vietnam, Cambo-

dia, and Laos, where first France backed by Washington, and

then the United States itself, waged decades-long, costly, and ul-

timately futile wars. They were both fighting against a Commu-

nist North Vietnamese regime that their leaders purported 

to see as no more than another tentacle of the international

communist octopus, ignoring its anticolonialist and nationalist

component. As in Korea, the devastation, the casualties, and the

dislocation wrought by these two Indochinese wars constituted

only part of the cost of the countries of Southeast Asia being

sucked into the East-West rivalry. The political and social po-

larizations attendant on this larger conflict and the wars it 

produced helped to tear apart these societies, in particular that

of Cambodia, whose ruler, Prince Norodom Sihanouk, desper-

ately tried and failed to prevent his country from being drawn

into the maelstrom of the American war in Indochina. Inten-

sive American bombing and American and North Vietnamese

ground interventions in Cambodia in the end helped to pro-

duce the grotesque and murderous regime of Pol Pot. The Cold

War also had a profound impact in other countries of the region

like Malaysia, Thailand, and Indonesia. In the latter in 1965 and
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1966, the Indonesian Communist Party was subjected to a fero-

cious CIA-backed repression that cost the lives of perhaps half a

million of its members and sympathizers.7

The Cold War rivalry between the superpower giants had a

similar impact on the internal politics and regional rivalries of

South Asia, Africa, and Latin America, and had many similarly

harmful consequences.8 This impact is still felt long after the

end of the Cold War in today’s Afghanistan and Pakistan in par-

ticular. These two countries had the misfortune to be seen by

both superpowers as primary battlefields in their competition

with each other at the very end of the Cold War, with continu-

ing tragic spillover eƒects on them and their neighbors, in the

Middle East and elsewhere. Although these three regions have

received less attention in the scholarly literature as arenas of 

the East-West rivalry than did Europe, East Asia, and Southeast

Asia, the picture in all of them was largely the same as the ones

I have just sketched out. Here, too, the superpowers aligned

themselves with one or another faction in regional conflicts,

supporting regimes of almost any nature that were willing to

side with them (and sometimes, as with Ethiopia, Somalia, and

Eritrea, changing sides more than once). Here, too, their heavy-

handed intervention had a potent and generally negative eƒect

on the internal politics of the countries concerned. In the cases

of Afghanistan and Pakistan, for example, domestic politics, re-

gional alignments, and alliances with external powers are to this

day still deeply distorted by the lingering aftereƒects of the Cold

War, although this almost never appears to be recognized by

policymakers or pundits.

the middle east in the cold war

How did the Middle East diƒer from other regions that were im-

portant Cold War battlefields in terms of the impact of the su-
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perpower rivalry on its internal and regional politics? And in

what specific ways was the Middle East aƒected by the kind of

pressures generated by the Cold War that have already been

briefly mentioned? 

The Middle East had at least three characteristics that made

it quite diƒerent from other areas of the world insofar as the

competition between the superpowers was concerned. The first

had to do with its location. As earlier chapters have shown, this

region was particularly important to both superpowers, first be-

cause it abutted directly on the vital southern flank of the Soviet

Union. From the Soviet perspective, this meant that there was

no buƒer of satellite states as in Eastern Europe, nor a vast ter-

ritorial expanse like that of eastern Siberia, to shelter the eco-

nomically and strategically critical regions in the west and south

of the country. In consequence, the Urals regions and the 

southern underbelly of the USSR, where much of the country’s

vital industries and oil resources were concentrated, and whose

vulnerability had only recently been revealed during the first

years of World War II, were directly exposed to American power.

This was especially true of overwhelmingly superior Amer-

ican air power in the early years of the Cold War, and of Ameri-

can nuclear-tipped missiles in a later era. From the Western 

perspective, these same geographical realities meant that both

the Middle East and adjoining seas were important as pos-

sible bases for oƒensive strategic weapons systems, like Jupiter

intermediate-range ballistic missiles (IRBMs) and Polaris and

Poseidon submarine-launched ballistic missiles (SLBMs). 

The strategic value of the Middle East to the superpowers in

this regard actually fluctuated over the course of the Cold War,

with the ebb and flow of technological developments. We have

seen in chapters 1 and 2 that immediately after World War II, the

region provided bases for American strategic bombers carry-

ing nuclear weapons targeting the southern USSR. In time, as
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strategic bombers with greater range came into service, bases

for them in the Middle East ceased to be necessary. For a period

in the late 1950s and the 1960s, American Jupiter IRBMs were

based in Turkey (they were removed in the wake of the 1962

Cuban Missile Crisis, as part of a top-secret deal between John

F. Kennedy and Nikita Khrushchev)9 and the Polaris SLBM be-

came a major weapons system in the American nuclear arsenal.

This missile had a range that permitted it to reach targets in the

southern regions of the USSR from the eastern Mediterranean,

and as a result this sea briefly once again became a subject of in-

tense strategic interest to both superpowers. For much of this

period, American Polaris missile-launching submarines were

based at Rota in Spain, while Soviet antisubmarine naval and air

units tasked with shadowing these submarines were based at

Alexandria in Egypt and at the Syrian port of Tartus. The Amer-

ican military was naturally preoccupied with this Soviet pres-

ence in the region, as was the Soviet military with that of the

Americans. The resulting secret, silent underwater rivalry in

fact was behind much of the maneuvering of the two super-

powers in parts of the Middle East for about a decade. 

During the 1970s, however, the Polaris SLBM was super-

seded by the longer-range Poseidon SLBM. A new generation of

American missile-launching submarines carrying the Posei-

don was thereupon deployed in the Indian Ocean, whence they

had the range to strike previously unreachable targets in Soviet

central Asia. In consequence, the areas bordering that ocean, 

including parts of the Middle East, like the coastal waters

around the Arabian Peninsula, and ports like Aden, where So-

viet naval vessels were based, replaced the Mediterranean as a

primary strategic focus of both superpowers. Thereafter, with

the deployment of the even longer-range Trident SLBM, which

could be based even farther away from the USSR, the greater

Middle East became a less vital arena in the strategic-weapons
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race between the superpowers. The strategic importance of the

region to the superpowers in terms of the central nuclear bal-

ance between them was thereafter often conjunctural rather

than constant.

At the same time as it served at times as a launching pad for

weapons targeting the USSR, the Middle East was seen by West-

ern planners as a source of strategic vulnerability. This was be-

cause the Soviet frontiers abutted directly on two key Middle

Eastern countries that rapidly came to constitute part of the

Western alliance system designed to “contain” the power of 

the USSR, both of them perceived as relatively weak and vul-

nerable in the early Cold War years: Turkey and Iran. Moreover,

as we have seen, at the end of World War II Soviet troops were

already in Iran and left only tardily, and the USSR (and to some

extent its partners) still bore a grudge against Turkey for its very

late adhesion to the Allied cause during the war. This concern

was magnified by the increasing tendency of Western policy-

makers to see Stalin as reprising the southward drive of Russian

power toward “warm waters.” There was additionally an abid-

ing fear of the massive Red Army, based on its crushing defeat of

the Wehrmacht over the years 1942–45, which for Western forces

in the Middle East translated into a concern about the ability of

Soviet ground forces to drive rapidly south to the Gulf and the

Mediterranean in case of war.

Their perceived vulnerabilities in the Middle East explain in

part the concerns of both superpowers about this region, con-

cerns that were perhaps more acute than regarding any other re-

gion of the world except Europe itself, where by May 1945 the

Red Army had succeeded in pushing the eƒective frontier of 

Soviet power far to the west. Given the almost paranoid defen-

siveness of Stalin, and the age-old Russian anxiety about the

country’s vulnerability to attacks from all directions, it can be

understood why the Middle East was so important to the 



SOWING CRISIS 111

Soviets. By contrast, this sense of vulnerability, and its grave ac-

centuation as a result of the fearsome initial successes of Hit-

ler’s drives eastward in 1941–42, was almost completely ignored

in Washington and Western capitals as a motivation for So-

viet actions. Instead, the enormous new military power of the

USSR, the Red Army’s grinding and relentless advance west-

ward against the formidable Wehrmacht during the last years of

the war, and the ideological hostility and apparent aggressive-

ness the Soviets exhibited in the wake of the war were held up as

reasons to fear and contain the potentials of the Soviet Union in

the Middle East.

There was a second, linked, aspect to the strategic impor-

tance of the Middle East besides its location on the southern

flanks of the Soviet Union, one that I have also touched on 

in other contexts. This was the region’s vital historic role as a 

passageway for East-West transit, whether by land, sea, or air.

Put very simply, it was a vital corridor for movement between

America and Europe on the one hand and South and East Asia

on the other. The critical nature of this aspect had just been dra-

matically underlined by the events of World War II. Although

this reality had been apparent to European strategic thinkers for

at least a century and a half, at least since Napoleon’s invasion of

Egypt in 1798, it was newly prominent in the thinking of Amer-

ican strategic planners adjusting to the new postwar reality of

the United States as a power with interests and military forces

spread over the entire globe. At the same time as American plan-

ners appreciated the vital importance of the Middle East for the

worldwide projection of their air and sea power, it also consti-

tuted a potential cork blocking the expansion of Soviet sea-

power and seaborne influence southward, a role this region had

played vis-à-vis Russia since the eighteenth century. This was a

fact of which American strategists quickly became aware, as had

been European ones for over a century, and of which Soviet
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planners were as aware as had been those of imperial Russia.10

Nor was the importance of the Middle East as a key arena for the

operation of the international system discussed in the last chap-

ter lost on American policymakers as they became more and

more conscious of global realities and the increasingly domi-

nant position of the United States in that system.

Third and finally, as I laid out in chapter 2, the countries of

the Middle East contained, and still contain, most of the world’s

reserves of oil and gas. The extent of this area’s hydrocarbon re-

serves was suspected but not fully known before World War II.

Within a few years, after further exploration by Western oil

companies, the full extent of the region’s richness in this do-

main began to become apparent. Today, the Middle East con-

tains 61.5 percent of the world’s proven oil reserves, with 22

percent of the total in Saudi Arabia alone.11 Given the two

strategic considerations just mentioned, as well as the perceived

insu‰ciency of Western Hemisphere oil reserves to meet the de-

mands of the American economy, the need for oil to fuel the 

rebuilding of the war-devastated economies of Western Europe

and Japan (a crucial Western Cold War objective), and the large

profits of the multinationals that dominated the oil industry,12

it can be seen why for the first time in history, events within the

Middle East were a matter of abiding interest to American pol-

icymakers. And none of this was lost on Soviet policymakers,

whom we have seen had their own strategic energy considera-

tions, and understood perfectly the importance of Middle East-

ern oil to the capitalist world economy.

Given these three reasons for the significance of the Middle

East to both superpowers, it was thus not a coincidence that

among the first major postwar moves by the Soviet Union out-

side the spheres allotted to it by wartime Allied agreement were

its interventions in the internal politics of Iranian Azerbaijan

and Kurdistan and its demands on Iran for oil concessions, both

discussed in chapter 2. Nor was it a coincidence that the first
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major covert American intelligence operation abroad should

have been in Iran in 1953, leading to the overthrow of the

Mosaddeq government, which had nationalized that country’s

oil. Well before 1953, however, we have seen that both the United

States and the Soviet Union had already become deeply involved

in the regional politics of the Middle East, and in the internal

aƒairs of several Middle Eastern countries, notably Iran and

Turkey. The Middle East, while undoubtedly not as important

in the calculations of either side in the Cold War as was Europe,

nevertheless clearly had its own specificity, and was an area to

which they devoted serious concern. In some respects, indeed,

this region was of unique interest to them, and it was certainly

not just another third world arena in their global rivalry.13

How then did this rivalry aƒect the Middle East over the

course of the Cold War? I would begin by suggesting that its im-

pact on the countries of the Middle East might have been par-

ticularly significant given a characteristic of the region that is

not often appreciated: its long-standing and deep involvement

in world politics, and the long-standing and deep involve-

ment of great powers in its internal aƒairs. In the words of

Princeton historian L. Carl Brown, “For roughly the last two

centuries, the Middle East has been more consistently and more

thoroughly ensnarled in great power politics than any other part

of the non-Western world. . . . Other parts of the world have 

been at one time or another more severely buƒeted by an impe-

rial power, but no area has been so unremittingly caught up in

multilateral great power politics.” Brown concludes that in con-

sequence “the Middle East is the most penetrated international

relations sub-system in today’s world,” by which he means a 

system “that is neither eƒectively absorbed by the outside chal-

lenger nor later released from the outsider’s smothering em-

brace,” and which “exists in continuous confrontation with a

dominant outside political system.”14

In view of this perceptive observation, and of the devastat-



ing eƒects that such penetration has had on Middle Eastern pol-

itics, I will assess the impact of the superpower rivalry in the

Middle East in two major domains: first, in this chapter, how 

the Cold War aƒected regional interstate politics, and second, in

the following chapter, how it aƒected the internal politics of the

countries of the region. Although these domains are interre-

lated in many ways, it is possible and indeed desirable to analyze

them separately. In this chapter I will examine briefly three of

the most important regional conflicts aƒected by the Cold War:

that between the Arabs and Israel; the 1975–90 war in Lebanon;

and the war between Iran and Iraq. The next chapter will follow

with an assessment of the impact of the Cold War on the inter-

nal politics of a selected number of states in the region.

the arab-israeli conflict

The conflict between Arabs and Israelis today involves two

strands: one a sixty-year-old interstate dispute that overlays and

masks the second, which is an older struggle that goes back to

the beginning of the twentieth century between two nascent na-

tional movements, one Palestinian and one Zionist. In its cur-

rent configuration this conflict was born, developed, and largely

shaped in the Cold War era. Prior to World War II, the dispute

was basically confined to the original territory of Mandatory

Palestine between the Mediterranean and the Jordan, with oc-

casional spillovers to neighboring countries. In this earlier 

pre–Cold War phase, it was essentially a struggle between two

budding national movements: that of the indigenous Palestin-

ian Arab population, and that of Zionist colonists, who were

mainly settlers from Europe. As the League of Nations manda-

tory, Britain was the external power with preeminent influence

on Pal estine, in spite of the League’s nominal responsibility 

for the country.15 For at least the first two decades after World

War I, Great Britain, the greatest imperial power of the age, used
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its power to support fully the aims of the Zionist movement,

with devastating long-term results for the Palestinian Arab ma-

jority population of the country.

This configuration, like so much else in the world, changed

fundamentally with World War II, which witnessed a phenom-

enal growth in the power of the United States and the Soviet

Union, and the rapid diminution of that of Britain. These ma-

jor shifts were soon reflected in the Middle East. By 1939 the

Zionist movement, with the crucial assistance of Britain, had al-

ready created in Palestine what was a state in all but name. It

thereafter succeeded in developing valuable links to both of the

rising superpowers and to Transjordan, militarily the strongest

Arab state. Meanwhile, the Palestinians failed to acquire any

great-power support or reliable regional patrons. Moreover,

outcomes in Palestine were increasingly aƒected by the growing

influence of the United States over a weakened, impoverished,

and overstretched British Empire. With the conclusive defeat 

by the Zionist military forces of the disorganized and poorly 

led Palestinians by the end of April 1948, and with the end of 

the Mandate a few weeks later and the entry (for several diƒer-

ing reasons) of four Arab armies into Palestine, this initial phase

of the conflict ended. For decades thereafter, it became pri-

marily an interstate dispute between Israel and the Arab states

that was influenced not just by Britain but by a multiplicity of

powers, preeminent among which were the United States and

the USSR.

The new phase, characterized by a series of wars, every one

of which Israel won resoundingly, began with superpower ma-

neuvering over the end of the Palestine Mandate and the es -

tablishment of a Jewish state. This maneuvering presaged the

predominant role both the United States and the USSR were

thereafter to play in the evolution of the conflict. From the mo-

ment UN General Assembly resolution 181, calling for the es-

tablishment of a Jewish state in most of Palestine, was passed in
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November 1947 with the support of the United States and the

Soviet Union (and the abstention of the United Kingdom), it

became clear that a new era had dawned in the Middle East. 

It was apparent that the new “big boys on the block” intended 

to call the shots. The two nascent superpowers thereupon com-

peted for the favor of the new Israeli state. They raced to recog-

nize it the moment it was established on May 15, 1948, and

extended diƒering forms of crucial initial support to it. Mean-

while, the Arab state called for by resolution 181 in less than half

of the territory of the Palestine Mandate was stillborn, with

much of its territory occupied by Israel and the remainder 

controlled by Transjordan and Egypt. This result was in large

measure the consequence of collusion between the Zionist

movement and Jordan, and between Great Britain and Jordan,

none of which looked with favor on the establishment of an

Arab state in Palestine.16 Nothing more was heard of this Arab

state from any of these powers, from the new superpowers (both

of which had voted for its creation), or from the United Nations,

whose General Assembly resolution had mandated its coming

into existence. It was by now becoming clear that for all the im-

portance of Britain’s residual role in the Middle East, the United

States and the Soviet Union were the ascendant powers in that

region. That new situation was confirmed by the outcome of the

subsequent regional crisis involving Israel and Egypt, over Suez

in 1956.

Ironically, in spite of their intensifying competition in the

Middle East, the two new superpowers remained on the same

side during the Arab-Israeli war that grew out of the Suez crisis.

It was a diƒerent side, however, as both countries had supported

Egypt in the face of the tripartite Anglo-Franco-Israeli aggres-

sion against it. This was partly because the Eisenhower ad -

ministration throughout its time in o‰ce was wary of being

perceived as too close to Israel. The concern in Washington was
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that such a perception might push nationalist Arab govern-

ments toward the Soviet Union. No such fear had aƒected Pres-

ident Truman in 1947–48 when he took decisions entirely in

Israel’s favor without any regard for Arab sensibilities, as was

noted briefly in chapter 1. Concern about oƒending the Arabs

further diminished with the Kennedy and Johnson administra-

tions, which first began to supply Israel with a limited range of

arms.17 The aftermath of the 1967 war saw a full identification

with Israel of the United States, which now replaced France as

that country’s primary arms provider, as the Soviet Union had

been for leading Arab states since 1955.

Thus the 1960s witnessed the inauguration of what can be

called the classic phase of the Arab-Israeli conflict, wherein the

United States was fully aligned with Israel and the Soviet Union

with the Arabs. Largely in consequence, interactions between

Arabs and Israelis came to be deeply influenced by Cold War

considerations. During this phase, certain Arab states like Jor-

dan and Saudi Arabia remained close to the United States in

spite of the stresses that being identified with the patron of Is-

rael placed on their internal legitimacy. These “conservative”

Arab states tended to play a limited role in the Arab-Israeli con-

flict by comparison with the “progressive” states aligned with

the USSR, like Egypt, Syria, and Iraq (although all were involved

in the larger Arab cold war of this period, which tracked closely

with the Cold War between the superpowers). This polarized

alignment remained in place until the end of the Cold War in

1990, and while little understood, it did much to shape the na-

ture of the conflict between Arabs and Israelis. 

The earliest phase of the Palestine problem before World

War II was deeply influenced by the essential assistance oƒered

by Britain to the implantation in Palestine of the Zionist move-

ment and its parastate structures. However, the conflict was pri-

marily driven by the struggle of the young Zionist movement to
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transform a predominantly Arab country into the Jewish na-

tional home, and by the strong resistance to the Zionist project

of the nascent Palestinian national movement. As I have written

elsewhere, the final outcome of this struggle was also deeply

marked by the failures of the Palestinian leadership of the day.18

In the initial stages of the subsequent post–World War II phase

that was dominated by the new superpowers, external consider-

ations became even more important. There can be little ques-

tion that the establishment of the state of Israel in 1948 in 78

percent of the territory of Mandatory Palestine by the Jewish

minority of the population at the expense of the Arab majority

was mightily helped by the international support and legiti-

macy the Zionist project received in the wake of the shocking

revelations of the Holocaust, and specifically by the backing of

the United States and the USSR. While Zionist forces may have

had the capability to conquer most of Palestine militarily un-

aided even before they actually began to do so on the battlefield

in the spring of 1948, it was only the strong, overt backing of the

United States and the Soviet Union that gave international cover

and legitimacy, as well as indispensable material support, to this

process. Indeed in 1947–48 the two superpower rivals’ competi-

tion with each other for the favor of the new Jewish state oper-

ated to the great benefit of Israel, just as their competition for

Egypt’s favor later benefited that state at the time of the Suez

War in 1956.

This apparent anomaly was a function not only of the com-

petition between the United States and the Soviet Union, but

also of the desire of each to see a diminution of the neocolonial

power of Britain, which had a string of Arab clients in the re-

gion, from Egypt, through Transjordan, to Iraq. This is an un-

derappreciated theme that I have already stressed, and will

return to. The United States and the Soviet Union oƒered sup-

port to the Jewish state in 1947–48 partly because of domestic
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political and ideological reasons (very diƒerent in each case),

and partly to prevent the other from obtaining sole advantage

there. However, they also did what they did in order to weaken

the regional position of Britain, which by 1947 had become hos-

tile to the Zionist movement it had previously wholeheartedly

supported, because a Zionist terrorist campaign was forcing an

end to the British Mandate and to the possibility of a continu-

ing British military presence in Palestine. 

The opposition of the two superpowers to the tripartite 

Anglo-Franco-Israeli aggression against Egypt in 1956 was

driven by some of the same motivations: the desire of each to

prevent its rival from obtaining an advantage, and at the same

time the desire to oppose the last gasp of old-style Anglo-French

colonialism. The fact that the Suez War took place simultane-

ously with the 1956 Hungarian uprising against Soviet domina-

tion gave both superpowers further reasons for opposing the

Suez adventure. For the Americans there was the hope of pre-

venting what they saw as the foolishness of London and Paris in

their Egyptian campaign from distracting from the spectacle of

Soviet repression in Budapest. For the Soviets there was the ob-

verse of this: the need to mask their own Eastern European neo-

colonialism by highlighting that of the two Western powers in

the Middle East. 

By the time the Arab-Israeli conflict entered its classic phase

of the alignment of the diƒerent sides with the two superpow-

ers in the 1960s, external factors had become even more impor-

tant. To a large degree this related to the strategically crucial

issue of the supply of armaments to the contending parties. In

May 1950, in the wake of the 1949 armistices that had brought

the first Arab-Israeli war to an end, the United States, Britain,

and France had issued the Tripartite Declaration, which osten-

sibly limited arms deliveries to the two sides.19 In fact, this self-

denying ordinance served only to guarantee the maintenance of
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the military superiority Israel had already achieved. At the same

time, it did not prevent France from surreptitiously delivering

to Israel advanced weapons systems or the nuclear technology

that eventually enabled it to produce nuclear weapons. The so-

called Czech arms deal of September 1955, in which the Soviet

Union used Prague as an intermediary to supply armaments to

Egypt, broke the Western monopoly of arms deliveries to both

sides, and for the first time oƒered the Arab states the opportu-

nity—thoroughly illusory, as it turned out—to achieve strate-

gic parity with Israel. 

From this point on, arms became a crucial component of the

superpowers’ means of exercising influence, although that in-

fluence at times revealed itself to be quite limited. The fact that

France’s delivery of highly sophisticated weapons systems like

Mirage IIIC fighters failed to provide it with any influence over

Israel’s decision to go to war in June 1967 helped to lead French

president Charles de Gaulle to cut oƒ arms supplies to the Jew-

ish state thereafter. For instead of listening to words of caution

from the president of France, their main arms supplier at that

point, Israel’s leaders were waiting attentively for the green light

they eventually got from Washington in the days before they

launched their oƒensive of June 5, 1967. Some describe this light

as yellow, but it makes little diƒerence: a signal to attack with-

out fearing the wrath of Washington was the one the Israeli

leadership was waiting for and received.20

As a result of Israel’s 1967 surprise attack, Egypt and Syria

suƒered the virtually total devastation of their air forces, almost

entirely on the ground (which provoked the frustrated rage of

some Soviet military advisors).21 To replace these and other

losses, Egypt and Syria requested high-tech aircraft and antiair-

craft missiles, radar, tanks, and artillery, as well as a range of

other equipment, from an initially reluctant Soviet Union. The

specter of major Soviet client states being left defenseless in the
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face of an Israel armed and backed increasingly openly by Wash-

ington, and the equally embarrassing image of Soviet weapons

being shown to be inferior to those provided by the West, led the

Soviet leadership to acquiesce to most of these requests (though

not initially for long-range MiG-23 fighters and certain other

oƒensive weapons systems the Egyptians asked for), and soon

copious quantities of Soviet arms were being shipped to both

countries.

Several years prior to the outbreak of the 1967 war, Israel had

already been allowed to acquire some relatively unsophisticated

American military equipment, including surplus M-48A tanks

(via West Germany) and Hawk antiaircraft missiles, while A-4E

Skyhawk bombers were on order.22 Now, in the wake of its 

spectacular 1967 triumph over Arab states that were mainly 

Soviet-armed, an already dominant Israel requested and re-

ceived top-of-the line equipment from the United States. This

included more Skyhawks, as well as the F-4 Phantom, the pre-

eminent fighter-bomber of its era, and at that time the work-

horse of the U.S. Air Force, Navy, and Marines in Vietnam,

which began to be delivered to Israel in 1969. 

In fact both superpowers had little choice but to deliver

some, or sometimes all, of the military equipment insistently,

repeatedly requested by the Egyptian, Syrian, and Israeli armed

forces, even if Soviet and American policymakers and senior

military o‰cers were often skeptical about these requests.

Those responsible in both the Israeli and Arab militaries were

driven in their quest to procure more and more sophisticated

weapons systems by the urgent need to provide supplies of arms

for the nearly three-year-long War of Attrition that was raging

by 1968. This conflict had started with Egyptian attacks on the

Egyptian-Israeli cease-fire line along the Suez Canal, and even-

tually spread to the Jordanian, Syrian, and Lebanese fronts. It

soon became apparent that in this situation of heightened con-
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frontation, neither the United States nor the Soviet Union could

aƒord to let its clients down, since by now the prestige of both

superpowers was fully engaged. By this point, the Arab-Israeli

conflict had developed into an intermittently hot war that had

been largely subsumed into the Cold War between the United

States and the Soviet Union. At the height of the War of Attri-

tion, indeed, it was perceived as a potential global flashpoint: by

July of 1970, President Nixon stated that the situation in the

Middle East had become “terribly dangerous,” adding that “it 

is like the Balkans before World War I where the two super-

powers could be drawn into a confrontation that neither of

them wants because of the diƒerences there.”23

Central to this enhancement of the global importance of 

the Arab-Israeli conflict was the fact that Israel’s victory in 1967 

had come to be seen as a victory for a U.S. proxy over those of 

the Soviets. This was an entirely novel way of framing the con-

flict, in view of the quite diƒerent ways it had intertwined with

Cold War considerations over the preceding two decades. This

new depiction of things was particularly welcome among many

in Washington, where a besieged Johnson administration had

been obsessed with the tenacity of the Soviet proxy it saw itself

as grappling with unsuccessfully in Vietnam. Given the rigid

worldview of o‰cial Washington and the frustrating inability

of the United States to defeat what was seen there as a branch of

“international communism” in Southeast Asia, many o‰cials

welcomed what could be described as a “victory” in the East-

West conflict, even one by proxy. Several members of Johnson’s

circle of advisors, moreover, were both Cold War hawks and

passionate supporters of Israel, like U.S. ambassador to the

United Nations Arthur Goldberg, the president’s national secu-

rity advisor, Walt Rostow, and his brother, assistant secretary of

state Eugene Rostow. For them, such a turn of events, which

more closely allied the United States and Israel on a Cold War
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basis, was doubly welcome. Thus was inaugurated a degree of

identification of American with Israeli interests that eventually

superseded the connection with any other ally of the United

States. This identification has survived and thrived over multi-

ple administrations down to this day, even though its original

Cold War pretext has long since faded away.

Although there was no similar identification of Soviet inter-

ests with those of the Arab states, the result was similar in some

respects. For the pretensions of the Soviet Union to be a power

equal to the United States caused the political leadership in

Moscow to overcome the reticence of some of their own top

military o‰cers to engage in further adventures with the Arabs.

In the view of some in the Soviet military hierarchy, the Arab

states had already allowed two complete Soviet-supplied arse-

nals to be destroyed nearly unused: one by Israel, Britain, and

France in 1956, and another by Israel in 1967.24 The Soviet lead-

ership overrode this reticence with the argument that as a su-

perpower that aspired to parity with the United States, the

USSR simply could not allow an American proxy to humiliate

Soviet ones in the immediate vicinity of the country’s southern

borders.25 The Soviet military high command incidentally was

not always more reluctant than the political leadership to see the

USSR involved in Arab-Israeli issues, and there were intriguing

shifts over time in the positions on these issues of the various

leading figures and the diƒerent institutional actors within the

Soviet system.26

As the political scientist Alvin Rubinstein has shown, incor-

poration of the Arab-Israeli conflict into the Cold War rivalry

paradoxically meant in practice that what he called the “influ-

ence relationship” between Soviet and Arabs went both ways,

and was not just a matter of superpower patrons imposing their

will on weak and pliable clients, as was often assumed. Far from

being able to issue diktats, the patrons now needed the clients
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even more than before, now that this formerly local conflict had

been integrated into a larger one, the global Cold War, which

was vital for the superpowers. Quite frequently, indeed, Rubin-

stein argues, the Arab client got more of what it wanted from

this relationship than did the Soviet patron, as the tail often

wagged the dog.27 Needless to say, the same thing was also of-

ten true for the patron-client relationship between Americans

and Israelis.28 Some would argue that up to the present day 

the Israeli tail often continues to wag the American dog, even

though the Cold War is long since over.29

Perhaps the first example of the truth of Rubinstein’s obser-

vation was the launching by the Egyptians, against the strenu-

ous advice of their Soviet military advisors, of the campaign

against Israeli occupation forces dug in on the east bank of the

Suez Canal starting in 1968, which came to be known as the War

of Attrition. This artillery and air oƒensive, together with occa-

sional commando raids, provoked a massive Israeli response,

primarily in the form of furious air and artillery bombardments

that devastated and emptied of their population the Egyptian

cities of Port Said, Port Fuad, Ismailiya, and Suez along the

canal. Israel also fortified its positions on the east bank of the

canal into a formidable barrier called the Bar-Lev Line. The War

of Attrition, which lasted from 1968 until 1970, eventually en-

flamed all the other Arab fronts with Israel, and had other

eƒects, to be discussed in chapter 6.30 This in turn led to spo-

radic, unfocused, and initially unsuccessful UN, American, and

Soviet mediation to attempt to end the fighting and move the

parties toward a negotiated political settlement of the Arab-

Israeli conflict. According to the accounts of Egyptian o‰cials,

improving their bargaining position through military means 

to make possible such a settlement with Israel—rather than

outright victory in war—was always their basic intention in

launch-ing the War of Attrition, although this was often belied
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by their warlike rhetoric.31 The fact that in the teeth of bitter op-

position from some radical “rejectionist” Arab states, Egypt

joined Jordan in accepting UN Security Council resolution 

242 of November 22, 1967, which mandated a peace settlement

through negotiations (and which Israel refused to accept for

nearly three years), indicates that there is some validity to this

claim.

In the end, the War of Attrition and the Rogers Plan, put for-

ward by American secretary of state William Rogers for a cease-

fire and negotiations (which actually did halt the fighting along

the canal in September 1970), combined with mediation by 

UN envoy Gunnar Jarring and Soviet foreign minister Andrei

Gromyko over the same years, failed to resolve the problem that

Egypt faced, namely Israel’s 1967 occupation of the Sinai Penin-

sula, or to bring about a lasting peace. This occupation, the

presence of hundreds of thousands of refugees from the cities

along the Canal Zone in Cairo and other Egyptian cities, and the

need to keep the entire country on a war footing for year after

year, had become Egypt’s primary foreign policy and domestic

concern. After the death of President Gamal Abdel Nasser in

September 1970, subsequent eƒorts by Egypt to initiate negoti-

ations with Israel via the intermediary of the United States and

the UN also failed. War was, in consequence, again inevitable,

in spite of the fact that Anwar Sadat, who had now become

Egypt’s president, showed himself willing to go quite far in the

direction of a separate peace with Israel (which his predecessor

Nasser had always resisted), if by so doing he could end the oc-

cupation of the Sinai. Sadat proclaimed 1971, his first full year in

o‰ce, the “year of decision,” hoping to force a negotiated settle-

ment of the conflict. 

Newly released American documents show that Secretary of

State Rogers was rebuƒed by Israel in May 1971 when he pre-

sented the Israeli government with an Egyptian proposal that
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would have produced much the same outcome—a separate

Egyptian-Israeli peace—as was later obtained via the successful

1977–79 peace negotiations between Egypt and Israel. However,

these later talks only took place after the costly 1973 war, which

brought the superpowers to the brink of nuclear confronta-

tion.32 These same newly declassified documents show that

President Nixon and national security advisor Henry Kissinger,

obsessed with the rivalry with the Soviet Union, actively un -

dercut Rogers’s eƒorts, demanding concessions from Egypt re-

garding its relationship with the Soviets as a precondition for

American brokering of such a separate bilateral Egyptian-Israeli

peace accord.33 Peace in the Middle East, in other words, was less

important to the White House than advantage over America’s

superpower rival. This was not the last time this was to be the

case for either side engaged in the Cold War rivalry.

Although he did not get what he wanted from Rogers or the

Israelis, Sadat got the message from Washington. Partly in re-

sponse to intense American (and Saudi) pressure on Egypt to

cut its ties to the Soviet Union (and also because of the Egyp-

tian military’s intense frustration with delays in the supply of

needed equipment and with the arrogant behavior of Soviet

military personnel), in 1972 Sadat expelled Soviet military advi-

sors.34 With them went Soviet combat forces that were stationed

in Egypt for a variety of purposes, ranging from defense of the

Egyptian interior against Israeli air attack to tasks that had

nothing to do with Egyptian interests, like air and sea surveil-

lance of American SLBM-carrying submarines. The exodus of

perhaps twenty thousand Soviet military personnel served two

purposes for Sadat. It constituted an eƒort to move Egypt closer

to the United States in spite of the failure of his 1971 initiative

brokered by Rogers and UN mediator Gunnar Jarring. It was

also necessary preparation for the launching of a war to liberate

the occupied Sinai Peninsula, which the Egyptian leadership
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now saw was inevitable, since Israel had spurned Egypt’s 1971

political overtures.35 Sadat and his advisors felt they could not

go to war with Soviet forces and advisors on their territory, both

because this presence might inhibit Egyptian actions and be-

cause it might incriminate the Soviets in the taking of a purely

Egyptian decision to launch the war.

Given the two-way influence relationship analyzed by Ru-

binstein that I have discussed, it should be no surprise that after

Sadat had ordered the humiliating expulsion of Soviet military

personnel from Egypt, the Egyptian leader had no compunc-

tion in demanding that Moscow provide new and highly so-

phisticated weapons systems to enable his forces to launch a

crossing of the Suez Canal. This was an operation of which

Moscow, wary of jeopardizing its relationship with Washington

and afraid that its Egyptian protégés might lose another war, did

not approve. Faced with such eƒrontery, and quite miƒed at Sa-

dat, the Soviets nevertheless grudgingly delivered much of the

requested weaponry, even though they knew that it would be

used for a war the outcome of which seemed highly uncertain to

them.36 Just before this, the United States had found that in spite

of delivering some of the most sophisticated weapons in its ar-

senal to Israel,37 eƒorts by Secretary of State Rogers and the State

Department to bring Israel to accept a negotiated settlement

with Egypt were stonewalled by an Israeli refusal to consider 

Sadat’s terms. Clearly both superpowers by this stage were so

deeply committed to supporting their respective clients, and 

so involved in a proxy competition with each other in the Mid-

dle East, they had di‰culty either in restraining these clients 

or compelling them to do much of what they wanted.

The limits on the capabilities of the superpowers to restrain

their clients became further apparent when Egypt and Syria

launched the October 1973 war. This was the last of the exclu-

sively state-to-state Arab-Israeli wars. Thereafter, nonstate ac-
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tors like the Palestine Liberation Organization (PLO) and, later,

Hamas and Hizballah became the main combatants, although,

during the 1982 war, Syrian forces were heavily involved for a

single week of a ten-week war that was mainly waged by Israel

against the PLO. This single instance over a quarter of a century

ago was the last Arab-Israeli military conflict in which the mil-

itary forces of any Arab state played any direct role.38 In some re-

spects, however, the October 1973 war was the most important

of them all. It certainly was in terms of superpower involve-

ment. The Soviet leadership feared the potentially negative out-

come (and impact on their developing détente with the United

States) of an Arab attack, even one like that planned by Sadat

and Syrian president Hafiz al-Assad in 1973 with the limited ob-

jective of liberating territory occupied in 1967.39 The Soviets

could not persuade Sadat to show further patience after he had

been subjected to domestic and Arab ridicule by proclaiming

1971 a “year of decision,” when he had failed either to initiate ne-

gotiations or go to war. They were thus unable to restrain him

from finally going to war. 

In these less than ideal circumstances, Moscow went along,

albeit reluctantly, with its clients in Cairo and Damascus, who

proceeded to launch their October 1973 oƒensive. The attack

achieved the desired eƒect of strategic surprise, but after ini-

tial rapid Egyptian and Syrian advances in Sinai and the Golan

Heights, the situation changed as Israel counterattacked, first in

the Golan and then later in Sinai. As the war turned sour for the

Syrians and then for the Egyptians, the Soviets suddenly found

themselves called upon to airlift vast quantities of weapons to

replace heavy losses of equipment, notably surface-to-air and

antitank missiles and armored vehicles. The United States was

in an analogous predicament, as heavy Israeli aircraft losses to

new Soviet-provided Egyptian and Syrian missile and antiair-

craft artillery batteries, and losses of armored vehicles to new



SOWING CRISIS 129

antiarmor weapons in the earliest phases of the war, forced a

similar decision on Washington to that taken by Moscow. Soon

thereafter, massive air resupply of critical items of military

equipment (sometimes taken directly from Warsaw Pact and

NATO stocks) was under way to the clients of both superpow-

ers. In a new feature in the series of superpower confrontations

over Arab-Israeli wars going back to 1956, there were constant

direct communications throughout the crisis between Moscow

and Washington (indeed Henry Kissinger, now U.S. secretary of

state, was in Moscow part of the time during a late stage of the

war, at Soviet request).

It was at this point that two important and enduring phe-

nomena in the relations between the superpowers and their

clients surfaced, revealing the crucially important eƒects of the

Cold War on the Arab-Israeli conflict. The first, which was evi-

dent as the 1973 war drew to an end, was the way each super-

power made mighty eƒorts to exploit the conflict to achieve

advantage for itself at the expense of the other, and to prevent 

its rival from being able to portray an outcome in the Middle

East as a triumph for its Cold War policy. October 1973 is indeed

one of the most perfect illustrations of this phenomenon. In 

the very last days of the war, the two superpowers were simulta-

neously deeply engaged in resupplying their respective clients

with weapons and ammunition even as Kissinger engaged in

tense final negotiations with the Soviet leadership, while their

forces worldwide were poised on a nuclear alert directed against

each other.40 This may have been the most serious standoƒ 

between the superpowers since the early days of the Berlin 

Wall and the Cuban Missile Crisis: a recent account based on 

the latest U.S. government documents that have been declassi-

fied called it “possibly the most serious international crisis of

Nixon’s presidency.”41

The genesis of this dangerous development was deeply
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rooted in the pattern I have already outlined of superpower 

one-upmanship over the Middle East. It came about because 

the Soviets were enraged to find that notwithstanding what 

they thought was a deal negotiated in Moscow with Kissinger 

on a standstill Israeli-Egyptian cease-fire, sealed with Security

Council resolution 338 of October 22, 1973 (followed by a simi-

lar cease-fire resolution, resolution 339, on October 23), Israeli

forces kept advancing southward on the west bank of the canal.

In so doing they moved closer and closer to Cairo and to a full

encirclement of the Egyptian Third Army, which they had cut

oƒ and trapped in its bridgeheads on the east bank of the canal.

The Soviets were deeply suspicious of American complicity with

the Israelis in this maneuver. This suspicion appears to be fully

borne out by newly revealed confidential American documents

showing that while in Tel Aviv before his return to Washington

from Moscow, Kissinger did in fact encourage the Israelis to ad-

vance in direct contravention of his commitment to the Soviets.

Just before leaving, he in eƒect gave the Israeli leadership fur-

ther precious hours for their oƒensive, saying, “You won’t get vi-

olent protests from Washington if something happens during

the night, while I’m flying.”42 The Soviets were outraged that

Kissinger appeared to be aiming at giving America’s proxies an

advantage on the battlefield when fighting ceased (which in fact

is what happened). 

In a blunt message to Nixon, Soviet leader Leonid Brezhnev

demanded a joint American-Soviet military intervention to

separate the two sides. Should this not take place, he warned

that the Soviets might be obliged to intervene unilaterally with

their military forces to impose a cease-fire, since UN resolutions

to this eƒect were not being respected by the Israelis. Simulta-

neously, the Soviets began to move some of their forces, includ-

ing paratroop divisions and nuclear tactical-missile warheads,

movements that were instantly picked up by American intelli-
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gence monitoring, as the Soviets knew they would be. This pro-

voked Washington to place American nuclear and conventional

forces at DefCon3, the highest peacetime level of alert. This 

clear signal of American resolution was combined with menac-

ing language from Kissinger: a message he sent to Moscow de-

scribed Brezhnev’s “suggestion of unilateral action as a matter

of the gravest concern involving incalculable consequences.”43

Having been brought by the actions of their clients, and by

their own rivalry, to somewhere near the brink of nuclear war,

both superpowers now stood down. The result was yet another

UN Security Council cease-fire resolution, 340, of October 25,

1973, which this time was eventually respected by the Israelis,

who by this point had already encircled the Egyptian Third

Army and had achieved most of their objectives on the ground.

The United States and the Soviet Union thus reached the level of

a nuclear confrontation, essentially in order for each to show

the other that it would not back down in what had by now 

become a central arena of the Cold War competition between

them. This is an indication of just how high the stakes of this 

regional conflict had become for both sides. Just how high they

were, and how serious this confrontation was, is often ignored

by those who focus on the central strategic relationship between

the superpowers, or classic standoƒs like those over Berlin and

Cuba. Thus, as experienced a policymaker as Richard Hol-

brooke could describe the Cuban Missile Crisis as “the world’s

only superpower nuclear confrontation.”44

The second phenomenon, which emerged in the wake of the

1973 war but had recurred before this, was the strict subordina-

tion of the goal of achieving Arab-Israeli peace to what were

seen in Washington and Moscow as much more important Cold

War considerations. There had already been at least one impor-

tant example of such a subordination in the years that followed

the June 1967 war, when both the United States and the Soviet
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Union chose to escalate quite drastically the arming of their

protégés. The size and sophistication of both Arab and Israeli

arsenals grew with alarming rapidity in consequence, to the

point that the tank and air battles during the 1973 war were the

largest since the battle of Kursk between the German and Soviet

armies in 1943. The two superpowers in eƒect made a decision

to ply both sides with armaments rather than cooperating in re-

straining their clients and aggressively seeking implementation

of Security Council resolution 242 of November 22, 1967, which

provided an agreed basis for a resolution of the conflict, and

which both the United States and the USSR had voted for. 

The contrast between each giant’s competitive, muscular

“military diplomacy” via arms supply, and their altogether fee-

ble and unfocused statecraft in favor of a negotiated solution,

could not have been more glaring for the six years between the

1967 and 1973 wars. Of course, at this stage of the conflict neither

side could monopolize peacemaking and thereby obtain unilat-

eral advantage (that ostensibly happy state was not far away 

for Kissinger and the United States). At the same time, they were

far too wary and suspicious of one another to cooperate consis-

tently. Stoking the arms race and therefore making regional war

more likely, indeed inevitable, while ostentatiously flexing su-

perpower muscle was in the end just so much easier for both

sides. This irresponsibility in the pursuit of the narrowest form

of unilateral interest complicated and deepened the conflict and

contributed directly and massively to producing two of the most

destructive of the Arab-Israeli wars: the nearly three-year-long

War of Attrition ending in 1970, and the October 1973 war. One

example during this period of the United States and the USSR

placing Cold War advantage in the Middle East over the pro-

motion of peace between Arabs and Israelis has already been 

described: the preference of Nixon and Kissinger, in 1971, for 

advantage vis-à-vis the Soviet Union, over the arrangements
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that were proposed by Sadat and were futilely brokered by UN

mediator Gunnar Jarring and U.S. Secretary of State Rogers for

a separate peaceful settlement between Egypt and Israel.

The period after the 1973 war witnessed perhaps the most

egregious examples of this phenomenon, in the form of Henry

Kissinger’s vaunted Middle East shuttle diplomacy from the 

end of the October 1973 war until 1976. It is important to recog-

nize that Kissinger had at least one important accomplishment 

on these exhausting trips: he defused the dangerous battlefield

situation in the immediate wake of the 1973 war that had pro-

duced the October 1973 nuclear alert, and that threatened to lead

to more war and to more superpower confrontations. He suc-

ceeded in doing this by negotiating first a disengagement agree-

ment between Egypt and Israel, then one to halt continued

fighting between Syria and Israel, both in 1974, and then another

Egyptian-Israeli Sinai disengagement agreement in 1975. How-

ever, at the same time, and perhaps even more important to

Washington, his actions had the eƒect of delivering Egypt fully

into the American camp and removing it definitively from the

Soviet one. This was clearly the primary objective of Kissinger

and the two presidents he served, Richard Nixon and Gerald

Ford. However, there was a cost to this achievement, which

came at the expense of the possibility, however slim, of an over-

all comprehensive peace in the region: at no stage did Kissinger

engage in multilateral talks or any other form of negotiations

involving all the Arab parties and the Soviets.45 Nor did Kis -

singer try to go any further with unilateral American eƒorts to

make progress toward a final peace between Syria and Israel, or

one between Jordan and Israel. He did not even contemplate

dealing with the Palestinians. In all of these cases, unlike that of

Egypt, no advantages for the United States at the expense of the

Soviets could be expected. What the three disengagement agree-

ments did, beyond the paramount achievement of winning over
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to American influence the largest Arab state, Egypt, was to calm

the fighting and ease tension on the Egyptian and Syrian fronts

with Israel: both have stayed almost entirely quiet in conse-

quence for the subsequent quarter century. They did this with-

out Kissinger even treating, let alone resolving, the core issues

of the conflict, starting with the central issue of Palestine. 

It has indeed been argued with some reason, at the time 

and since then, that notwithstanding any benefits they may 

have produced, this series of three American-brokered bilateral

disengagement agreements (followed by the separate bilat-

eral Egyptian-Israeli peace treaty negotiated in 1978–79 under

the aegis of Jimmy Carter) had the eƒect of intensifying the con-

flict on other Arab-Israeli fronts, and contributing measurably 

to the consequent devastation of Lebanon. While they quieted 

the Israeli-Syrian front, and brought about a separate Egyptian-

Israeli peace, these steps clearly did not end the overall Arab-

Israeli conflict or bring real peace to that region of the Middle

East. These were perhaps the most egregious examples of what

had become an established American preference for quick ad-

vantage over the Soviets at the expense of eƒorts to establish a

comprehensive and lasting peace involving all the parties to the

Arab-Israeli conflict. The American predilection for separate

deals keyed on Egypt to obtain Cold War advantage while ig-

noring other, more di‰cult issues inevitably meant that much

war, death, and devastation lay in the future for Palestine, Leb-

anon, and Israel. But it did not prevent Henry Kissinger, and

later Jimmy Carter, Menachem Begin, and Anwar Sadat, from

winning copious laurels for their eƒorts at peacemaking be-

tween Israel and Egypt.

President Carter followed this pattern by securing further

Cold War advantages at the expense of the possibility of a com-

prehensive Arab-Israeli peace. This is ironic, since in 1977, at the

outset of his presidency, Carter launched the first good-faith
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American push for a comprehensive Middle East peace settle-

ment that involved the Soviets. It is worth noting that this first

such eƒort by the United States came a full thirty years after the

fighting in Palestine set oƒ by the partition resolution of 1947

began the conflict in the interstate form it took until the end 

of the Cold War. This major shift in American emphasis was

driven by the realization on the part of Carter and his secre-

tary of state, Cyrus Vance, that it was essential both for Amer -

ican interests and for world peace to resolve the Arab-Israeli

conflict, and that in order to do so it was necessary to involve all 

the parties to it, and to deal with all of its aspects. It was clear to

them that in these circumstances, there was benefit to be de-

rived from bringing in the Soviets, who had close links with

Syria and the PLO. 

The outcome of this new willingness to search for a com-

prehensive peace and to engage the Soviets was the U.S.-Soviet

joint statement of October 1, 1977, the first initiative that eƒec-

tively united the superpowers in a practical search for a lasting

solution in the Middle East. The statement committed both

sides to seek a comprehensive resolution of the conflict through

a conference at Geneva involving all the parties, including “rep-

resentatives of the Palestinian people,” and stressed that a key 

issue to be resolved was “the Palestinian question including en-

suring the legitimate rights of the Palestinian people.”46 These

were novel formulations for the United States, which had tra -

ditionally shied away from talking of Palestinian rights (and 

refused use of the term “legitimate national rights” for the Pal -

estinians in this statement), preferring instead in the past to de-

scribe the Palestine question as no more than a refugee issue.

Previously, the Palestinians had been rigorously excluded from

consideration as a party to a settlement at the insistence of the

government of Israel, supported by the United States. There was

much else that was new in the 1977 joint statement by contrast
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with the policies of the Johnson, Nixon, and Ford administra-

tions, most notably the willingness to involve the Soviets rather

than to act at their expense. The new approach was not followed

by Washington for very long, however.

In the end, Carter’s novel eƒort toward a comprehensive set-

tlement was not sabotaged by the United States, although there

was vociferous domestic opposition both to the idea of a settle-

ment involving the Soviets and to the new language about the

Palestinians. This opposition came both from anti-Soviet hard-

liners and from political allies of Israel in Washington. Led by

the hawkish senator Henry “Scoop” Jackson and aides of his, in-

cluding Richard Perle, this alignment foreshadowed the later 

alliance between the neoconservatives and the Israel lobby,

which flowered during the Reagan years and came to full, cata-

strophic fruition under the presidency of George W. Bush. The

American-Soviet initiative was torpedoed not by these vocal

and vituperative malcontents, noisy though their protests were,

however, but rather by Anwar Sadat, aided and abetted by the

new Israeli prime minister, Menachem Begin. The Egyptian

president preferred (as he had since 1971) to try to arrange a bi-

lateral deal with Israel quickly rather than be obliged to wait for

all his disputatious Arab allies to arrive at a multilateral com-

prehensive peace settlement negotiated in the context of a re-

convened Geneva conference. The Israeli government of Begin

was of course happy to oblige in negotiating a separate peace

with Egypt, even though as a price it had to evacuate the entirety

of the occupied Sinai Peninsula, which Israeli governments had

previously been loath to do. It did so nevertheless, since such 

a separate peace meant the definitive removal from the Arab-

Israeli conflict of Egypt, the largest and most powerful Arab

state. This guaranteed that Israel would come under no serious

military pressure to settle with the Syrians and the Palestin-

ians. The new Likud-dominated Israeli government was thereby
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freed to achieve its primary objective, of colonizing the West

Bank with Israeli settlers, without hindrance. 

The Carter administration finally went along with this hi-

jacking of its policies, eager to take credit for the initiative

launched in 1977 by Sadat, who, piqued by the American-Soviet

joint statement, had secretly sent emissaries to meet with Israeli

representatives in Morocco, and then dramatically flew to Jeru -

salem to address the Israeli Knesset. The ultimate results of this

deviation from the path the Carter administration originally

intended to take were the 1978 Camp David Accords and the

1979 Israeli-Egyptian peace treaty, and renewed conflict be-

tween Israel, Syria, and the Palestinians in Lebanon. By the end

of his term, battered by events in Afghanistan (where the ill-

fated Soviet invasion of December 1979 had renewed the chill of

the Cold War) and revolutionary Iran, and under fierce criti-

cism from supporters of Israel at home for trying to involve the

Palestinians in peacemaking, Carter chose the path of least re-

sistance where Arab-Israeli aƒairs were concerned. After an in-

novative beginning, he ended by following his predecessors in

excluding the Soviets from the Arab-Israeli negotiating process,

negotiating separate bilateral deals, and seeking unilateral ad-

vantage in the Middle East for the United States at the expense

both of the Soviet Union and of the prospect of a comprehen-

sive, negotiated settlement of the entire Arab-Israeli conflict.47

The primary casualty of this policy, as in the past, was the slim

possibility of a comprehensive just and lasting peace in the Mid-

dle East.48

The administration of Ronald Reagan continued, and in-

deed strengthened, the pattern of seeking East-West advantage

at the expense of peace in the Middle East. This is just what

might have been expected from a highly ideological group of

policymakers who greatly intensified the competition with the

Soviet Union in a number of spheres, from the arms race to 
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Afghanistan. Beyond this, the Reagan team sympathized deeply

with, and indeed came to share, the Begin government’s hard-

line approach, which demonstrated a classical colonial mind-set

in choosing to see the problem of Palestine entirely through the

prism of terrorism.49 The Israeli approach over time set the tone

for more than two decades of disastrously superficial American

approaches to a broad range of complex issues in the Middle

East, reducing them all to the mindless shibboleth of terror-

ism. Aside from this poisoned legacy, the centerpiece of the Rea-

gan administration’s Middle East policy ended up being the 

disastrous American involvement in Lebanon, however, and so

rather than deal with its actions in this context, I will do so as

part of the discussion in the next section of the ruinous impact

of the Cold War on the Lebanese conflict. 

The last American administration of the Cold War period

was that of George H. W. Bush, who with his secretary of state,

James A. Baker, reverted to the initial approach of the Carter ad-

ministration, once again involving the Soviet Union (and after

its disappearance, Russia) in the search for a comprehensive so-

lution involving all the parties to the Arab-Israeli conflict. Their

initiative was made much easier by the decline and then the 

demise of the Soviet Union, which eƒectively ended the Cold 

War. This meant that although the USSR and later Russia were

formally cosponsors of the Madrid peace conference, Soviet and

Russian participation was only nominal in a process that in

practice was wholly dominated by the United States. Neverthe-

less, this should not diminish the scope of the accomplishment

of Bush and Baker. If Carter and Vance had been the first Amer-

ican statesmen even to attempt a comprehensive approach to all

aspects of the Arab-Israeli conflict, Bush and Baker were the first

to succeed in actually bringing all the key parties to the table 

and beginning the negotiating process on all the diƒerent Arab-

Israeli tracks.
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Sadly, the results of the Madrid process were aborted by the

shortsightedness and lack of resoluteness of the Bush adminis-

tration’s approach in dealing with the Syrians and especially

with the Palestinians, and then by its replacement by the Clin-

ton administration, but Madrid was a significant achievement

nonetheless. Never before, not when Britain dominated the re-

gion, nor during the Cold War era—which I have argued was a

time of veiled American hegemony in many respects—had any

power succeeded in getting all the relevant parties to the conflict

over Palestine to accept a framework for the negotiating process,

and to sit down together at one table, as Bush and Baker did at

Madrid in October–November 1991. When and if serious Arab-

Israeli peace negotiations resume in the future, they may well do

so from the place where the Madrid conference stopped, in spite

of the many flaws in the Madrid process.

In retrospect, it is clear that this moment of total American

hegemony in the region and the world in the wake of the demise

of the Soviet Union, and following the crushing defeat of Iraq in

1991 by an American-led alliance, provided a unique opportu-

nity. This opportunity was greatly amplified by the eƒect of the

first Palestinian intifada on Israeli (and American) public opin-

ion, starting in December 1987. The uprising, a massive outburst

of unarmed and largely nonviolent popular resistance, persisted

for several years in spite of brutal repression. It ended the myth

of Israel’s “humane occupation,” showed that the Palestinians

would not accept their subjugation, and revealed to the Israeli

people for the first time the full cost of their continued control

of the West Bank and Gaza Strip. Had the George H. W. Bush

administration not been poorly advised by deeply conventional

and blindly pro-Israeli o‰cials like the ubiquitous Dennis

Ross,50 and had it pushed aggressively and rapidly toward a

 permanent peace on the Palestinian and Syrian fronts at this de-

cisive moment, the Madrid process might have produced a com-
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prehensive, lasting settlement of the entire conflict. Instead, the

only meager issue of the process was the Israeli-Jordanian peace

treaty of 1994, and the much praised but ill-fated Palestinian-

Israeli Oslo Accords of September 1993, both signed under the

aegis of President Bill Clinton after Bush had left o‰ce. 

Far from being a positive achievement, the Oslo Accords and

their sequels have measurably worsened the situation on the

ground, have so far allowed for another fifteen years of occu -

pation, conflict, and suƒering in Palestine, and have certainly 

not brought peace to either Palestinians or Israelis. Like all the

(very limited) American eƒorts at Arab-Israeli peacemaking,

these accords were nonetheless lavishly praised at the time by

the American punditocracy, which characteristically ignored

the decades-long Cold War context of constant American (and

Soviet) aggravation of the conflict.51 In spite of all the self-

congratulation in Washington, D.C., in fact the Oslo Accords

were essentially negotiated secretly between Israel and the PLO

(quite incompetently on the Palestinian side)52 with relatively

little input from the United States. But they were nevertheless

among the belated fruits of a long-standing American policy of

placing advantage for the United States in the Cold War strug-

gle with the USSR at the top of the Middle East agenda, ef -

fectively relegating Arab-Israeli peace to a secondary position,

tipping the playing field heavily in Israel’s favor and in the

process severely exacerbating this conflict and several others,

notably that in Lebanon.

the war in lebanon, 1975–90

When speaking of any specific conflict or crisis involving Leba-

non, whether those of the nineteenth, twentieth, or twenty-first

centuries, it is always di‰cult to disentangle the roles played by

international, regional, and local factors, since they have so of-
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ten been interrelated and intertwined. As a highly “penetrated”

system, to employ once again the apt term of L. Carl Brown,53

Lebanon for nearly two centuries has been uniquely susceptible

to external influences, which in turn have profoundly aƒected

the country’s politics. This was true of the 1860 civil war and

massacres, the civil war of 1958, and many other episodes in the

country’s modern history. In this context, it is not always easy 

to discern the impact of the Cold War on the brutal Lebanese

war of 1975–90. The task is made more di‰cult by the many ac-

tors involved in this complex conflict, and the diƒerent ways the

conflict has been understood. Primarily a civil war to some, to

others the conflict was the direct result of the flagrant inter -

vention of external powers, whether the PLO, Israel, Syria, or

myriad others.54 It is common for some Lebanese and foreign

analysts who subscribe to the latter view to ascribe all agency 

in Lebanon’s problems to foreign powers, with the Lebanese

themselves left blameless by this reading of Lebanese history

and politics. Others assign the primary responsibility for these

problems to deep and abiding divisions among the Lebanese,

and to their constant pattern of appealing to outsiders to help

resolve their diƒerences. The high degree of penetration of the

Lebanese system makes resolving this question conclusively one

way or another very di‰cult.

It is nevertheless possible to discern the clear threads of su-

perpower involvement in the war that started in Lebanon in

April 1975, and continued through many diƒerent stages until

1990. This is easiest with respect to the first phases of the war, be-

cause they coincided with a regional and superpower polariza-

tion related to the Arab-Israeli conflict that had a clear and

direct impact on Lebanon. April 1975 is significant not only be-

cause it marks the generally recognized beginning of the war,

which was ignited by the massacre on Sunday, April 13, of

twenty-seven Palestinians traveling in a bus through the Ain 
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al-Rummaneh suburb of Beirut, dominated by the right-wing

Phalanges Party, mainly supported by Maronite Christians, fol-

lowing an attack earlier that day on a church.55 It is important

also because it was when Egypt and Israel concluded the sec-

ond Sinai disengagement accord brokered by Henry Kissinger.56

This began a period of acute tension in the Arab world, as Syria

and the PLO suspected, quite correctly, as it turned out, that

Kissinger had no intention of involving them in any further

peacemaking eƒorts, and that Sadat meant this agreement to be

the first step toward a separate peace with Israel, leaving his erst-

while allies in the lurch. 

The Soviets had by this point been progressively frozen out

of Middle East peacemaking by the shrewd maneuvering of

Kissinger, and feared (also rightly, as it turned out) that they

were in consequence losing their privileged position in Egypt to

the Americans. They were just as suspicious of Kissinger and Sa-

dat as were the Palestinians and Syrians, and proceeded to rein-

force their remaining clients’ worst fears about the designs of

the Americans and the perfidy of Sadat, in part to keep them

close to Moscow.57 This was the background to a conflict in Leb-

anon that initially pitted the Palestinians, their leftist and Mus-

lim allies in the Lebanese National Movement (LNM), and

Syria, all strongly supported by the Soviet Union and its East

bloc allies, against right-wing Lebanese parties backed (very

discreetly at first) by Israel, Iran, Saudi Arabia, and other states,

and supported by the United States.58

This conventional Cold War alignment, and the conven-

tional polarization of local and regional forces that went with it,

did not last long. For by 1976 Syrian president Hafiz al-Assad

had become concerned about the growing strength of the PLO-

LNM alliance and its increasing independence of Syria. Most se-

riously, he feared the possibility that should the Palestinians 

and their Lebanese allies defeat the right-wing Lebanese parties
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(whose militias were organized as the Lebanese Forces [LF]),

this might provoke Israeli intervention in Lebanon, which Is-

raeli leaders repeatedly threatened. Such an outcome was intol-

erable to Syria, which would then have had to confront Israeli

forces both to its south and its west. Thus Assad turned slowly

against his former allies in the PLO-LNM alliance. He first or-

dered into action against this alliance Palestinian and Lebanese

forces obedient to Syria. When that failed to stop the advance 

of Palestinian and leftist forces against those of the LF in the

mountains east of Beirut, in June 1976 Assad finally ordered the

intervention of Syrian troops to tip the balance against them.59

An important element in this major transformation in the Syr-

ian position was the brokering of Syrian intervention in Leba-

non by the United States, which perceived a golden opportunity

to turn one Soviet client against another and thereby weaken 

the Arab front aligned with the Soviet Union and against the de-

veloping American-Israeli-Egyptian axis.60 Kissinger played a

delicate game here, whereby he assuaged Israeli concerns about

Syrian intervention in Lebanon and at the same time reassured

the Syrians that there would be no negative Israeli or American

reaction if Syrian forces intervened against the PLO and the

Lebanese left and stayed north of an east-west line in Lebanon

that came to be known as the Red Line.61

American policymakers killed a number of birds with this

stone. First, they earned a certain measure of Syrian gratitude,

in spite of Damascus’s pique at the absence of American eƒorts

to broker another disengagement deal with the Israelis along 

the lines of the second Sinai disengagement agreement of April

1975. Second, they broke up a coalescing bloc of Syria, the PLO,

the LNM, and a number of Arab states like Iraq and Libya that

were opposed to what were called “separate agreements” with

Israel, meaning American-brokered deals that gained unilat-

eral advantage for the United States while ignoring other fronts.
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Third, they benefited from helping to turn Syria against the

PLO, seen as the most irreducible Arab opponent of American

influence and of Israel. Finally, and in some ways most impor-

tant to Washington, they deeply discomfited the USSR, which

saw two of its prime remaining regional allies at each other’s

throat, and which was thereby put into a thoroughly uncom-

fortable position.

The Soviets saw perfectly well the game Kissinger was play-

ing, but could not prevent their ally, the Syrian regime, from

acting in what it saw was its vital self-interest, even if this did

grave harm to other Soviet allies and to the Soviet position 

in the region. So the Soviets eƒectively did nothing to halt the

Syrian military intervention, and to rescue the Palestinians and

their Lebanese allies from the plight they had in some measure

gotten themselves into.62 By the summer of 1976, the PLO and

the LNM were besieged in Beirut and the region to its immedi-

ate south down to Sidon, cut oƒ by an Israeli naval blockade and

surrounded on all other sides without any real backing from the

Soviet Union or any other major power.63 They were at war fac-

ing the LF to the north, the Syrian Army to the east, and in the

south the Israelis and the proxy force (called the South Lebanon

Army) that they were already building up under a renegade

Lebanese Army major, Saad Haddad. 

The damage that this brutal initial 1975–76 phase of the war,

which involved a whole range of external actors as well as

Lebanese factions, did to Lebanon, and to the civilian popula-

tion, Lebanese and Palestinian, was immense. Equally gravely, it

set in motion fifteen years of sporadic but often fierce warfare

that in the end destroyed large parts of Beirut, consumed the

country, shattered its economy and society, and traumatized a

generation. One searches in vain for signs that either of the su-

perpowers (or any regional power), tried seriously to halt the

carnage at this early stage. Instead, both worked assiduously to
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gain advantage at the expense of the other, with the Americans

in the end making out far better than the Soviets. 

A brief lull was finally worked out under Arab League aus-

pices in the fall of 1976, as the Syrians, who had already achieved

their basic objectives, were prevented by Saudi Arabia and other

Arab states from finishing oƒ the battered PLO and LNM. The

respite was brief for Lebanon, however, as the war resumed in

diƒerent forms and configurations in the succeeding years, with

Syrian troops turning around and fighting against their erst-

while allies, the LF, in 1977, and Israeli forces invading to root

out the PLO in the southern part of Lebanon in 1978. Sadat’s

1977 visit to Jerusalem, the 1978 Camp David Accords, and the

1979 Egyptian-Israeli peace treaty served as the backdrop as 

the smoldering Lebanese conflict exploded periodically into re-

newed violence. These events once again polarized the region

along Cold War lines, driving the PLO and Syria back into un-

easy alignment with each other and with the USSR, and rein-

forcing the already strong American-Israeli-Egyptian axis. Both

of these Cold War–derived groupings found in Lebanon a con-

venient battlefield.

It would be possible to chart in similar detail how American

and Soviet policies driven by Cold War imperatives exacerbated

the Lebanese crisis over the next several years, but one more il-

lustration will su‰ce: the 1982 Israeli invasion of Lebanon and

its immediate sequels. It would probably be an exaggeration to

say that the 1982 war in Lebanon was a direct result of the re-

newed Cold War chill that was produced by the Soviet invasion

of Afghanistan, and the American response to it, most notably

under the new Reagan administration, with its full complement

of vintage Cold Warriors. Nevertheless, the much more adver-

sarial relationship between the superpowers, especially in the

first years of the Reagan administration, considerably facilitated

the decisions of the Begin government and its dominant figure,
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Defense Minister Ariel Sharon, to invade Lebanon, with the 

aim of uprooting and destroying the PLO, eliminating Syrian

influence, and creating a Lebanese puppet regime. Gen. Alexan-

der Haig, Reagan’s first secretary of state, was much taken by

Sharon, by the evidence of his own autobiography, and gave the

Israelis the green light they wanted for this ambitious scheme.64

What was quite striking in this situation, in which the

United States and its powerful ally were telegraphing their ag-

gressive intentions in Lebanon (it was an open secret in Beirut,

Washington, and elsewhere in the spring of 1982 that Israel

would invade, and the only surprise was exactly when), was how

flaccid the Soviet response was. The USSR indeed sent an envoy,

Dr. Yevgeni Primakov, an academic, an Arabist, and a senior

Communist Party figure, to Beirut in late spring 1982, essen-

tially to convince PLO o‰cials that the USSR had quite limited

capabilities and was only able to extend a defensive shield to the

territory of Syria itself. He made it absolutely clear to his Pales-

tinian interlocutors that the Soviets did not have the capacity 

to protect the PLO, Syrian forces in Lebanon, or Lebanon itself

when Israel launched its expected attack.65 Soviet actions once

the war started in June 1982 bore out Primakov’s words: the Is-

raeli military was able to operate freely against Syrian forces and

the PLO in Lebanon, and in all areas of Lebanon. It did so with

the full, unstinting support of the United States,66 ultimately ex-

pelling the PLO, occupying much of Lebanon, and helping to

install a friendly regime in Beirut under Bashir Gemayel, com-

mander of the LF, all of this without the Soviet Union lifting 

a finger. This was all portrayed as a great victory over Soviet 

influence by the Reagan administration, which immediately af-

ter the war floated an initiative to resolve the Arab-Israeli con-

flict on American-Israeli terms, the so-called Shultz initiative

(named for the new secretary of state, George P. Shultz), now

that the PLO had apparently been crushed, Syria had been de-
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feated, and the Soviet Union had been shown to be a paper tiger.

The mood of euphoria and Cold War triumphalism in Wash-

ington did not last long, however.

In very short order, Israel’s apparent victory in Lebanon and

its attempt, together with the Reagan administration, to exploit

it to create a permanent structure of power favorable to Western

interests in that country and the region both collapsed like a

house of cards. Public opinion in the United States was deeply

alienated first as Israel bombarded the besieged city of Beirut for

weeks on end. The reaction in both Israel and the United States

was even more negative after the capture of the city and the de-

parture of the PLO, when Israeli forces in control of the region

introduced into refugee camps at Sabra and Shatila members of

right-wing Lebanese militias allied with them, who massacred

over two thousand unarmed Palestinian and Lebanese civilians.

These camps were under Israeli military control, in a city occu-

pied by the Israeli army, and were lit overnight by Israeli army

flares as the butchers went about their work.67 The architect of

the Lebanese invasion, Ariel Sharon, lost his post as defense

minister in the wake of the conclusions of an o‰cial Israeli com-

mission of inquiry, which held him and senior Israeli o‰cers in-

directly responsible for the massacre. 

Moreover, having driven out the PLO, which had carried out

military operations against Israel relatively ineƒectually from

South Lebanon, Israel soon found itself facing sustained Leb -

anese armed resistance to its occupation of the Lebanese South.

This proved far more tenacious than that of the Palestinians to

Israel’s occupation of the West Bank and Gaza Strip. For unlike

the Palestinians, the Lebanese groups resisting the Israeli occu-

pation had the advantage of open borders with friendly allies,

mainly Syria and Iran, which were able to supply copious sup-

plies of weapons and other forms of support. After eighteen

years of a bloody and futile rearguard action, Israel was ulti-
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mately obliged to withdraw its occupation forces uncondition-

ally from Lebanon in 2000, leaving the south of the country in

the hands of a far more formidable military foe than the PLO

had ever been. This was Hizballah, an entirely new enemy ded-

icated to militant armed resistance, an enemy that Israel itself

had called into being by its occupation. In the words of Ehud

Barak, chief of Israeli Military Intelligence from 1983 to 1985,

deputy chief of staƒ from 1987 to 1991, and chief of staƒ from

then until 1995, who knew well whereof he spoke: “We entered

into Lebanon . . . [and] Hizbullah was created as a result of our

stay there.”68

Even more quickly, things turned sour for the American and

French forces that had landed in Lebanon in August 1982, orig-

inally to supervise the withdrawal of the PLO, immediately 

after which they were precipitously withdrawn. They then re-

turned to cope with the consequences of the massacres at Sabra

and Shatila, which the United States had faithlessly promised

the PLO to prevent.69 There they rapidly found themselves con-

fronting the armed hostility of forces representing a large ma-

jority of Lebanese. American forces could not prevail, in spite 

of the full might of the United States, including the American

battleship New Jersey, which bombarded the Lebanese moun-

tains with its sixteen-inch guns. Ferocious subsequent attacks

on these troops (hundreds of U.S. Marines and French para-

troopers were killed in simultaneous suicide attacks on their

barracks) and on American interests in Lebanon soon broke 

the political will of the Reagan administration. American and

allied troops withdrew ignominiously, bringing an end to the

ill-advised attempt to create an American-Israeli client regime

in Lebanon, and to tie that country to Israel by a peace treaty

imposed on it while it was under Israeli occupation. An Ameri-

can policy driven by Cold War imperatives and based on ig -

norance of the real forces on the ground had proven utterly
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bankrupt. It was undermined not by the increasingly enfeebled

Soviets, but rather by the savage realities of a Lebanon that had

been turned into a battlefield in large measure by the callous

machinations of the superpowers and their clients, ruthlessly

seeking advantage over one another at the expense of the hap-

less Lebanese people and Palestinian refugees on their soil.

The PLO, too, suƒered from this situation, and from its re-

liance on its waning superpower patron. In the last years of 

the Cold War, the Soviet Union had gravely exacerbated strained

relations with the United States by its doomed invasion of Af-

ghanistan, thereby helping to bring into o‰ce a ferociously

anti-Soviet American president, Ronald Reagan. When the

United States reacted vigorously in a variety of realms, among

them via support for Israel’s 1982 invasion of Lebanon to destroy

the PLO, the USSR thereupon showed itself so feeble that it

could not even extend serious support to one of its few remain-

ing Middle Eastern clients in a moment of its greatest need. It

once again let down the PLO, as it had in 1976 when the Pales-

tinians confronted Syria. 

Although the Cold War was winding down, and the Soviet

Union was on its last legs, to the uninitiated it may still have ap-

peared like a serious rival to the United States. No one who ex-

perienced the ten-week Israeli siege of Beirut in 1982, as I did,

would ever have made that mistake. Thus, only for those who

could not see the Soviet weakness revealed in Beirut in 1982, and

in many other Middle Eastern contexts—in other words, only

for those blinded by preconceptions and ideology—was the col-

lapse of the USSR in 1989–90 a surprise. This collapse took place

at a particularly crucial moment in the evolution of another

Middle Eastern arena where the Soviet Union’s Cold War poli-

cies and those of its American rival had gravely exacerbated

events, the conflict between Iran and Iraq.
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the iran-iraq conflict

As I showed in earlier chapters, the involvement of the Soviet

Union and the United States in Iran go back to the beginnings

of the Cold War and before. After the American-British-initi-

ated coup that brought down the elected Mosaddeq government

and reinstalled the autocratic Mohammad Reza Shah in 1953,

American influence predominated in Iran for the next quarter

century, as part of a policy driven largely by Cold War consider-

ations. This deep and long-lasting American intervention in

Iran’s internal aƒairs, the close relations between Washington

and Tehran under the last shah, and the latter’s dependence 

on the United States in a number of spheres became constants

of Middle Eastern politics, and determined alignments and po-

litical dispositions throughout the region. The importance of

this alignment can be deduced from the fact that the 1979 col-

lapse of the American policy constructed on the foundation 

of the shah’s precarious regime has continued to produce re-

gional and global reverberations over the decades until the 

present day. A whole generation of American policymakers was

traumatized by it, as was American public opinion, with the

444-day crisis involving American diplomats being held hostage

in Tehran an ongoing sore point. Iranians were at least as se-

verely aƒected, if not more so, by the close U.S. relationship with

the hated shah, and the hostility from Washington that followed

his disappearance.

Iraq was an entirely diƒerent matter. A state created on Ot-

toman foundations but in its modern form by British colonial-

ism in the 1920s, it had been a pillar of British regional power for

decades. After the 1958 revolution overthrew the monarchy and

ended paramount British influence in Iraq, however, both the

Soviet Union and the United States became much more deeply

involved there. The Soviets at this point had a major ally in Iraq
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in the powerful Iraqi Communist Party, one of the biggest and

most active in the Arab world.70 This party had played a central

role in the popular opposition to the hated British-supported

monarchy, and came to exercise strong influence in the regime

of Brig. Gen. Abdul Karim Kassem, which emerged from the

1958 coup. 

Given the Cold War environment prevailing in Washington,

the strength of the Iraqi Communist Party was inevitably a

source of abiding concern to American policymakers. As else-

where, they developed ties to forces that were seen as capable of

opposing local Communists, in the case of Iraq most notably

the Iraqi Ba‘th Party. In the internecine conflict between the 

two parties that reached a peak of intensity during the Kassem

regime from 1958 until 1963, and that continued without respite

thereafter, the CIA provided information to the Ba‘thists that

helped them to arrest and kill thousands of Iraqi Communists

during a brief period when the Ba‘th Party was precariously in

power, from February until August 1963.71 The ferocious com-

petition between the Iraqi Ba‘th Party and the Iraqi Commu-

nist Party continued for decades, and although whenever the

Ba‘thists were in power they were occasionally obliged to allow

the Communists to operate under tight constraints, they denied

them any access to real decision-making.

Once the Ba‘th Party took firm control in Baghdad in July

1968, dominating the country for the next thirty-five years with

a fist of iron, Iraq’s relations with Washington tended to be a

function of the competition between the superpowers, and of

the balance of power between Iraq and its traditional regional

rival, Iran. Following the 1958 revolution, Iraq was generally

aligned with Moscow against Iran, which as we have seen was

closely linked to Washington until the 1979 Islamic Revolution.

Under Ba‘th rule from 1968 onward, this pattern generally con-

tinued. In the on again, oƒ again confrontations between Iran
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and Iraq, therefore, there eventually developed the same kind of

Cold War polarization that characterized the Arab-Israeli con-

flict from the 1960s onward, with Iran firmly aligned with the

United States, and Iraq with the Soviets. 

In supporting their clients against one another, both super-

powers used all available means, as they did elsewhere. Thus, in

the mid-1970s, the shah of Iran cynically exploited and covertly

supported a rebellion against the Baghdad government by the

Iraqi Kurds as a means of exerting pressure on his Iraqi rivals. As

we saw in chapter 1, the United States supported this approach

with its own covert assets (as did Israel72), and then looked on

coldly as the shah dropped the Kurds once he had achieved 

his aims with the 1975 Algiers agreement. Needless to say, this 

allowed the Ba‘thist regime to extract its brutal revenge com-

pletely unhindered against Iraqi Kurdish civilians, whose lead-

ers had mistakenly come to rely on their Iranian, American, and

Israeli patrons. It is important to recognize that there was no

particular animus toward the Kurds in Kissinger’s dismissal of

an aide’s shocked reaction at this betrayal with the words quoted

in chapter 1: “Covert action should not be confused with mis-

sionary work.”73 This was just part of the Cold War game, as 

a major client dropped its minor client and the superpower 

patron looked on impassively. Kurdish civilians paid most of 

the price for their people’s being dragged into this great-power

game, as they did again and again in subsequent years, for ex-

ample in the savage gassings at Halabja and elsewhere during

the Iran-Iraq War and in the brutal suppression of the Kurdish

revolt against the Ba‘th regime after the 1991 Gulf War. The fact

that this price was in some measure inflicted as a result of the

cold instrumentalism of American and Soviet Cold War poli-

cies, and those of the clients they armed and supported, is rarely

acknowledged in the sanctimonious cant about the suƒerings of

the Kurdish people that has been heard in Washington in recent

years.
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In a similarly callous fashion, the USSR never at any stage 

allowed the Iraqi Ba‘th regime’s deep anticommunism, or its al-

most unremittingly brutal treatment of Iraqi Communists, to

interfere with Moscow’s generally good relations with the Ba‘th

regime. Strategic Cold War imperatives that involved counter-

ing the United States were clearly far more important to the So-

viet leaders than protecting their Iraqi comrades from Saddam

Hussein’s murderous henchmen. Such Soviet behavior was not,

of course, restricted to Iraq. One can follow the contortions of

Soviet ideologists who attempted in a whole body of ostensibly

academic literature to demonstrate the “progressive” nature of

regimes such as the Iraqi, the Egyptian, and the Syrian—in spite

of these regimes’ often anticommunist domestic policies and

sometimes savage repression of their respective communist par-

ties—in order to justify the USSR’s Cold War–driven alignment

with them.74 It is not a pretty picture. The wonder is that so

many Communists in these countries were able to maintain

their faith in Marxist-Leninist ideology and their loyalty to the

USSR in spite of the cold, unideological, realpolitik nature of

Soviet policy.75

Even more cynical behavior by both superpowers followed

the Iranian Revolution. This upheaval, which took place under

the slogan “neither East nor West,” and marked a serious at-

tempt by the new Iranian Islamic regime to follow a nonaligned

path between the superpowers, deeply discomfited both Wash-

ington and Moscow. As we have seen, American policy under

the Nixon-Kissinger strategy of “Vietnamization” had counted

on building up powerful regional allies that could play the role

of proxies after direct American intervention in diƒerent parts

of the world became more di‰cult in the wake of the Vietnam

debacle. I have already pointed out that Iran under the shah was

a key Middle Eastern pillar of this strategy, and that the collapse

of his regime was an extraordinarily telling blow to American

policy in that region and to American prestige worldwide. 
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The virulence of the anti-Americanism that had been build-

ing up in Iran as a reaction to over a quarter century of un -

ceasing American interference in Iranian domestic aƒairs was

symbolized by the humiliating treatment of American diplo-

mats who were held hostage in Tehran for over a year after 

the Islamic Revolution. Understandably, this cruel behavior

shocked and angered Americans, who knew little of their coun-

try’s unpopular history of systematic meddling in Iran. The

hostage crisis set in train a popular hostility against Iran and Is-

lam in American public opinion that, far from abating in the in-

tervening decades, has only been exacerbated by subsequent

events. At the level of American policymakers, there were fears

that Iran would spread its Islamic revolution to neighboring

countries, including key American clients with Shi‘a popula-

tions on the southern shores of the Gulf, notably Saudi Arabia,

Kuwait, and Bahrain. Finally, revolutionary Iran, as a major oil

producer, played a militant role in pushing prices upward in the

oil-producing cartel, the Organization of Petroleum Exporting

Countries (OPEC). All of this caused Washington to look with

serious dismay on the new regime in Tehran, and to display con-

sistent hostility toward it after the 1979 Islamic Revolution.

The Soviet Union was no less concerned and no less hostile.

Iran under the shah had been a major American client, but the

monarch’s relations with the Soviet Union had generally been

correct. The shah indeed had purchased military equipment

from the USSR, benefiting from favorable prices and the sim-

plicity and reliability of some Soviet weapons systems. At the

same time, he intentionally provoked the concern of Washing-

ton and prodded it to be more forthcoming in meeting Iranian

arms requests. Moscow now found, to its consternation, that 

in place of a conservative regime that rigorously suppressed the

Iranian Communist Party, the Tudeh, but was not aggressive to-

ward the Soviet Union, Iran was now dominated by a fiercely
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ideological religious regime that was viscerally hostile to com-

munism and the USSR, and even more savagely repressed the

Tudeh party than had the shah. Even worse, and most omi-

nously, the new Islamic regime threatened to proselytize Mus-

lims in the southern republics of the USSR with its fervent

anticommunist religious radicalism. Soviet policymakers were

also concerned that revolutionary Iran would complicate the

USSR’s already di‰cult situation in neighboring Afghanistan 

to the east, where Soviet troops faced an uphill struggle, and 

that the regime of Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini might destabi-

lize the USSR’s ally in Ba‘thist Iraq to the west. For the Soviets,

the Islamic revolutionary regime projected threatening insta-

bility in all directions.

The two status-quo-oriented superpowers, essentially con-

servative in many respects, were thus both horrified by the rad-

ical anti-American and anti-Soviet revolutionary zeal of the

new regime. Both acted decisively to rein it in. In the absence of

unimpeachable evidence, we can only guess at the covert activ-

ities they may have engaged in, together with their allies, to sab-

otage the new Islamic regime in Tehran.76 In the more public

realm, however, it was common knowledge that American pol-

icymakers and their client regimes in the Arab world strongly

encouraged Iraqi leader Saddam Hussein in his ill-advised 1980

attack on Iran, which sparked an eight-year war that proved cat-

astrophic for both countries.77

The United States and its European allies extended various

forms of support to the Iraqi war eƒort, including the United

States removing Iraq from the list of state sponsors of terrorism

in March 1982. This made Iraq eligible to purchase a wide range

of high-tech “dual-use” items, including weapons, and there-

after with its allies West Germany and France provided some of

the technology necessary for Iraq to produce internationally

banned weapons, notably poison gas. Equally important, the
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United States and its Western allies protected Iraq from suf -

fering any international sanctions when it used these illegal

weapons against both Iranian forces and its own Kurdish popu-

lation. This is clear from o‰cial U.S. government documents

that detail American support for Iraq in this period, notably ac-

quiescence in its use of chemical weapons, obtained by the Na-

tional Security Archive. These documents include accounts of

the support extended personally to Saddam Hussein during two

visits to Baghdad in December 1983 and March 1984 by Ameri-

can presidential envoy Donald Rumsfeld.78 Additionally, during

the war the CIA “provided intelligence for Iraq to use against

Iran,” most likely in the form of satellite photographs of Iranian

military dispositions.79

The Soviet Union at the same time was oƒering absolutely

essential military support to the Iraqi war eƒort. The Soviets

provided the bulk of the vast supply of imported weapons 

and munitions that Iraq used in its eight-year war with Iran.

These weapons purchases led to Iraq running up a nearly $13-

billion debt to Moscow.80 Iraq itself manufactured some Soviet-

designed weapons in factories provided by the USSR, mainly

light arms, as well as much of the ammunition it expended. Im -

portantly, Moscow also carefully refrained from condemning

Iraq’s massive employment of poison gas on the battlefield, the

first time any state had employed it since fascist Italy did so in

Ethiopia in 1936. Iran soon responded in kind, and with the use

by both powers of these appalling weapons, a major barrier to

the utilization of so-called weapons of mass destruction had

fallen.81 The collusion of the superpowers and their allies was es-

sential to preventing the United Nations from acting to halt

Iraq’s initial employment of poison gas in violation of this im-

portant international restraint on barbarism in warfare, or to

prevent Iran’s later use of similar means.

Even as it was massively arming Iraq, the USSR also supplied
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arms to Iran, notably replacements for those purchased under

the shah, as well as some new weapons systems. Equally cyni-

cally, and perhaps even more surprising, the Reagan adminis-

tration secretly supplied Iran with American weapons and spare

parts, including TOW antitank missiles, Hawk antiaircraft mis-

siles, and spare parts, both directly and via America’s ally Israel.

This harebrained scheme was part of the amateurish arms-for-

hostages diplomacy run out of the White House basement by Lt.

Col. Oliver North and his coconspirators. The entire sordid and

illegal scheme was later exposed and developed into the Iran-

Contra scandal, when it was revealed that the proceeds from

these sales were used to finance covert operations in Nicaragua

against the express intent of legislation passed by Congress.82 At

the same time as the CIA was providing similar information to

the Iraqis, it also oƒered Iran “battlefield intelligence for the war

against Iraq” as part of the Iran-Contra deal.83

In the case of both the USSR and the United States, a simi-

lar hostility toward what they saw as the destabilizing radicalism

of the new Islamic regime in Tehran drove their policies, in par-

ticular the basic support of both for Iraq. At the same time, the

contradictory policies that led both to extend some support to

Iran were also driven by their obsessive rivalry with each other,

and by the fear of each that the other might secure a decisive ad-

vantage with either of the two combatant powers. In fact, a re-

ported remark of Henry Kissinger’s, that the ideal outcome for

the United States would have been for both powers to lose, may

best have reflected the true basis of the tortuous policies of

Washington and Moscow.84

The duplicitous support of both superpowers for both sides

in this savage eight-year war was a particularly sordid result of

the uncompromising rivalry that finally ended with the de-

mise of both the USSR and the Cold War, only a couple of years

after the Iran-Iraq War came to an end. In the Middle East, the



superpower rivalry had significant direct and indirect conse-

quences, exacerbating, sharpening, and intensifying regional

conflicts, and fueling them with massive amounts of sophisti-

cated and deadly armaments. Most of the estimated 1 million

casualties suƒered by both sides in the Iran-Iraq War were in-

flicted by weapons delivered by the two superpowers, in sales

from which both profited handsomely. The same was undoubt-

edly the case for the weapons used to inflict most of the casual-

ties in the other two Middle Eastern conflicts I have surveyed (in

which the total number of casualties on all sides was consider-

ably smaller than in the Iran-Iraq War). 

The harm inflicted by the weapons they manufactured and

sold was only one indication of the cost of the superpower ri-

valry, a cost that is rarely weighed when either the Cold War or

these conflicts are analyzed. This chapter has shown part of the

price paid by the peoples of the Middle East when their region

became a premier battlefield of the Cold War. But this price was

not only paid in the form of the worsening and prolongation of

conflicts in the Middle East. Just as peace in diƒerent parts of

this highly penetrated region was probably measurably retarded

by the superpowers’ adoption of local conflicts as proxy wars in

their duel with each other, so was the political evolution of the

countries of the region. These countries paid a high price in this

realm as well, in the form of the distortion of their political sys-

tems, the sabotaging of democracy, and the curtailment of hu-

man rights.
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v

THE COLD WAR AND THE

UNDERMINING OF DEMOCRACY 

Since World War II, there has been halting but nonetheless 

significant progress toward establishing democratic, constitu-

tional regimes in many areas of the globe. One region, however,

stands out as a glaring exception to the general picture of the

gradual spread of democratic systems worldwide. This region is

the Middle East, which for nearly half a century has been an al-

most universally bleak desert as far as the development of vi-

brant, full-fledged democratic systems is concerned. The very

few exceptions to this rule are themselves hedged around with

conditions.1 All that has seemed to thrive in recent years in 

this vast zone of undemocratic governance stretching from the

Atlantic to the Caucasus and the frontiers of Pakistan and Af-

ghanistan have been autocracies, kleptocracies, absolute

monarchies, and other forms of despotic and authoritarian rule,

some covered with a transparent fig-leaf of sham “democratic”

forms. 

Indeed, in some respects the situation is palpably worse to-

day in many Middle Eastern countries than it was in the 1940s

and 1950s, when various forms of parliamentary democracy, al-

beit marred by significant flaws in each case, obtained in Egypt,

Syria, Lebanon, Iraq, and Iran, as well as in Turkey and Israel. At

that time, it appeared as if countries in the Middle East might

have the possibility of continuing to evolve toward more dem-

ocratic forms of governance. That has certainly not been the

case in the intervening decades down to the present. By con-

trast, many areas of Latin America, East Asia, Southeast Asia,
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and even some parts of Africa, all of which were bywords for 

arbitrary, or autocratic, or otherwise undemocratic governance

for the first decades of the postindependence period after 1945,

are today characterized by new and often thriving democracies,

reinforced by economic growth, the expansion of new middle

classes, and the growing maturity of constitutional institutions. 

With little or no serious historical or other scholarly under-

pinning, a plethora of commentaries purport to ascribe the un-

democratic nature of most current Middle Eastern regimes to

something inherent in Islam, the predominant religion in the

region. These ahistorical, essentialist, and occasionally border-

line-racist theories (of the genre “Muslims are incapable of . . .”)

are belied by the growth of democracy, albeit often in a troubled

fashion, in large majority-Muslim countries like Indonesia,

Malaysia, and Nigeria. They are belied as well by the lengthy his-

tory of struggles for democracy and constitutionalism in Mid-

dle Eastern countries between the latter part of the nineteenth

century and the middle of the twentieth. These go back to the

Ottoman constitutional periods from 1876 to 1878 and 1908 to

1918; the struggle between the autocratic Egyptian khedive and

an assembly that insisted on more power in the 1870s and until

1882; and the first Iranian constitutional period from 1905 to

1911. While none of these eƒorts were ultimately successful, they

reveal the attraction of democratic and constitutional ideals for

the elites and many of the people of this region. These struggles

to achieve more democratic governance continued under the

sometimes unstable parliamentary regimes that lasted in more

than a half-dozen Middle Eastern countries for many decades

during the twentieth century. Very rarely, if ever, over the years

down to World War II did the European great powers use their

influence in favor of democracy or constitutionalism in these

countries. They often did quite the opposite, subverting dem -

ocracy, aligning with autocrats, and preventing free expres-



SOWING CRISIS 161

sion of public opinion.2 Notwithstanding all of this evidence 

for the compatibility of democracy with Islamic societies, and

the establishment, albeit sometimes temporary and sometimes

checkered, of democratic systems in the Middle East over sev-

eral generations since the 1870s, there clearly is a serious prob-

lem today where democracy is concerned in most of that region. 

In some measure, that problem has to do with some of the

well-known obstacles to democratic governance: much of 

the Middle East is certainly aƒected by having powerful states

with a tradition of strong rulers; elites loath to give up their

privileges or their control of the political system; high levels of

poverty and illiteracy in some sectors in certain countries; and

weak political parties, unions, and professional associations. In

an earlier era, the Middle East also suƒered from the constant

interference of European powers, some of which, like absolutist

tsarist Russia, were ideologically opposed to democracy in any

form, and all of which tended to undermine democratic regimes

whenever these obstructed their economic or strategic interests.

In the case of the Middle East, a region that was subject to a very

high degree of such external intervention, this was a particular

problem for the Ottoman and Persian constitutional experi-

ments and for democratic governance in Egypt, Syria, Iraq, Iran,

and a number of Middle Eastern countries thereafter. These and

other specific obstacles certainly prevented greater progress to-

ward democracy before World War II, and have done so again

over the past sixty-five years. 

Like most historians, I hesitate to oƒer a single explanation

for a multidimensional problem like the retarded growth of

democracy in a region as vast and varied as the Middle East over

so long a period. Nevertheless, it is worth considering whether

the Cold War, which I have tried to show in preceding chapters

played a particularly important role in the Middle East, may

have been a factor that contributed to this bleak situation. For
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the Cold War was only another episode in this region’s recent

history of being a target for external intervention, which ren-

dered it, to use L. Carl Brown’s term once again, a highly “pen-

etrated” system for more than two hundred years.3 And as I

showed in the previous chapter, the Cold War seriously exacer-

bated the conflicts that erupted in that region between 1945 and

1990. This in turn intensified the wars that scarred the Middle

East during most of this period, and that still persist there. 

Often these conflicts and the wars they engendered have

been described as if they were sui generis, as if they were all age-

old, particularly complex, and particularly resistant to analy-

sis in terms of standard categories. Even cursory examination

shows that this is simply not the case: the Iran-Iraq and Arab-

Israeli conflicts, to take the two most prominent examples, 

far from having been ongoing since time immemorial, are es-

sentially products of the twentieth century. The fact that the

current protagonists (for complex reasons having to do with 

the obsessive need of modern nationalisms to manufacture an-

cient roots) quite arbitrarily choose to look back to Abraham

and Moses, the Jebusites and the Israelites, the Sassanians and 

the Umayyads, and the Safavids and the Ottomans in framing 

their disputes does not make this any less the case, or these far-

fetched parallels any more correct. For all their undoubted com-

plexity, these and most other conflicts in the region, like that

over the western Sahara, or between Libya and Chad, or in 

Sudan or the Horn of Africa, or those involving the Kurds or

Lebanon, are essentially common, garden-variety outcomes of

colonization, the arbitrary drawing of boundaries by the colo-

nial powers, the decolonization process, and the rise of nation-

state nationalism. Similar conflicts, with similar roots, can be

found in every region of the formerly colonized world.

Moreover, Middle Eastern countries have witnessed pre-

cisely the same processes whereby war has led to the strength-
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ening of the executive authority at the expense of other

branches of government and at the expense of the citizenry and

its rights, which is well known to have operated in countries in

other regions. For examples, one need only think of the govern-

ments of Woodrow Wilson, David Lloyd George, and Georges

Clemenceau in World War I, or of Franklin Delano Roosevelt

and Winston Churchill during World War II, or of George W.

Bush after September 11, 2001. Of the Middle East, as of any

other region of the world, one can say with James Madison that

“war is in fact the true nurse of executive aggrandizement.”4 If

this is true in countries with old and well-established constitu-

tional systems like Britain, the United States, and France, it is all

the more the case in the Middle East, where there is such a

strong tradition of powerful executive authority, a tradition that

stretches back to the very first states and empires in human his-

tory, established there well over six millennia ago. So in the wars

and nagging conflicts that have a~icted this region since World

War II, wars whose flames I have shown in the preceding chap-

ter were often fanned by the superpowers in their heated com-

petition with each other, and that reinforced an already strong

tradition of executive monopolization of power, we have one

possible cause of the retardation of the spread of democracy in

the Middle East over the past sixty years or so. There were other

causes.

In his perceptive analysis of the Cold War in the third world,

historian Odd Arne Westad describes the core motivations that

drove the eƒorts of the United States and the Soviet Union in

their global endeavors and in their competition with each other

as the quests for “liberty” and “justice,” respectively.5 Thus, 

Westad argues, the United States saw itself as leading an “Em-

pire of Liberty,” self-described as the “free world,” while the

USSR claimed that it led an “Empire of Justice,” self-described

as the “socialist camp.” By this he meant that each proclaimed
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that in its global policies it was seeking to represent and spread

these core ideals. For Americans, according to Westad, spread-

ing liberty meant above all things fostering private enterprise

and individual freedom, and the conditions for maximizing

these freedoms. For Soviet ideologists, the extension of justice

meant essentially progress toward social justice and freedom

from economic exploitation. For each, other ideals and rights

were entirely secondary to these core goals.

In their competition in the third world, the two super -

powers were in some measure faithful to their core ideals, as

they understood them. The United States saw as its primary task

keeping developing countries from succumbing to the bland-

ishments of communism and thus being excluded from the

free-market system, which it saw as the sine qua non of true lib-

erty. “Freedom” in the American lexicon thus meant primarily

a free-market economic system, freedom to choose, freedom to

consume, markets that were freely accessible to American man-

ufactured goods, the free production of primary products that

the advanced industrial economies needed, and American free-

dom to invest the world over, and to repatriate the profits of

such investment. In general, American policymakers had con-

cluded, such policy goals were best achieved by alignment with

the wealthy local elites in these developing countries. 

The Cold War was not the first time American decision-

makers had recited such a free-market mantra abroad. The same

principles had earlier been espoused by the United States in its

relations with the countries of the Caribbean and Latin Amer-

ica, and they found an echo in the “open door” policy of the

United States toward China. The antecedent of these American

ideas, of course, was the espousal of free trade by Great Britain

over the centuries when its global dominance in the fields of 

finance capital, trade, and industry meant that “free trade” 

necessarily translated into considerable advantage for British

economic interests, and was a pillar of the hegemony of the lib-
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eral British Empire.6 Even before the United States achieved

comparable ascendance in these fields, American business elites

perceived the advantage this form of freedom would give their

interests, especially in small or weak countries. 

In the period antecedent to World War II, in spite of occa-

sional lip service to the need to promote democracy in the

world, neither Great Britain nor the United States had inter-

preted this doctrine to mean that they were necessarily obliged

to make strenuous eƒorts where democracy in Asia, the Mid-

dle East, Africa, and Latin America was concerned. Unspoken,

but just beneath the surface, was the belief that the world’s

darker peoples were not “fit” for democracy, at least not without

lengthy supervision by their richer, whiter, and more power-

ful big brethren. Such thinking lay behind the Mandate system

for former colonies of the defeated powers championed by

Woodrow Wilson after World War I and incorporated into Ar-

ticle 22 of the Covenant of the League of Nations, which stated

that the “tutelage of such peoples should be entrusted to the ad-

vanced nations.”7

By contrast, the Soviet Union worked diligently to encour-

age socialism and other redistributive approaches to the econ-

omy in the developing countries under its influence as a means

of reducing social inequalities. “Justice” for the Soviets meant

the end of European colonialism and economic exploitation 

by the Western capitalist economies, the end of exploitation by 

the local upper classes in the poor countries of the third world,

and a just distribution of resources. All of this, Soviet doctrine

taught, could best be achieved through the leadership of the

working classes, themselves led by communist parties obedient

to the wishes of the first socialist state, the Soviet Union.8 In the

absence of such parties, or where they were suppressed, the

USSR eventually tried to align itself with forces or regimes at

least nominally committed to these goals. This abandonment 

of a strict reliance on disciplined, obedient Communists to ad-
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vance this “justice” agenda was begun reluctantly and hesitantly

at first, and with many tergiversations, under Stalin.9 Soviet

support of the Chinese Nationalists in the late 1920s was one of

the first examples of this shift. It was later continued with some-

what fewer inhibitions under Stalin’s successors, as with the ex-

ception of East and Southeast Asia it became apparent that there

were very few regions in the developing world where commu-

nist parties had any chance of coming to power.10

Whatever else one might say about the superpowers, and

whatever else they may have claimed, both of them did strive to

uphold their core values of liberty and justice, as they under-

stood them, as long as this did not interfere with their other

goals. It is important to recognize, however, that throughout the

Cold War neither the goal of “liberty” nor that of “justice,” as

American and Soviet policymakers interpreted these terms, in-

cluded a core commitment to the promotion in the third world

of democracy per se, or of human and other rights. This was 

the case although both claimed to be paragons of democracy at

home and in their alliances in Europe (with the “free world” on

one side of the iron curtain, and “people’s democracies” on the

other), and although both occasionally used the language of

rights, which in the American case came to be heard more fre-

quently toward the end of the Cold War. Whatever their rec-

ord elsewhere—and in advanced capitalist states like those of

Western Europe and Japan after World War II, the United States

certainly did promote democracy, even as it advanced the core

free-market components of its “liberty” agenda—there is little

if any evidence that at any stage during the Cold War either su-

perpower made the promotion of democracy a central tenet of

its third world policies. They certainly did not do so in the Mid-

dle East, where superpower meddling in the internal aƒairs of

the countries of the region often served exactly the opposite

purpose. 
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the subversion of 
iranian democracy

Iran is perhaps the quintessential case of both superpowers 

not only failing to promote, but actually undermining, Middle

Eastern democracy in their headlong pursuit of their strategic

and economic objectives. Throughout its modern history, Iran

had suƒered from the heavy-handed interference of external

powers in its internal aƒairs, including repeated episodes of be-

ing occupied in whole or in part by tsarist Russian, imperial

British, and American and Soviet troops. These foreign inter-

ventions included the notorious eƒorts of Russia and the British

to sabotage the constitutional regime and the elected Majlis, or

Assembly, in the years after the 1905–6 Constitutional Revolu-

tion. These eƒorts were finally crowned with success, ending 

in the closing of the Majlis and the suspension of the Constitu-

tion in favor of the renewed absolutism of a puppet shah during

the 1911 Russian occupation of Tehran and northern Iran and

the British occupation of the south of the country. In another

episode already discussed, a later ruler, Reza Shah Pahlavi, was

dethroned by the British and Soviets in 1941 for having pro-Axis

sympathies and replaced by his son Mohammad Reza Shah.

This occurred when their two countries jointly occupied Iran

once again after the Soviet entry into World War II had been

precipitated by Hitler’s invasion of Russia. The bitter experience

of repeated, often concerted, intervention in Iranian internal

aƒairs by the great powers to their north and south was deeply

imprinted on Iranians in general, and in particular on the gen-

eration of democratic and nationalist politicians like Moham-

mad Mosaddeq who led the Majlis that came to dominate

Iranian politics in the later stages of World War II and in the im-

mediate postwar years. 

I have shown in chapter 2 that Iran was the site where the
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forces of the United States and the Soviet Union first came into

direct contact during World War II, as by 1942 both countries,

together with Britain, had troops in joint occupation of Iran.

Moreover, as I have also shown, the nascent superpowers very

quickly entered into a rivalry in and over Iran because of the

country’s vital strategic position and its valuable oil resources.

This rivalry drove most of what both sides did in the Middle

East in the years that followed and until the end of the Cold 

War. The impact on Iranian domestic politics, and ultimately

for the fate of the precarious democratic experiment in Iran, was

disastrous.

In the initial stage of the postwar superpower competition

over Iranian resources and over strategic position in the coun-

try, however, Great Britain maintained its traditional influence

in Tehran, and its paramountcy in the vital south of the coun-

try, where Iran’s oil fields were located. The Soviet attempt to

obtain oil concessions or, failing that, surreptitiously explore

for oil in the north, as well as the USSR’s reluctance to withdraw

its wartime occupation forces when the war was over, all de-

scribed in chapter 2, were probably driven largely by Stalin’s

long-standing obsession with the British. This obsession went

back to the Russian Civil War that erupted just after the Bolshe-

vik Revolution. At that time, Stalin was in charge of Soviet

forces in the southern parts of the former tsarist domains in

their struggle against the British and the counterrevolutionary

White Army, which Britain was supporting in an eƒort to stran-

gle the revolution in its cradle. The fact that his old antagonist

of more than twenty years earlier, Winston Churchill, that in-

veterate anti-Soviet Cold Warrior before his time, was back in

control of British Near East policy from 1940 onward, could

only have reinforced Stalin’s already intense paranoia about the

British. 

Crucially, there was now a new situation in Tehran that nei-
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ther the Soviets, nor the British and Americans, fully took into

account in the years that followed. This situation was created by

the Allied powers’ 1941 removal of Reza Shah, formerly an o‰cer

in the Cossack Brigade who had been the founder of the mod-

ern Iranian state, and of the short-lived Pahlavi dynasty. In the

1920s Reza Shah had taken advantage of the preoccupation else-

where of both the British and the Soviets to expel the feeble 

Qajar dynasty and establish a new autocratic order at the ex-

pense of a tame and weakened Majlis. The disappearance of 

the overbearing Reza Shah and his replacement by his weak-

willed young son Mohammad Reza Shah in 1941 had given free

rein to the Majlis to exercise the power that since 1906 had fre-

quently been denied to it by the autocratic bent of the rulers of

the Qajar and Pahlavi dynasties, and by the incessant interfer-

ence of foreign powers. During World War II, the Majlis had

shown its new power by rejecting an oil concession to the USSR,

and again, after Soviet occupation forces had withdrawn, by 

supporting the Iranian prime minister’s eƒort to crush the au-

tonomous regions that had been established in Iranian Azer -

baijan and Kurdistan with the support of Soviet troops. In 1946

the Majlis again rejected a Soviet request for an oil concession in

the north of the country. 

Even before the war ended, the Majlis was thus exercising its

power, which Iranian leaders felt was constrained in particular

at this stage by the blackmail of the Soviets. As we have seen, the

latter had demanded an oil concession in an area controlled by

their troops, troops that at the same time were preventing cen-

tral government forces from putting down the insurrections in

the north and bringing under control the Azeri and Kurdish au-

tonomous regions that the Soviets had fostered. Iran, together

with other southern neighbors of the Romanov Empire, had

frequently been pressured by Moscow in this way before 1917.

However, we have seen that the 1921 treaty with the new Soviet
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state, which was extremely weak at this early stage of its exis-

tence, had for two decades relieved Iran from most forms of

pressure from the north. Now, after two decades of relative

quiet on its northern borders, and after the Allies had deposed

the shah—his departure had not displeased democratically in-

clined Iranians, who had suƒered under his autocratic rule—

Iranians found themselves facing the same kind of pressure and

bullying from the newly powerful Soviet Union as they once had

faced from tsarist Russia.

With the withdrawal of all foreign troops from Iran by 1946,

internal conditions in the country evolved further. In this fluid

situation, the new shah proved completely unable to impose his

authority as his autocratic father had once done, and the repre-

sentative Majlis rapidly filled the vacuum. The Majlis and the

Iranian prime ministers who answered to it now had free rein to

stand up not only to the Soviets, but also to the other great

power that had traditionally dominated Iran, Great Britain.

This proved to be a more daunting task than facing down the

Soviets had been, particularly since in 1945–46 the other two

concerned powers, the United Kingdom and the United States,

had strongly backed Iran in its resistance to Stalin’s bullying.

There was no great power backing it this time. The showdown

came, not surprisingly, over oil once again. It developed in 1951

after the Majlis, now led by Mohammad Mosaddeq, a popular

nationalist prime minister whose government enjoyed a large

parliamentary majority, was stymied in its attempt to extract a

better profit-sharing deal from the British, who still maintained

their virtually absolute control over the production of Iranian

oil. At Mosaddeq’s urging, the Iranian assembly responded by

voting to nationalize Iran’s oil resources. It thereby undid the

eƒect of the unequal ninety-nine-year concession obtained by

William Knox D’Arcy in 1901, which had thereafter been pur-

chased and controlled by the British government in the form of

the Anglo-Iranian Oil Company (AIOC).11
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During the interwar period, Reza Shah had tried and failed

to obtain a better deal for Iran’s oil, and the postwar national-

ization of the AIOC was initially seen as a great coup for the

constitutional regime, which appeared to have succeeded where

the autocratic shah had failed. Thereupon Britain, unwilling to

contemplate losing the oil resources its empire had depended on

for over forty years, began a concerted campaign to undo Iran’s

action. This involved persuading world oil companies not to

buy nationalized Iranian oil (the major American oil compa-

nies, having recently suƒered from the Mexican oil nationaliza-

tion, abhorred the idea of producing countries nationalizing

“their” assets, and so needed little persuasion to join the boy-

cott). It also involved using Britain’s considerable influence in-

side Iran, built up over many decades of cultivating clients,

supporters, agents, and spies, to covertly undermine Mosad-

deq’s government and the constitutional regime. The Iranian

government argued in vain to world public opinion that a

British Labour government had only a few years earlier nation-

alized its own coal and steel industries and its railways from pri-

vate owners. Why could Iran not do the same with its own

resources? It was clear from the frosty response from London

that what was sauce for the British goose was not sauce for the

Iranian gander.12

As often happens to countries dealing with the United States

during an electoral cycle, the Iranians proved to be unlucky

when administrations changed in Washington, D.C., in January

1953. Although the Truman administration had been generally

sympathetic to the concerns of its British ally, like that of Roo-

sevelt it was also motivated by residual anticolonial impulses

and by a vague sympathy with anticolonial nationalism in the

third world. Moreover, at home Truman had had his own prob-

lems with big business, and in particular with the big oil com-

panies, and he was not overly inclined to favor them abroad.13

All of this changed when the Republicans took over the Ameri-
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can executive branch for the first time in twenty years, after 

Truman’s defeat in the 1952 elections. The new Eisenhower ad-

ministration was highly favorable to business interests, and to

the oil companies in particular. Moreover, Eisenhower’s sec -

retary of state, John Foster Dulles, had been an international

banker who had worked closely with the oil industry. Dulles and

his brother Allen, the director of central intelligence, were pro-

foundly anticommunist in outlook, and looked moralistically

on any nationalization of private property as natural steps to-

ward the horrors of socialism and communism. 

During the Truman administration, the British had repeat-

edly importuned the United States to join in a sharp rejoinder

to the intolerable “insolence” of Mosaddeq. This, the British ar-

gued, should take the form of a pro-shah coup d’état, which they

were already preparing. Harry Truman and his secretary of

state, Dean Acheson, had resisted the idea. But with Eisenhower

in o‰ce, the Dulles brothers very soon fell in with the plan, and

convinced President Eisenhower of the necessity of this drastic

step. The pretext that the British used to convince John Foster

and Allen Dulles, and that they in turn used to convince the

president, was the alleged danger of Iran falling into commu-

nist hands. A Communist Iran was in fact quite a far-fetched

prospect, given the relative weakness of the pro-Soviet Iranian

Communist Party (the Tudeh) the breadth of the nationalist

coalition that supported Mossadeq, and the fear with which

Iranian nationalists across the political spectrum regarded Rus-

sia, tsarist or Soviet. Nevertheless, the specter of Iranian reds

under the bed was enough to scare Washington, which finally

went along with British urgings. The result was Operation Ajax,

the joint CIA/M16 overthrow of Iran’s elected, constitutional,

parliamentary regime in 1953 by the two great democratic West-

ern powers. It was replaced with the despotism of Mohammad

Reza Shah, directly behind which stood both of these powers,
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 although the Americans, with their far more extensive re-

sources, quickly won the upper hand in Tehran.

The Iranian coup was a crucial turning point for the United

States in the Middle East, as had been Stalin’s unprecedented

bullying of Turkey and Iran in 1945–46 for Soviet policy in the

region. In a certain peculiar sense, both superpowers had been

loyal to their core ideals (if not necessarily their proclaimed

ones) even as they intervened in their diƒerent ways in Iran’s 

internal aƒairs. The Soviets claimed they were acting in the

name of the “working masses” and of the oppressed nationali-

ties of Iranian Azerbaijan and Kurdistan, while the Americans

were only upholding the sanctity of private property and the

paramountcy of free enterprise. The results were nevertheless

traumatic for Iranians and others in the region, and highly dele-

terious to one of the oldest and most closely watched exper -

iments in democratic and constitutional government in the

Middle East. Deep and abiding Iranian fears of Russia and

Britain were rekindled, to be joined by what proved to be a last-

ing resentment toward the United States. 

Even more serious, the leaky ship of evolution toward

democracy in Iran had been driven firmly aground, blown there

by Stalin’s brutal pressure tactics, the cynical cupidity of British

policymakers, and the shortsightedness and alarmist gullibility

of American decision-makers. The bitter legacy left by these ar-

bitrary interventions in Iranian politics, and the subsequent in-

tensive American patronage for the hated regime of the shah,

would fester for over a quarter of a century. Eventually, with the

Iranian Revolution of 1978–79, the inevitable happened, pro-

ducing an incandescent eruption of anger at the United States

that has continued for many years, and that helped to produce

the grim, theocratic regime in power today in Tehran. As might

have been expected, the undermining of a shaky but potentially

viable liberal, democratic system, first by the USSR and then by
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the United States and the United Kingdom, two states that were

great apostles of liberal and democratic values, naturally pro-

duced an authoritarian and illiberal reaction in Iran, just as did

similar actions elsewhere in the Middle East, both before and af-

ter the Iranian Revolution.

If author Tim Weiner’s 2007 chronicle of the CIA’s covert 

actions is to be believed, the 1953 coup was the first major

post–World War II American eƒort at “regime change.” It was 

to be followed in short order by the removal of another demo-

cratically elected leader who was no more a communist than

had been the hapless Mohammad Mosaddeq: Jacobo Árbenz 

in Guatemala.14 This was not to be the last such American ef-

fort at government overthrow, but what is most important 

for our story is that the regime the CIA and MI6 were chang-

ing in Tehran was a democratic, constitutional one. Its re-

placement by an autocratic and repressive regime, pliable and

obe dient to the wishes of its powerful American backers, be-

came the first element in a pattern where democracy was rarely

if ever a consideration for American policymakers in the Mid-

dle East, any more than it was for their Soviet opposite numbers, 

or than it had been for their British predecessors as regional

hegemons. 

The Iranian coup announced to the entire Middle East that

receptiveness to Western economic demands and rigid, knee-

jerk anticommunism were the main criteria for those who

wanted American support. Regional economic elites quickly got

the message and learned to tell the Americans what they wanted

to hear. American approval was what these elites themselves

generally wanted, in any case: for the other side of this coin was

the opportunity to get a share of the profits of the free-market

system, and to get American support for repression of their do-

mestic rivals. These rivals could easily be painted as commu-

nists or communist sympathizers to a receptive audience in
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Washington in situations where an insu‰ciently threatening

number of genuine communists existed, guaranteeing the sup-

portive Western response that local elites desired.

abortive middle eastern alliances 

While Iran was the first and most important site of superpower

interference that undermined the possibility of progress toward

stable, democratic governance in the Middle East, it was far

from being the last. In the immediate aftermath of World War

II, however, most of the external meddling in the Middle East

did not come from the superpowers, but rather from the old

colonial powers, Britain and France, both of which still retained

great residual influence in much of the region. They continued

to intervene systematically in the internal aƒairs of nominally

independent countries like Iraq, Jordan, Egypt, Lebanon, and

Syria, while they maintained their direct and indirect colonial

rule over the other countries of North Africa, the Gulf, and

southern Arabia: Morocco, Algeria, Tunisia, Sudan, Libya, Aden,

Oman, the Trucial States (now the United Arab Emirates),

Bahrain, Qatar, and Kuwait. 

We have seen that in addition to Iran, the exceptions to this

situation of the lingering predominance of British or French in-

fluence included three cases where the superpowers rapidly 

became involved: these were the 1947–48 great-power maneu-

vering over the establishment of Israel, the crises in postwar

Turkey (and Greece), and Saudi Arabia. In all three cases, one 

or both of the superpowers became implicated at a very early

phase of their rivalry with each other in the Middle East. Indeed

in Saudi Arabia this took place even earlier than the inception

of the Cold War, with the granting of an oil concession to Amer-

ican companies in 1933. Meanwhile, Saudi Arabia had estab-

lished diplomatic relations with the Soviet Union in 1926,
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another example of Ibn Sa‘ud’s eƒorts to reduce his kingdom’s

lingering dependence on Britain.15 Once they had established

their predominant position in all these arenas, the superpowers

rapidly elbowed out the old colonial powers. This was true of

Iran, Turkey (and Greece), and Saudi Arabia. The only excep-

tion was Israel, where after 1948 France and to a lesser degree

Britain became the main arms suppliers, and the former re-

tained strong residual influence until the mid-1960s.

As we have seen, Israel owed its existence in large measure to

American and Soviet support for the 1947 UN General Assem-

bly resolution for the partition of Palestine and the creation of

a Jewish state, and to the superpowers’ diplomatic and military

support for the new state after it was established in May 1948.

Both the United States and the USSR hoped to win Israel to its

side, albeit for diƒerent reasons. The Soviets were rudely disil-

lusioned when Israel aligned itself with the United States over

the Korean War in 1950. Stalin, moreover, had been dismayed 

at the enthusiastic reception that Golda Meir, the first Israeli

ambassador to the USSR, received from Soviet Jews, which

awakened the latent anti-Semitic tendencies of the aging and

suspicious Soviet leader and his entourage.16 Israel thereafter

drifted into the orbit of France, and later Britain, although U.S.

economic and diplomatic support continued, albeit at a rela-

tively low level. As I showed in the preceding chapter, this situ-

ation only changed fully after the 1967 war, by which time Israel

had become completely aligned with the United States on Cold

War and other issues. 

Turkey, meanwhile, after the 1945–46 crisis over Stalin’s im-

perious territorial demands, became one of the focal points of

the Truman Doctrine, and was incorporated into the North At-

lantic Treaty Organization (NATO) soon after the alliance’s for-

mation in 1949. Both Israel and Turkey had democratic systems,

although in the latter the country’s governmental institutions
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were in the last analysis in the grip of the military and other el-

ements of the state apparatus. Members of this secular elite saw

themselves as the true heirs of the founder of the Turkish Re-

public, Kemal Atatürk, and acted as if they knew better than the

electorate, the parliament, or the prime minister what was good

for the people and the republic. Acting on these sentiments, the

Turkish military was to depose and execute the country’s first

freely elected prime minister, Adnan Menderes, in 1961, severely

setting back the cause of democracy in Turkey. Thus began a se-

ries of overt and barely covert interventions by the military and

its civilian allies in the government bureaucracy and the judici-

ary in that country’s politics that continues in some measure

until the present day. The coup elicited no serious protest from

Washington, which appeared to care far more about Turkey’s

continued international alignment with the United States than

about how the country was governed. This lack of interest in

democracy on the part of the two superpowers became a com-

mon Cold War pattern, and could be seen early on in Saudi Ara-

bia, the first American foothold in the Middle East.

Saudi Arabia, as I described in chapter 2, was the scene of a

stroke of good fortune by what eventually became a consortium

of the biggest American oil companies when they outbid their

British rivals and obtained an exclusive concession to explore

for and exploit Saudi oil reserves. We have seen that President

Roosevelt and later American presidents highly appreciated the

value of this privileged position. As I have already noted in

chapter 1, the United States was thereafter careful to ensure that

it maintained its paramountcy in Saudi Arabia, establishing an

air base at Dhahran in 1945. To this day American policymakers

have carefully treated Saudi Arabia and its regime as the major

strategic asset that they were and are to the global position of 

the United States. In spite of the xenophobia of some of the

Saudi monarchy’s Wahhabi supporters, Saudi Arabia remained
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untroubled for many years by nationalist agitation against the

American connection, which was largely screened oƒ from the

view of most of the Saudi public.17 By the mid-1950s, however,

with the spread of modern education and the greater openness

of Saudi Arabia to the strong nationalist currents in the rest of

the Arab world, the situation began to change. These develop-

ments did not impel the ruling family to loosen its absolute grip

on political power. Far from encouraging it to do so, the United

States fully supported this absolute monarchy in resisting pres-

sures from external sources as well as pressures to liberalize

from within Saudi society, particularly after the highly compe-

tent King Faisal succeeded his profligate brother Sa‘ud in 1962. 

As the Cold War developed, the United States and the Soviet

Union inexorably became more deeply embroiled in the aƒairs

of other Middle Eastern countries beyond Iran, Israel, Turkey,

and Saudi Arabia. The Soviet Union, which had been shut out

of the region in the interwar years in part because of its own

weakness and that of most regional communist parties, at-

tempted to make up for lost time after World War II and estab-

lish itself there. It initially did so by such diverse stratagems as

supporting Kurdish and Azeri autonomy inside Iran, support 

of the establishment of Israel, and asking to be granted a UN

trusteeship over the former Italian colony of Libya. None of

these eƒorts was successful in producing a foothold for Soviet

power. Nor was the USSR initially able to exploit another po-

tential avenue for Soviet influence, the local communist parties

in the Arab world. These parties became highly unpopular with

Arab nationalist public opinion in 1947–48 after the USSR sud-

denly changed its previous position of opposition to Zionism

and voted for the creation of a Jewish state in Palestine. Imme-

diately thereafter, all the Arab communist parties had obedi-

ently changed their stands and supported the creation of Israel.

The turnaround made them appear to be what they in some
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measure were: stooges of a foreign power rather than indepen -

dent political parties.

Thanks to their highly trumpeted anticolonial stance, how-

ever, the Soviets had one major asset in the region: the deep 

and lingering resentment of nationalists all over the Middle East

against British and French colonialism. Although the United

States had also enjoyed an anticolonial reputation in the Middle

East since the era of Woodrow Wilson, the USSR was often able

to align itself with anticolonial sentiment more eƒectively than

the Americans, since the latter had to show some deference to

the interests of their British and French allies. These old colonial

powers were eager in particular to retain their influence in the

region, and to continue to maintain military bases there, which

often made them, and by extension the United States, anathema

to nationalist public opinion in the Middle East.

The United States labored under another related disadvan-

tage by comparison with the USSR: its drive to obtain Middle

Eastern bases of its own in order to complete the encirclement

of the USSR from the south. This pursuit at times led the United

States to fall in with the British, in particular in their desire 

to maintain their unpopular Middle Eastern military bases. The

idea of the “containment” of the Soviet Union’s perceived ag-

gressive behavior found its origins in George Kennan’s 1946

“Long Telegram” from Moscow, later transformed into the well-

known anonymous 1947 Foreign Aƒairs article, “The Sources of

Soviet Conduct.”18 By the end of the decade, Kennan’s thesis, or

at least a popularized understanding of it, had grown inexorably

into an American idée fixe: the constitution of a chain of mili-

tary alliances around the entire Soviet periphery. The first and

the most important of these alliances was NATO, established 

in 1949 to confront the massive Red Army in Eastern Europe. 

In the Middle East, plans for such alliances were floated un-

der a number of rubrics, including the Middle East Command,
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the Middle East Defense Organization (MEDO), and the one

that was eventually established, the Central Treaty Organization

(CENTO), commonly known as the Baghdad Pact.19 Although

the United States in the end did not join CENTO (Great Britain,

also a prime mover in all these alliance schemes, did become 

a member), this grouping constituted another link in the no-

tional chain Washington was building, and was thus a crucial el-

ement in the global American strategy of military containment

of the Soviet Union. 

The problem for the United States when it tried to preach

the virtues of such Middle Eastern alliances against the Soviet

Union, which involved host countries providing bases for West-

ern troops while receiving American weapons and support, 

was that in light of their history, most people in this region had

come over many years to see foreign military bases of any kind

as outposts of colonialism. In Egypt, for example, the national-

ist struggle against Britain’s much-hated military bases had

been going on since the British occupation of 1882. Only a 

few years earlier, in 1936, Britain had finally removed its garri-

son from the heart of the Egyptian capital to the Canal Zone,

whence successive Egyptian governments had thereafter tried in

vain to evict them. These proposed alliances boiled down to

Western powers, including Britain and France, as well as the

United States, maintaining bases in countries that had just got-

ten rid of British and French troops or were still trying to do so.

It did little good for American envoys to raise the alarm about

the danger of the Soviet Union’s looming presence. Outside of

Iran and Turkey, where Soviet power was close by and historical

memories of continuous earlier Russian encroachments and of

Stalin’s recent bullying was fresh, American warnings of the

menace of Soviet expansionism aroused little fear in the Middle

East. To public opinion in Cairo, Damascus, Beirut, Amman,

and Baghdad, such arguments were unconvincing, and the idea
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of the British and the French coming back through the rear win-

dow (now together with their American friends) after being

shown the front door was thoroughly unacceptable. If some of

the Arab countries felt danger from another power, it was from

Israel, which by 1956 had decisively defeated several of them in

two wars in the space of eight years. The Soviet Union, needless

to say, had a field day painting the United States with the colors

of the old European colonialist powers, and in depicting all the

Western powers as the neocolonialist patrons and backers of Is-

rael in its confrontation with the Arabs.

The pressure to join American-sponsored alliance systems

continued nonetheless, and played a large role in the polariza-

tion in the Arab world that, as we saw earlier, developed into

what Malcolm Kerr called the “Arab Cold War,”20 between a

camp headed by Nasser’s Egypt and another headed by King

Faisal and Saudi Arabia. The same East-West polarization later

aƒected the Arab-Israeli conflict, and, again as we have seen,

both this conflict and the regional conflicts of the Arab cold war

eventually came to track closely with the Cold War itself, with

the superpowers aligned with one or another side in each of

these confrontations. Arab states, including Egypt and Syria,

that resisted pressures to join superpower-dominated alliance

systems and tried to remain nonaligned were stigmatized by

John Foster Dulles’s moralistic foreign policy as little better than

communist dupes. Earlier, under the influence of chief com-

munist ideologist Andrei Zhdanov’s 1947 “two camps” theory,21

which appeared to presage a division of the world as rigid as 

that described by Kennan’s famous Foreign Aƒairs article two

months earlier, the Soviet Union initially seemed to take an

equally dim view of nonalignment as between the communist

and capitalist camps.22 However, even before the death of Stalin

in 1953, the USSR had begun to take a more flexible view of non-

alignment. It thus was able to benefit in an opportunistic fash-
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ion from the Eisenhower administration’s relative rigidity on

this score. It benefited as well from the global resistance on 

the part of many countries to joining great-power-dominated

alliance groupings, which led to the formation of the Non-

Aligned Movement at the Bandung summit in 1955, at which 

Indonesian leader Sukarno hosted other leading third world fig-

ures like Jawaharlal Nehru of India, Josip Broz Tito of Yu-

goslavia, Kwame Nkrumah of Ghana, and Egypt’s Gamal Abdel

Nasser.

For Egyptian president Nasser, the pressure from Washing-

ton to take sides eventually proved intolerable.23 He rapidly

found himself cut oƒ from the United States, which in 1955

abruptly withdrew a World Bank oƒer to help fund the Aswan

High Dam. This led to the nationalization of the Suez Canal,

and thereafter to the 1956 Suez War. Willingly or unwillingly,

Egypt, Syria, and later Iraq and other Arab countries eventu-

ally found themselves drawn into the orbit of the Soviet Union,

partly because the United States, with its “with us or against us”

approach, left them little choice, and partly to obtain arms made

necessary by the regional conflicts described in chapter 4. On

the other side of this divide, Iraq before the 1958 revolution, Jor-

dan, Saudi Arabia, and other countries ended up aligning them-

selves with the United States and Britain. In the end, only Iraq

and the non-Arab states Iran and Pakistan, as well as Great

Britain, joined CENTO: as mentioned, the United States, iron-

ically, never joined the alliance, and Iraq left it after the 1958 rev-

olution. Thus an alliance system meant originally to encompass

both Arab states and the “Northern Tier” of Turkey and Iran

ended up including only the latter. The agitation and polariza-

tion precipitated by the formation of Western alliance systems

nevertheless roiled the politics of the Arab world for nearly a

decade. Among the countries that were the most destabilized 

by Western pressure to join these Cold War alliances during the
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1950s were Lebanon and Jordan, to whose complicated internal

politics, and troubled attempts to establish democratic gover-

nance, I now turn.

riding roughshod over democracy:
lebanon and jordan

Under the pressure of the growing regional polarization just de-

scribed, smaller, weaker Middle Eastern countries like Lebanon

and Jordan were subjected to the greatest stresses, and it was

here that some of the greatest damage to the region’s halting and

uncertain progress toward democracy was done. As I pointed

out in the previous chapter, in a highly penetrated system such

as that of the Middle East, it is often hard to disentangle the 

intertwined roles of international, regional, and local actors.

Jordan and Lebanon provide perfect examples of this phenom-

enon: in the midst of a succession of grave internal crises, they

were subject to strong external pressures from the superpowers,

from other great powers, and from a plethora of regional actors,

ranging from bigger Middle Eastern states to transnational par-

ties like the Ba‘th.

Contemporary observers diƒered widely as to the nature

and the identity of the main source of such pressures. In o‰cial

Washington and London, most saw the intervention of “inter-

national communism,” and what they at times perceived as its

pawn, Arab nationalism under Egyptian president Gamal Abdel

Nasser, as the guiding force behind the turbulent events desta-

bilizing both countries. In Moscow as well as in some quarters

in the Arab world, it was the intervention of the United States,

Britain, and local clients acting entirely at their behest that was

perceived to be the main factor at work. Both views failed to give

su‰cient credit to the agency of indigenous political forces

within the two countries, but in such penetrated systems it was
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(and often still is) at times truly di‰cult to be sure precisely who

was doing what and to whom. In any case, these events led up to

the climactic crisis year of 1958, when a bloody revolution in Iraq

in July resulted in the overthrow of the Hashemite monarchy

and the pro-Western prime minister, Nuri al-Said. Fearing that

the Iraqi example would cause the toppling of a series of re-

gional dominos starting with Jordan and Lebanon, the West-

ern powers panicked, and four thousand British paratroopers

landed in Amman and nearly twenty thousand U.S. Marines

and soldiers landed in Beirut.24 Although these forces’ presence

was not long-lasting, it was indicative of how gravely the situa-

tion was viewed by American and British policymakers.

While we may not be able to determine fully the balance 

between internal and external factors in these crises, there is

enough evidence for us to assess the results of some external

pressures, and of these Western interventions in particular, for

the fate of democracy in Lebanon and Jordan. Each was a di-

vided polity in some fashion, and each had a precarious politi-

cal system. Each had also been created as a national entity partly

in response to the needs and requirements of an imperial power,

France in the case of Lebanon, and Great Britain in the case of

Jordan, although important internal elements were also at work

in the formation of both of these states, and came to play im-

portant roles within them. 

The League of Nations Mandate system had bequeathed

each of these countries a nominally functional representative

body in the early 1920s, within the context of a constitutional 

republic in the case of Lebanon and a constitutional monarchy

in the case of Jordan. Both of these political systems had been

consistently subjected to extraordinary pressure, manipula-

tion, and intervention by the Mandatory powers in order to as-

sure these powers’ continued ultimate control. In a variety of 

ways, these constant interventions over a period of decades by
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the democratic Western powers discredited the forms of de-

mocracy and constitutionalism, as similar interventions did in

Syria, Iraq, Iran, and Egypt.25 Upon their achieving nominal in-

dependence (in 1943 for Lebanon and 1946 for Jordan) there was

some question whether such external interference would cease,

and also whether the Lebanese and Jordanian parliaments and

the two countries’ respective constitutions would be able to

stand up to their powerful chief executives, the first president 

of independent Lebanon, Beshara al-Khoury, and Amir—later

King—Abdullah of Jordan.

In the case of Lebanon, at the end of World War I, France,

which since 1861 had been the traditional great-power patron 

of the autonomous Ottoman administrative Governorate of

Mount Lebanon, inhabited mainly by Maronite Catholics, had

desired to expand the area dominated by its Maronite allies. See-

ing the opportunity to kill two birds with one stone, France

sought to further its “divide and rule” strategy in Syria by

adding to the area of the Mount Lebanon Governorate those re-

gions it desired to separate from the rest of Syria, thereby at the

same time turning the governorate into a Greater Lebanon, or

Grand Liban. The Syrian regions to be added to Mount Lebanon

were inhabited mainly by Sunnis, Greek Orthodox, and Druze,

who were strongly influenced by Arab nationalism and gen -

erally hostile to French colonial designs. France was also re-

sponding to the aspirations of pro-French Maronite leaders

who desired to see their domain expanded, now that their pa-

tron had won World War I and was in a position to fulfill both

its ambitions and theirs. 

France therefore in 1920 had created this Grand Liban,

which eventually became today’s Republic of Lebanon. It did 

so by attaching to the relatively homogenous Governorate of

Mount Lebanon, with its large Maronite majority, districts on

the coast (including the cities of Beirut, Tripoli, Sidon, and
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Tyre) and in the south (Jabal ‘Amil), east (the al-Biqa‘ Valley)

and north (the Koura, ‘Akkar, and Hirmil regions). These areas

contained primarily large Sunni and Shi‘a Muslim and Greek

Orthodox populations, and some Druze. None of these groups

had the slightest reason to desire being brought as minorities

into a Maronite-dominated Greater Lebanon, or to become

“Lebanese.” Needless to say, they were not consulted by French

colonial planners, who were no more accommodating of the

voices of inconvenient natives than had been Lord Balfour, cited

at length in chapter 3.26

France’s ambitious and acquisitive policies in the wake of

World War I thus set the stage for some of the divisions that have

bedeviled Lebanon down to the present day, creating some of

them ab initio and exacerbating others. Thereafter, the French

Mandatory authorities systematically manipulated the political

system within the new Lebanese state they had created. They did

so by creating a confessional democracy, one in which members

of parliament are chosen by their religious or ethnic (but not 

geographic) origin, and which favored their clients and allies.

Other manipulations included the 1932 census, the reliability 

of which has since been questioned, as it inflated the number 

of Christians and deflated those of Muslims,27 sophisticated ger-

rymandering of electoral districts, and a collection of other

stratagems and tricks that ensured the outcomes their policies

required.28

However, when French power was crippled by the defeat of

Vichy forces in Syria by the British in 1941, the weight of heavy-

handed French intervention was lifted for the first time since

1920. With the French thumb lifted from the scales, a major re-

equilibration of the Lebanese political system rapidly took

place. This occurred in the context of the 1943 National Pact 

between Sunni and Maronite leaders without, however, chang-

ing the confessional nature of the Lebanese political system or



SOWING CRISIS 187

its domination by selected elites. Under the 1943 pact’s new 

dispensation, the president would remain a Maronite, more

power would be granted to the Sunni prime minister, the Sun-

nis would accept the legitimacy of Lebanon’s separation from

Syria and its existence as a separate nation-state, which many

Sunnis had previously contested, and the country would re-

main open to both the West and the Arab world, rather than tilt-

ing exclusively toward France. Other sects, notably the large

underprivileged and underrepresented Shi‘a community, were

ignored in this deal, although few protests were heard at the

time. There was nevertheless a serious question as to whether

this fragile system could endure the internal and external strains

it faced. It was to be severely tested in the mid-1950s.

Jordan was also a peculiar case, albeit for diƒerent reasons.29

Unlike Lebanon, where the new state was built around the nu-

cleus of the previously existing Mount Lebanon Governorate 

established by the Ottomans, which in turn had its origins in 

the well-established Ottoman-era Emirate of Mount Lebanon,

never in the history of the previous centuries had the region to-

day known as Jordan had any sort of separate existence. The

sparsely populated area had traditionally been governed from

Damascus, where it had its main trade and administrative con-

nections, and it also had long-standing commercial and family

links with Palestine, especially with Nablus, Jerusalem, and He-

bron.30 After the French had extinguished King Faisal’s Syrian

kingdom in 1920, Faisal’s older brother Abdullah in early 1921

had ridden northward from the Hijaz with a military force, os-

tensibly to avenge this defeat, and halted in what is now Jordan,

the only part of the short-lived Syrian kingdom that the French

had not occupied after their defeat of Faisal’s army, as they did

not want their forces to enter an area that had been allocated 

to the British under the World War I Sykes-Picot partition of 

the region between the two powers. Meanwhile, British forces in
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Palestine had never extended their control eastward across the

Jordan, since this area had previously been under the control of

Faisal’s government in Damascus. 

At this moment, in March 1921, British policymakers and 

experts from all over the region happened to be gathered in

Cairo for a conference with the new colonial secretary, Winston

Churchill.31 They were there to decide how to continue to main-

tain control over the Middle East in the wake of the shocks to

Britain’s regional position from the Egyptian revolution of 1919,

the Iraqi revolt of 1920, and the disappointment with Britain of

Arab nationalists after the destruction of the first modern inde-

pendent Arab state in Syria by the French in the same year. The

inclination of these British mandarins, in the face of the failure

of previous attempts at direct rule in Egypt and Iraq, was to

grant the appearance of self-government while as much as pos-

sible withholding the substance of real power. This formula was

adopted in several areas of the Arab world. It led both to the 

prolongation of British dominance of the region, which for a

brief moment had seemed in jeopardy, and also to long-lived

Arab resentment against Britain, as the limits of the nominal 

independence that the British were granting rapidly became 

apparent.

Churchill and his advisors in Cairo found themselves con-

fronted in Jordan with the delicate problem of a client prepar-

ing to attack an ally from an area that constituted something 

of a vacuum between French power in Syria, that of Britain in

Palestine, and the Arab kingdom to the south in the Hijaz. They

decided to make a virtue of necessity by creating an Emirate 

of Transjordan and installing Abdullah as its ruler.32 This was

the genesis of the peculiarly shaped entity (although the shape 

also owed much to other, earlier British decisions and deals)33

that eventually became the Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan. The

main institution thereafter created by the British in Jordan was



SOWING CRISIS 189

the British-commanded, British-o‰cered, British-armed, and

British-financed and controlled army, called “the Arab Le-

gion.”34 The name of this force constituted a fine piece of irony,

of the sort perhaps only the British colonial mentality was ca-

pable of. However, Jordan eventually also came to have a gov-

ernment, a parliament, and all the trappings called for by the

Mandate system, although the entire state apparatus was at all

times thoroughly dominated by the overbearing Abdullah, be-

hind whom stood his imperious British patrons. 

By the 1950s, however, things in Jordan had begun to change,

notably after the formal annexation by Abdullah of the West

Bank in 1950, and after the old king’s assassination in 1951 by

Palestinian nationalists, and his subsequent replacement first 

by his son Talal and then almost immediately by his extremely

youthful grandson, Hussein.35 Deprived of the experienced and

wily Abdullah as their local ally, British influence diminished 

in Jordan, as the palace and the British embassy slowly lost their

previously nearly complete control. Nationalist Jordanian pol -

iticians of various stripes and growing nationalist and radical

political parties for a time partially filled the resulting vacuum,

politics moved into the street and became more unruly and 

less predictable, and the country veered away from American-

and British-backed alliance systems and swung toward non-

alignment. 

In the mid-1950s, powerful new external pressures would be

brought to bear on the vulnerable political systems of both Leb-

anon and Jordan. 

the lead-up to the 
“revolutionary year” in jordan 

The events leading up to the “revolutionary year” of 1958 in 

the Middle East have been extremely well detailed elsewhere.36
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They came to a head in Lebanon and Jordan, as well as in 

Iraq, where the British-installed and -dominated monarchy was

overthrown that year in a tumultuous revolution. This upheaval

provoked fears in Washington and London that a wave of rad -

icalism would wash over Amman and Beirut as well, bringing 

to power there nationalist regimes aligned with Egyptian leader

Gamal Abdel Nasser, which would be under Soviet influence.

Cold War reflexes were at work here, and only this can explain

the panicked response of American and British policymakers in

sending troops to Lebanon and Jordan.37 In what follows, I will

focus on how what transpired in the years leading up to the cli-

mactic events of 1958 aƒected democracy in the two small and

unstable countries we are looking at. However, it is essential to

keep in mind that events in Lebanon and Jordan took place as

part of a broad, radical, nationalist current that was sweeping

the entire Arab Middle East, the precipitate decline of British

and French power and prestige in the region in the wake of the

Suez fiasco, and the growth in the regional influence of the two

superpowers, which in some measure was taking place at the ex-

pense of the shrinking profiles of the two old colonial ruling

powers.

We have already seen that in Jordan, British influence was

waning in the early 1950s after the assassination of King Abdul-

lah and the accession to the throne first of his son Talal, and then

a year later of the young Hussein. Although surrounded by the

same cast of obliging palace politicians as had ably served his

grandfather, like Tawfiq Abu al-Huda and Samir al-Rifa‘i, and

strongly supported by most senior army o‰cers, by his formi-

dable mother, Queen Zein, and by the British, King Hussein

faced a totally diƒerent situation than had Abdullah for most of

his reign. This was partially the result of the natural growth of

the Jordanian population and increases in literacy and urban-

ization, and partially the consequence of Abdullah’s ambitions,
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which had led to the annexation of the West Bank in 1950. The

young king was thus facing an increasingly urbanized, politi-

cized, and nationalist body politic, the volatility of which had

been significantly augmented by the addition of the largely 

anti-Hashemite and anti-British Palestinians of the West Bank.

Many of these were embittered refugees driven in 1948 from

their homes in Palestine, who blamed the British and the

Hashemite monarchy in Jordan in part for their predicament.

But it was Jordanian politicians, the political parties, and the

swelling population of Amman and other East Bank cities that

posed the biggest problem for the king and his British allies. 

To this considerable internal problem of a radicalized and

politicized citizenry were added external regional influences.

The most powerful of them was that of Egypt. Jordanians were

susceptible to the appeal of the nationalist Egyptian military

regime that had come to power in 1952, as were others in the

Mashriq, the Arab East running from Syria to Lebanon to Iraq,

the Arab principalities of the Gulf, the Arabian Peninsula, and

Yemen. In 1954 this regime, led by the charismatic Col. Gamal

Abdel Nasser, had finally ended seventy-two years of British oc-

cupation, in 1955 had helped pioneer the Non-Aligned Move-

ment and had nationalized the Suez Canal, and in 1956 had

survived the tripartite aggression of Britain, France, and Israel

(largely due, as we have seen, to both superpowers’ opposi-

tion to the attack). The Egyptian regime capitalized on these

perceived successes, actively propagating its influence through

multiple means, including its powerful radio station Sawt al-

Arab, the “Voice of the Arabs.” Large numbers of Jordanians

(and other Arabs) responded to Egyptian calls to Arab states to

boycott Western alliances by opposing the Baghdad Pact

(CENTO) and increasingly criticizing what was perceived as the

Hashemite kingdom’s excessive reliance on the British.38

Bombarded by this Egyptian propaganda, and under in-
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tense popular and increasing parliamentary pressure, King

Hus sein attempted to appease his critics by dismissing the

British commander of the Arab Legion, Sir John Bagot Glubb,

known as Glubb Pasha, and most other senior British o‰cers in

March 1956. The swing of Jordan toward Arab nationalism con-

tinued, however, with the parliamentary elections of October

1956. These were the first and possibly the last fully free and fair

elections in Jordanian history, and returned a parliament dom-

inated by nationalists and a few leftists, leading to the formation

of the government of Suleiman Nabulsi, the first Jordanian

prime minister chosen truly as a result of elections rather than

by the palace and the British. Indeed, the British ambassador,

Charles Johnston, admitted privately that these elections were

“the first approximately free ones in the history of Jordan.”39

For the six months of its existence, the Nabulsi government

struggled to establish a new relationship with the monarchy, 

the army, and the British. Complicating this process was the 

fact that Jordan had never before been allowed this degree of

freedom by its royal and British masters, and the new govern-

ment was thus finding its way in entirely unfamiliar territory.

Meanwhile, the external pressures on the country did not di-

minish. Events came to a head in April 1957, when the king, fully

backed by the British, used the pretext of an alleged military plot

against the monarchy to dismiss the government. After a very

brief interlude when another government, this one less overtly

nationalist but independent and including some ministers from

Nabulsi’s cabinet, was brought in, the king installed a govern-

ment made up entirely of trusted palace retainers (described by

the British ambassador as “frankly authoritarian”40). 

Thus ended Jordan’s brief democratic experiment, but only

after a farcical meeting at the royal palace, when the young king

and the British ambassador initially failed to browbeat the Jor-

danian politicians who had been selected to adorn the new cab-
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inet into taking their portfolios. It was left to the queen mother,

the formidable Zein, to openly threaten the reluctant would-be

ministers, finally bringing them around and persuading them

to join the new government, which they knew would serve as no

more than window dressing for what would amount to martial

law. The British ambassador’s description of this incongruous

scene is worth quoting: “Finally Her Majesty told the Ministers

designate that they would not be allowed to leave the Palace 

until they had taken the oath of o‰ce, and it was on this not al-

together encouraging basis that the new Government was even-

tually formed.”41 Although this episode may seem like a scene

from the days of gunboat diplomacy (combined with Ruritan-

ian comic opera), it was in fact driven not just by the reflexes 

of an autocratic monarchy or by Britain’s neocolonial relations

with Jordan and its elite, but by an obsessive underlying fear of

communism on the part of both the British and the Americans.

This fear is what animated British and American opposition 

to Jordanian nationalists, who were luridly (and incorrectly)

pictured as communists or under Soviet influence in the dis-

patches of Western diplomats in Amman.42 Among the casual-

ties here, and the following year, when British paratroopers

arrived in Jordan to prop up the still shaky monarchy and the

“frankly authoritarian” regime that the British and the Jordan-

ian king and queen mother had imposed, was the evolution of

Jordanian democracy: the victim of its own enforced immatu-

rity, of the unrestrained autocratic impulses of the Hashemites,

of old British habits of neocolonial rule, and of the Cold War.

the turn of lebanon 

Lebanon during the 1958 crisis was described in Washington 

as suƒering primarily from the meddling of Egypt and Syria,

which had just joined together in the United Arab Republic
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(UAR), a unitary state run from Cairo that was seen as strongly

backed by the Soviet Union. Lebanon’s legitimate government,

headed by the pro-Western president Camille Chamoun, was

seen from the same perspective as suƒering this fate largely be-

cause it was inclined to join in Western defense schemes and 

was willing to align itself with the West. While this analysis was

true in some measure, in the eyes of most Lebanese and Arab

observers, and nearly all historians since, the country was also

going through a serious constitutional crisis: Chamoun was

making an eƒort to amend the Lebanese constitution to allow

him to serve a second six-year term. In order to do so, the Leb -

anese president needed an overwhelming parliamentary major-

ity, which he just happened to have secured in 1957 in one of the

most notoriously rigged elections in Lebanese history. Incum-

bents all over the country went down to defeat, all of them fe-

rocious opponents of the president’s unpopular plan to amend

the constitution in order to prolong his stay in o‰ce, and all of

whom should have been secure in safe parliamentary seats lo-

cated in their traditional fiefdoms. Beyond rigging the elections

for this purpose, in his excessive pro-Western orientation and

hostility to the UAR, and in his disdainful diminution of the

role of the Sunni prime minister, Chamoun was seen by many

of his opponents as ignoring the balance between the West and

the Arab world and between the Maronite o‰ce of president

and the Sunni o‰ce of prime minister, which were both pre-

scribed by the confessional provisions of the 1943 National Pact. 

This was the crucial background to the Lebanese civil war,

and to the upheavals of 1958, which ended with the landing of

U.S. Marines in Beirut. To this background should be added two

elements. The first is that a similar constitutional crisis had

arisen when Lebanon’s first president, Beshara al-Khoury, had

attempted to do the same thing Chamoun was trying to do, to

prolong his term unconstitutionally. Khoury had been forced
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out of o‰ce by massive opposition after only three years of 

a second term, and was replaced, ironically, by Chamoun. The

second is that we know that Chamoun was able to rig the 1957

elections through the distribution of massive bribes, which were

made possible by large sums delivered to him by the United

States. We know this because the American intelligence agent

who served as the bagman in this operation, Wilbur Crane Eve-

land, describes personally performing this service in his mem-

oirs in some detail. Thus, Eveland tells of driving up to the

presidential palace in Baabda in his Cadillac, and of handing

Chamoun briefcases full of cash for him to use in order to rig

the election.43

Given that American policymakers perceived that Soviet

and Egyptian money and influence were guiding the actions 

of the Lebanese opposition to Chamoun, which they saw as

Muslim-dominated and Arab nationalist and radical, even

communist, in orientation, the Cold War reasoning behind this

sort of policy can be understood. In fact, Chamoun and his for-

eign minister, Dr. Charles Malik, were telling the Americans

things that they knew would alarm them about the opposition

(things they may themselves have believed44), which in fact was

neither Muslim dominated, nor entirely Arab nationalist, and

certainly not communist influenced. It was made up mainly of

traditional, conservative politicians, who were enraged at hav-

ing been unfairly unseated from Parliament in rigged elections.

The opposition was led among many others by the Maronite pa-

triarch, Cardinal Meouchi, and the leading Maronite politician

of the north of Lebanon, Hamid Franjieh. Neither of them was

a Muslim, or exactly an Arab nationalist or a radical, and cer-

tainly none of the most prominent opposition leaders was a

communist by any stretch of the imagination, although many

were supporters of Gamal Abdel Nasser, and the Druze leader,

Kamal Junblatt, proclaimed himself a socialist. The opposition
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was in fact in essence no more than a new iteration of the 

very same coalition of Lebanese politicians that had opposed 

Beshara al-Khoury’s similar unconstitutional shenanigans only

a few years earlier.

The damage done by American meddling in service of Cold

War objectives based on a complete misreading of the Lebanese

situation was not restricted to the rigging of the 1957 elections.

This blatant undermining of the legitimacy of the parliamen-

tary system was a major precipitant of the 1958 civil war, perhaps

the most important one, combined with the unsettling impact

on Lebanon of the union of Egypt and Syria into the UAR in

early 1958. Perceived in Washington as yet another dangerous

shift of Arab nationalism toward the Soviet orbit, this union in

fact did not end up giving any advantage to Moscow; quite the

contrary. Indeed, the small but active Syrian Communist Party

was obliged to dissolve against its will in March 1958, a few

months after the union between Egypt and Syria went into

eƒect and as one of the conditions of its formation. This showed

that communist influence was in fact shrinking rather than

growing as a result of the union of Egypt and Syria, and gave

those American policymakers capable of reading these events

correctly another in a series of recurring indications of how use-

ful Arab nationalism might be as a bar to communist influence. 

The Lebanese crisis found rapid resolution after the land-

ing of American forces in Beirut, by means of a diplomatic 

deal struck between the Egyptians and U.S. presidential envoy

Robert Murphy to replace Chamoun with the commander of

the Lebanese Army, Gen. Fuad Chehab. This solution showed

that earlier perceptions of many in Washington about both Leb-

anon and Egypt had been highly flawed, not to say utterly de-

tached from reality. The crisis in essence revolved around the

constitutional question of the presidential succession and the

related question of the prerogatives of the Maronite president,
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and not around Egyptian (or Soviet!) “interference in Leba-

non’s internal aƒairs.” As soon as the succession question was

resolved by refusing Chamoun another, unconstitutional, term,

which he had originally sought with the support of Washington

(ironically, this could only be done with the aid of Cairo), the

crisis ended immediately. 

The American-Egyptian deal nevertheless had a negative

long-term impact on Lebanon. While it resolved the constitu-

tional crisis, preserved the confessional system by providing for

somewhat broader prerogatives for the Sunni prime minister,

and eased tensions within the country, it also taught the lesson

that Lebanese crises could not be resolved by the country’s po-

litical system. It taught the further lesson that Lebanese crises

could only be dealt with by external powers, which held the keys

to Lebanon’s stability, reinforcing beliefs among many Lebanese

that had persisted since the nineteenth century.45 The deal es-

tablished a dangerous precedent that was to be repeated in 

1969, when a crisis over the Palestinian military presence in 

Lebanon was resolved in Cairo by the Egyptian president. The

same precedent was repeatedly invoked during the much more

bloody Lebanese war of 1975–90, which was finally brought to

an end via accords negotiated at Taif in Saudi Arabia. It was re-

peated once again with the resolution of a grave governmental

crisis in May 2008 by the amir of Qatar and the Arab League

meeting in Doha, discussed in the next chapter. Long after the

Cold War has ended, many Lebanese today still await a resolu-

tion from without to their internal problems, because of this

precedent set in large part as a result of misguided Cold War

considerations and great-power blindness to the realities of a

small country which, like Jordan, has the misfortune of being

part of a highly penetrated system.
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further sacrifices on the 
altar of the cold war

The fate of democracy in Iran in the early 1950s, and in Lebanon

and Jordan, two small Arab countries, in the mid- to late 1950s,

may seem unimportant. The example of how and why democ-

racy was undermined by, among other things, the Cold War,

may not seem su‰cient to prove that the superpowers cared far

more for their interests and their rivalry with each other than

they did about anything else in the Middle East, notably the evo-

lution of democratic governance. But to see how true this was,

one need only consider how in the years that followed, events in

this region hewed rigidly to this pattern. Again and again, Mid-

dle Eastern regimes (many of whose roots were entirely indige-

nous, like those in Turkey, Iran, Iraq, Syria, and Egypt) were

enthusiastically encouraged in their authoritarian bent by their

superpower patrons—indeed, sometimes, as in the cases of

Egypt and Iraq, they were encouraged to move in this direction

by both superpowers, serially of course. 

In Iraq, for example, a liberal parliamentary regime that had

been thoroughly corrupted and profoundly undermined by the

naked manipulations of the British and the rulers they had im-

posed on the country46 collapsed in 1958. It was replaced for

nearly five years by a dictatorship headed by Brig. Abdul Karim

Kassem that relied partly on the large and powerful Iraqi Com-

munist Party for mass support. Needless to say, as we saw in 

the last chapter, where real Communists in serious numbers 

and with considerable influence were concerned (a situation

quite unlike the Jordanian and Lebanese cases), both the Soviet

Union and the United States immediately became deeply in-

volved. In support of their Communist comrades in Iraq, Soviet

leaders initially went to the point of jeopardizing the USSR’s

close relations with Egypt, the biggest, strongest, and most in-

fluential country in the Arab world, and its first client in the 
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region. The new Iraqi regime did “progressive” things in this pe-

riod, such as initiating land reform, spreading literacy, extend-

ing electrification, and expanding education, but so did the

UAR, which was also building a big dam, which to the Soviets

was a sine qua non of progressive modernity.47 Eventually, after

the bloody 1963 coup that ousted Kassem, the Soviets reconciled

themselves to the loss of his regime, and maintained their good

relations with its successor and with the Egyptian government.

The point is that for the Soviets, in the end what was truly vital

was the extension of their influence and the curtailment of that

of the United States, not their “progressive” ideals about justice,

or the fate of their Iraqi comrades. The Soviets showed that this

was the case later on by retaining close ties to Iraq under the

Ba‘th Party, notwithstanding the Ba‘thist regime’s repeated, fe-

rocious anticommunist purges. 

Similarly, the United States quickly made up to its former

archenemy in Cairo in 1958 and 1959 when it was perceived in

Washington (after the departure of the inflexible John Foster

Dulles from the State Department) how useful the Egyptians

and their Ba‘thist allies could be in undermining the Kassem

regime and in confronting the power of the Iraqi Communist

Party. This lesson was not forgotten, and as we saw in the last

chapter, the CIA was to make use of it in cooperating with the

Ba‘thists when they came to power in Baghdad briefly in 1963

and again much more permanently in 1968, assisting them with

their bloody eradication of Iraqi Communists. It is easy to see

what all of this might have had to do with the Cold War. It is

harder to see what Communists killing Nasserists and Ba‘thists

in Iraq before the Kassem regime was overthrown in 1963, or

Ba‘thists killing Communists later on, had to do with the ideals

of the USSR and the United States, notably the promotion of

democracy as regards the United States. Undoubtedly, however,

both sides could relate their support for such actions in some

contorted way to their stated ideals of liberty and justice.



There may well not have been any chance to revive some type

of democratic governance in Egypt, Syria, and Iraq after the forms

of parliamentary democracy and constitutionalism were so thor-

oughly discredited by their manipulations by local rulers, the old

colonial powers, and later the superpowers, from the 1920s

through the 1950s. However, what is certain is that the covert and

occasional overt interventions of the superpowers from World

War II onward, besides exacerbating regional conflict, as we saw

in the previous chapter, profoundly undermined whatever lim-

ited possibility there might have been of establishing any kind of

democratic governance in a range of Middle Eastern countries

from the late 1950s and through the 1970s and 1980s. 

Speaking at a public event at the Woodrow Wilson Interna-

tional Center for Scholars in Washington, D.C., toward the end

of the Cold War, a retired senior Central Intelligence Agency 

analyst who had served as national intelligence o‰cer for the

Middle East and vice chair of the National Intelligence Council

stated retrospectively that throughout the Cold War, policymak-

ers and analysts in the U.S. government paid attention to only

one thing in the Middle East: the Soviets and their local allies.

Once the USSR ceased to be a factor in a Middle Eastern country,

he noted, that country almost ceased to be of interest in Wash-

ington.48 While these remarks provoke several reflections about

the Middle East since the end of the Cold War—a period that has

seen a massive upsurge in U.S. interest in the region keyed to ter-

rorism rather than communism—one reflection is pertinent to

this chapter: how much harm to the internal political develop-

ment of this region, and in particular to its peoples’ aspirations

for democracy, was done by the two superpowers’ obsessive fo-

cus on each other, sometimes to the exclusion of all else, and

their constant, insidious jockeying for Cold War advantage? The

evidence of Iran, of Lebanon and Jordan, and also of Iraq and

other countries in the region is that it was grave.

200 RASHID KHALIDI



201

vi

VICTORY IN THE COLD WAR, 

AND THE GLOBAL WAR ON TERROR 

For at least four millennia, the region we today call the Middle

East, including the southern and eastern shores of the Mediter-

ranean basin and adjacent areas, has been a focus of the ambi-

tions of the Eurasian, African, European, and global empires

that have competed for dominance over the central region of the

great European-Asian-African landmass.1 For some of them,

this broader Middle East was crucial to their expansion. For

others it was the key to their domination of adjacent regions.

For the British Empire, with its determination to control “the

route to India,” it was the vital hinge of Britain’s global hege-

mony for nearly a century and a half. For yet other would-be

empire builders, it was the graveyard of their aspirations for

dominance. In addition, many of the most powerful of world

empires arose in this region, which was the cradle of human civ-

ilization. It was the site of the first agriculture, the first cities, the

first writing, the first states, and the first great empires known

to date. 

I have already touched on, at various points in this book, the

strategic significance of the Middle East. The strategic nature of

the region is largely related to the fact that the diƒerent compo-

nents of the vast tricontinental body of land that dominates the

Eastern Hemisphere are physically connected around the east-

ern Mediterranean basin. Moreover, even the region’s water-

ways do not usually present major obstacles to movement, as

there is easy passage across the Red Sea, the Persian/Arabian

Gulf, and other adjacent narrow bodies of water. For this reason,
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the Middle East is the location of a number of historic trade

routes and land passageways that have been utilized for millen-

nia. The coastal plains of Palestine and Lebanon, the passes

through the Caucasus Mountains, Bab al-Mandab at the en-

trance to the Red Sea, the Strait of Hormuz at the entrance to the

Gulf, the Dardanelles, and the Bosphorus  are among the re-

gion’s many ancient crossing points for culture, trade, and con-

quering armies.2

This same region, with its easily navigable seas, is also the

nexus of a number of important seaways, easy-to-navigate

straits, and ancient ports. Starting nearly three and a half mil-

lennia ago, the ancient seafaring Phoenicians, followed by the

Greeks and their nautical counterparts in Eritrea, Sudan, Egypt,

Yemen, Oman, and the Gulf, created vast networks of trade, col-

onization, and sometimes conquest that spanned much of the

Eastern Hemisphere, starting from ports in the eastern Mediter-

ranean, the Red Sea, the Indian Ocean, and the Persian/Arabian

Gulf.3 The Romans, the Byzantines, the Arabs, the Ottomans,

the Genoese, the Venetians, and other seafaring peoples fol-

lowed their example over the succeeding centuries.

Thanks to these unique benefits provided by its location,

and because of many other factors, including its rich agricul-

ture, its early industries, its importance as a trade entrepôt, and

its fabled ancient cities, the eastern Mediterranean and the 

Middle East were seen as being of great economic and strategic

importance in a variety of diƒerent ways from the time of 

the pharaohs until the Napoleonic Wars. As often as not, those

assets were capitalized on by states based mainly or partly

within the Middle East, from the Egyptian and the Assyrian em-

pires to those of the Arabs and the Ottomans. This abruptly

ceased to be the case once the region became prey to European

powers as their might grew and their rivalries intensified from

the late eighteenth century through World War I and World 
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War II. In several cases, European great powers vigorously op-

posed, sometimes with force, the rise or the revival of pow-

erful states in the region during this period. These included 

the potent Egyptian state refashioned by Muhammad Ali in the 

early nineteenth century, the reformed Ottoman Empire in 

the early twentieth century, and Gamal Abdel Nasser’s Egypt 

in the mid-twentieth century. As we saw in chapter 2, the sig-

nificance of the Middle East grew even further during the twen-

tieth century, when the extraordinary wealth of its oil resources

became known, and especially during the Cold War, when this

oil became vital to both superpowers, albeit in diƒerent ways. 

From the French Revolution until 1945, the eastern Medi -

terranean was a regular theater of rivalry and confrontation 

between the great powers, and was the site of important battle-

fields where the armies, navies, and later air forces of these pow-

ers and the major competing alliance systems warred with one

another. The region saw some of the world’s most important

battles over that century and a half. The first was Aboukir in

1798, when Napoleon’s fleet was sunk by that of Admiral Nel-

son, ending the Corsican general’s hopes of conquering the land

route to India and the East and thereby obtaining for revolu-

tionary France a decisive advantage over imperial Great Britain.

The last was at El Alamein in 1942, when the eastward advance

of Field Marshal Rommel’s panzers across North Africa toward

strategic military and naval bases and oil fields under British

control farther east, as well as toward the shortest route to India,

was finally stopped.

However, the Cold War between the United States and the

Soviet Union marked a significant change in this age-old pat-

tern whereby the Middle East was often the decisive scene of

great-power rivalry. It can be argued that the Cold War was the

first international conflict that was truly global in its scope, in

every sense of that word. This was so because during the Cold
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War the main protagonists were in some measure extra-Euro-

pean states, and the stage of their rivalry was the entire world.

In this, it was unlike the century of wars between Britain and

France from the early eighteenth through the early nineteenth

centuries, and the seventy-five years of wars from 1870 until 1945

that grew out of conflicts between Germany and France and

Britain. All of these previous rivalries, and the wars that resulted

from them, took place in some measure on a world stage, 

but they were between European powers and were in essence 

directed at achieving hegemony over Europe. While, for exam-

ple, important battles in the sequence of Anglo-French conflicts

from the time of Louis XIV until that of Napoleon were fought

in the Indian Ocean, in India, and in North America,4 at heart

these were essentially European wars, between European pow-

ers, to determine who would dominate the European continent. 

The two greatest wars of the twentieth century were un-

doubtedly truly world wars in many respects, since they in-

volved major extra-European powers like the United States and

Japan and were fought on a world stage. Nevertheless, they, too,

were at least in their inception basically European continental

wars between European powers that were competing for world

dominance. Thus World Wars I and II both started in Europe,

and at the outset at least were fought between European powers

over issues of traditional concern to the European balance of

power. The fact that they started in the Balkans in 1914 and

Poland in 1939, respectively, is the best evidence of this. The de-

velopment and the global extensions of World War II marked

the beginning of a new era that only came to maturity during

the Cold War, and represented the shift in world hegemony

away from the traditional Western and central European pow-

ers. Because of their essentially European nature, in all of these

wars before the Cold War, including World Wars I and II, the

Middle East could and often did play a central role, due to its



SOWING CRISIS 205

 vital strategic position where Europe adjoins the African and

Asian continents to which it is linked. 

All of this changed with the Cold War. The eastern Mediter-

ranean and the Middle East of course continued to be important

to both superpowers, for they abutted on the southern frontiers

of the Soviet Union and contained vast reserves of energy. As we

have seen, this region witnessed major confrontations between

the United States and the Soviet Union, from the crisis over the

Turkish Straits in 1945 through the Greek civil war of 1946–49,

the covert and overt involvement of both powers in Iran, the

naval rivalries of the 1960s, and four major Arab-Israeli wars.

Nevertheless, these events were part of a diƒerent pattern than

that which characterized previous rivalries and conflicts involv-

ing the region. For the Cold War, unlike the previous two and a

half centuries of international conflicts involving the Middle

East, which were essentially centered on western Europe, took

place simultaneously on several continents (even if Europe, the

Mediterranean, and the Middle East remained central to the

concerns of both sides throughout the Cold War). This was ob-

vious in a number of ways. Neither of the Cold War’s two main

protagonists, the United States and the Soviet Union, was a

western European power: one was located in North America

and the other lay astride the Eurasian landmass, inside and out-

side Europe at the same time. The only three major hot wars 

directly involving either of the superpowers were fought in 

Asia: in Korea in the early 1950s, in Vietnam in the 1960s and

1970s, and in the 1980s in Afghanistan, which is beyond the 

eastern edge of the Middle East as traditionally defined. Fi-

nally, although we have seen that the Middle East was at times a

base for American strategic weapons systems, the nuclear

weapons competition between the United States and the USSR

was always truly intercontinental in its dimensions, whether it

involved strategic intercontinental bombers, intercontinental
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ballistic missiles (ICBMs), or submarine-launched ballistic mis-

siles (SLBMs).

I have argued that during the entire Cold War period, after

the confrontations over Iran, Turkey, and Greece in the imme-

diate post–World War II years, perhaps the most important

crises involving the superpowers in the eastern Mediterranean

region were those relating to the Arab-Israeli wars. Six of these

wars involved the superpowers, sometimes in quite diƒerent

alignments. The first two were the 1948 war and the 1956 Suez

conflict. As I showed in chapter 4, in both of these conflicts, in

spite of the rivalry between them, the United States and Soviet

Union incongruously found themselves on the same side, both

aligned with Israel against the Arab states in 1948, and with

Egypt and against Britain, France, and Israel in 1956. These

anomalous instances were followed by four major Arab-Israeli

wars—the June 1967 war, the War of Attrition of 1968–70, the

October 1973 war, and the 1982 Israeli invasion of Lebanon. Dur-

ing these conflicts the superpowers took opposite sides, in a 

familiar pattern, with the USSR supporting the Arabs, and the

United States, Israel. There were also many less severe Arab-

Israeli confrontations that at times involved the superpowers,

some of them related to the war of 1975–90 in Lebanon. In ad-

dition to being a civil war, as we have seen, this prolonged and

lethal conflict attracted the intervention of a broad range of re-

gional and international actors, notably major protégés of the

superpowers, like Israel, Syria, and the PLO.5

In the four major Arab-Israeli wars starting with that of

1967, the superpowers became ever more deeply involved in

their support of the warring sides, with the United States in-

creasingly supporting Israel, and the Soviet Union increasing its

backing for the Arabs. The first three of these conflicts erupted

in the envenomed international atmosphere of a major East-

West confrontation over the wars that were raging in Indochina.
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They therefore developed into major crises between the United

States and the Soviet Union, causing the Middle East once again

to become an important strategic arena for the rivalry between

the two superpowers. But after the Cold War, a fundamental

change regarding conflicts in the Middle East and its peripheries

appears to have occurred.

interconnected conflicts in 
the wake of the cold war

For all their severity and their potential for provoking a wider

conflagration, it is important to note that each of the four Mid-

dle Eastern crises growing out of an Arab-Israeli war was in

some measure self-contained, at least in regional terms. This

may have had to do with the fact that the international con-

frontations that developed around the Arab-Israeli wars took

place within the context of what had by the 1960s become a 

fixed and defined Cold War system, characterized by American

containment of the USSR, and a precarious nuclear balance in-

volving mutual assured destruction. Conflicts involving super-

power proxies in the Middle East were seen as having to be

rigorously curtailed, because of the danger that an unlimited lo-

cal conflict might drag in the superpower patrons and lead to es-

calation, with the ultimate fear of a potential nuclear holocaust. 

The self-containment of these Arab-Israeli wars may also

have been a function of the fact that they took place in the con-

text of a regional system that was generally relatively stable,

whereby a certain degree of balance had developed between

diƒering Arab states, and between Arab and non-Arab states.

Finally, self-containment may have resulted from the fact that

the Arab-Israeli conflict—at least insofar as serious warfare was

concerned—was essentially restricted to a small number of

states (Israel, Egypt, and Syria, and occasionally Jordan and
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Iraq), and to one narrow, clearly defined region (the territory of

these states, as well as Lebanon and the occupied Palestinian ter-

ritories). Whether for these reasons or others, the Arab-Israeli

confrontations did not lead to a wider regional conflagration.

This was true even of the 1982 Israeli invasion of Lebanon, which

was the longest of these wars since 1948, and witnessed nearly

ten weeks of siege and bombardment of an Arab capital, the first

and only time such a thing had happened in all six Arab-Israeli

wars.6

Whatever the explanation (and in 1982 the growing strategic

weakness of the USSR vis-à-vis the United States may have been

a factor in limiting the spread of this conflict), the grave inter-

national crises that developed around the periodic Arab-Israeli

wars rarely threatened to spill over into broader region-wide

conflagrations, although these crises were often influenced by

region-wide contexts. The fierce Egyptian-Saudi rivalry of the

mid-1960s, which I have already discussed in terms of what Mal-

colm Kerr called the “Arab cold war,”7 for example, contributed

measurably to the slide into the June 1967 war. The intense ri-

valry between the two Arab powers, and in particular the con-

stant outbidding of Saudi Arabia and its conservative allies,

pushed the Egyptian leadership, whose military forces were al-

ready deeply entangled in the Yemeni civil war, to take risky es-

calatory steps against Israel during the April–May phase that led

to the 1967 war. These were steps that the Egyptian leaders per-

haps otherwise would not have taken but for the taunting of the

Saudis and their allies about Egyptian troops “hiding behind”

the United Nations Emergency Force in Sinai. Gamal Abdel

Nasser and his colleagues saw themselves as obliged to shore 

up their threatened position as paramount leaders of the Arab

world, and to act in support of their prickly allies in the radical

Syrian regime when it appeared seriously threatened by Israel in

the spring of 1967.8 Inter-Arab politics thus played a crucial role
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in precipitating one of the most important of the Arab-Israeli

wars, and exacerbated an already critical situation. 

The only possible exception to this general rule of the self-

contained nature of the Arab-Israeli wars was the 1968–70 War

of Attrition, which, in addition to Egypt and Israel, in time

came to involve Syria, the PLO, Jordan, and Iraq in a direct way,

as well as the United States and the Soviet Union indirectly. I

have already argued that this was an underappreciated phase of

the Arab-Israeli wars, which was crucially important in a num-

ber of ways. Among other things, the tactical military results of

the War of Attrition made it possible for Egyptian forces to cross

the Suez Canal three years later, during the October 1973 war.9

And we have seen that both superpowers committed significant

military resources to their protégés. In the case of the Soviets

these included many pilots and thousands of air defense per-

sonnel and others serving covertly in combat roles.10 Moreover,

in large part because of the region-wide radical appeal of the

Palestinian cause, it appeared for a time as if the War of Attri-

tion might provoke extensive regional ramifications, including

possible revolutionary upheavals in a number of Arab states.

Thus, the reasons the stakes were perceived as so high dur-

ing the War of Attrition did not only have to do with the strate-

gic importance of the ferocious battles that raged for over two

years along the Suez Canal, or with the full superpower backing

of both sides and the concomitant danger of superpower con-

frontation. Beyond this, a truly radical regime was in power 

in Damascus from 1966 onward which strongly supported the

most militant elements among the Palestinians.11 At the same

time, important elements of the PLO like the Popular Front 

for the Liberation of Palestine and the Democratic Front for the

Liberation of Palestine at this stage were strongly influenced by

Marxist and other radical and revolutionary ideas. These and

other Palestinian factions were avidly preaching the virtues of
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armed struggle and Arab revolution (as were the radical neo-

Ba‘thists in power in Damascus). Practicing what they preached,

various Palestinian factions were carrying out attacks in Israel

and inside the Israeli-occupied territories via Jordan and Leba-

non, where they had established bases at the expense of the 

sovereignty of the host states. They took heart from the fighting

along the Suez Canal and argued that it justified their thesis that

only armed struggle could liberate occupied Arab land. Much of

Arab public opinion was apparently dissatisfied with the status

quo and was attracted by radical theses like those put forward

by the Palestinians, while fragile regimes were tottering in both

Lebanon and Jordan. In view of this explosive situation, at the

time there seemed every possibility that the continuation of 

the War of Attrition, which by 1968 had extended to include 

sporadic fighting along Israel’s eastern military fronts opposite

Syria, Lebanon, and Jordan, might produce widespread regional

upheavals, and a change in the composition of many regimes.12

In the end, the prospect of such a dangerous turn of events

provoked the reaction of the status quo powers in the region,

which preeminently included the superpowers, and none of 

this happened. As we have seen, in August 1970 a cease-fire was

achieved along the Suez Canal on the basis of the American

Rogers Plan and Soviet mediation, and was accepted by both

Egypt and Jordan with the support of Saudi Arabia. Clearly,

both the superpowers and the governments of many major

states in the region were horrified by the prospect of unlimited

region-wide instability growing out of continued Arab-Israeli

fighting. Thereafter, the PLO was crushed in Jordan during the

Black September 1970 confrontation with the Jordanian army,

and in 1971 was completely driven out of the country, Iraqi and

Syrian troops left Jordan, and the putative revolutionary mo-

ment in the Arab world passed.13 A dangerous extension of the

Arab-Israeli conflict into other potentially highly destabilizing
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developments was thereby avoided and this conflict remained

contained.

Throughout the Cold War, and indeed until its final stages,

it ultimately proved possible to localize and insulate crises and

conflicts involving the superpowers growing out of the Arab-

Israeli wars, and to limit their connections to other Middle 

Eastern hot spots. This was true even if these wars had a broader

regional dimension, and even though this region was an impor-

tant arena of the Cold War. Thus from the 1960s until the 1990s,

Arab-Israeli wars were, as it were, largely compartmentalized

and separate from other crises involving the superpowers and

their proxies. These included the civil war in Yemen, the con-

flicts between Libya and Chad and Morocco and Algeria, and

the series of major wars and confrontations in the Gulf region,

including the Iraq-Iran War and the first round of conflict in Af-

ghanistan provoked by the Soviet invasion. This was true even

though the United States and the Soviet Union (and occasion-

ally other lesser powers like France, Britain, and China) were

major protagonists in all these conflicts, and often saw these hot

spots as linked to one another and as part of a larger global

struggle for influence.

My major argument here, and my reason for recapitulating

all this history, some of which was covered in detail in earlier

chapters, is that while this situation obtained for some years af-

ter the end of the Cold War, something important has changed

in what, since the end of World War II, had been a relatively

fixed pattern. In this pattern, as we have seen, crises in the east-

ern and southern Mediterranean and the rest of the Middle East,

notably those involving Israel and the Arabs, and others involv-

ing Iran, Iraq, and the Gulf, remained relatively isolated from

one another and from broader regional ramifications. Since the

collapse of the Soviet Union, it has been quite striking that crises

in the entire Middle East region and adjacent ones have ap-
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peared harder to isolate and more and more closely entwined

with one another. This change unquestionably had something

to do with the collapse of the Soviet Union and the consequent

end of the Cold War in 1989–90, and with it the demise of a 

generally stable, if dangerous, system of international relations

that had prevailed for forty-five years. This system certainly 

restrained the Soviet Union, indeed it “contained” it in some

measure, but it also restrained the United States in certain ways.

In the two decades since the disappearance of the Soviet Union

and the demise of the Cold War system, these restraints on

American action have been removed, and nothing has taken

their place. 

This change was also triggered by indigenous Middle East-

ern factors. These included notably developments growing out

of the Iranian Revolution of 1979, which it is already clear was

one of the major events of the latter part of the twentieth cen-

tury, but whose full impact it is still too early to assess. Other

factors emerged from the ongoing wars inside Afghanistan that

began with the Soviet invasion of that country in the same year,

and have continued to be fought almost without interruption in

some fashion ever since. Finally, this change also appears to be

related to the connection that developed at the very end of the

Cold War between the American response to Iraq’s disastrous

1990 invasion of Kuwait, and the launching in the following 

year of the Madrid peace process. Since then, the Gulf and Arab-

Israeli regional subsystems have been intertwined in ways that

they were not before. It is of course true that Iraq was involved

in the Arab states’ conflict with Israel from its beginnings in

1948, and that Iraqi public opinion has been moved by the Pales-

tine issue since the 1930s. However, Iraq always had relatively lit-

tle if any impact on this conflict, whether during the 1948 war,

when its forces’ played an entirely secondary role, or during the

War of Attrition and the 1973 war, when their role was even more
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minor. Even Iraq’s firing of Scud missiles at Israel during the

1991 Gulf War had little strategic importance. Before the post–

Cold War era, disputes in the Gulf had never been so intimately

connected with the Arab-Israeli conflict, let alone with an at-

tempted resolution of it. There may well be other linkages that

go farther back and deeper than any of these.

What appears to have happened over the past couple of

decades is that driven by all of these and other events, last-

ing and close connections have been developing between long-

standing unsolved problems in the eastern Mediterranean, and

others farther away. These include notably unsettled issues re-

lated to the Palestine question and the final definition of Israel’s

borders with Syria and Lebanon; the conflict within and over

Lebanon; and other problem areas farther afield, some as far

from the Mediterranean as Iraq, Iran, and the Gulf, and others

outside the Middle East entirely, like Afghanistan and Pakistan. 

Perhaps the most striking recent example of how these con-

nections operated could be seen during the conflict in Lebanon

over the summer of 2006.14 The Israeli war on Lebanon was not

itself in any way an isolated bilateral phenomenon. It developed

directly out of the ongoing Israeli siege of the Gaza Strip, which

in turn was part of the joint American-European-Israeli ef-

fort to boycott, isolate, and bring down the Hamas-dominated

Palestinian government that emerged from the Palestinian Leg-

islative Council elections of January 2006. Over time, this eƒort

developed into a form of collective punishment, which operated

essentially by imposing extreme deprivation on the 1.5 million

people inside the hermetically sealed Gaza Strip, through Israel

limiting or halting shipments of fuel, construction materials,

commercial goods, and food and water. The idea, presumably,

ridiculous on the face of it and an utter failure in the event, was

that a totally impoverished populace would prevail on their

rulers, who had both won the 2006 election and then seized
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power in the Gaza Strip in an armed coup in June 2007, and

somehow persuade or force them to step down. There was little

apparent concern in Jerusalem or Washington about whether

targeting a large civilian population in this way violated inter-

national humanitarian law. 

After the capture by Palestinian factions, including the Is-

lamist Hamas movement, of the Israeli soldier Gilad Shalit and

the killing of two other soldiers on June 25, 2006, Israel escalated

considerably its pressure on the Gaza Strip, with the benevo-

lent approval of the Bush administration. There followed many

weeks of air and artillery bombardments of the towns, refugee

camps, and cities of the Strip, the death of large numbers of

Palestinian civilians,15 and Israel’s blockade of entry into and

egress from Gaza for people and goods. This campaign was

combined and coordinated with an intensification of the in -

ternational financial blockade that had been instituted by the

United States and the European Union in order to punish the

Palestinian people collectively after they committed the egre-

gious sin—in Israeli, American, and European eyes—of giving

Hamas a majority in the January 2006 elections to the Palestine

Legislative Council.

The leader of the Lebanese Shi‘a Islamist group Hizballah,

Shaykh Hassan Nasrallah, described (whether sincerely or not 

is irrelevant) his organization’s capture of two more Israeli sol-

diers on July 12 along the Israeli-Lebanese border, which was 

the proximate cause of the subsequent Israeli summer oƒensive

against Lebanon, as a response to this intense Israeli-American-

European siege of Gaza. This testifies not only to the increas-

ing linkage between crises in Palestine and Lebanon, but also 

to the close connections that Hizballah and Hamas have devel-

oped with each other. These connections went back to Israel’s

shortsighted decision in December 1992 to exile over four 

hundred senior Hamas militants to Marj al-Zuhour on the 
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Israeli-Lebanese border, where Hizballah cadres took them un-

der their wing, beginning a close relationship between the two

movements. 

More important, Israel and its prime backer, the United

States, increasingly came to see Hamas and Hizballah as inex-

tricably connected in terms of the support they both received

from Syria, and especially from Iran. Indeed, in the eyes of the

Bush administration, both groups were no more than nearly

identical terrorist pawns of Iran and Syria. They were seen as

proxies of these powers in a situation where U.S. policymakers

had made clear their belief that Iran and Syria, as “state spon-

sors of terrorism,” were the root cause of the region’s problems,

and therefore became the main targets of U.S. hostility. Thus,

the Arab-Israeli conflict, the internal Lebanese crisis, American

eƒorts to exert pressure on Syria, and, most important, the in-

tensifying American-Iranian standoƒ were all closely connected

during the July–August 2006 Israeli war on Lebanon. In some

sense, this war was a product of all these factors. It was also a

clear instance of the way in which previously separate issues and

problems have become intertwined in the Middle East since the

end of the Cold War.

There is nothing particularly unusual about a connection

between the Arab-Israeli conflict and crises involving Leba-

non. As we saw in chapter 4, this linkage goes back at least to the

first Israeli attack on Lebanon in the immediate aftermath of

the 1967 war, when Beirut airport was devastated in 1968 by Is-

raeli air strikes on airport installations and civilian airliners on

the ground.16 Soon thereafter, Israeli raids on Lebanon and the

presence of armed Palestinian factions in Lebanon provoked 

the first of many governmental crises, eventually leading up to

the Lebanese war of 1975–90. What was unusual in the summer

2006 war was that this was not just a further phase of the Arab-

Israeli conflict, and not just another crisis involving Israel and
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Lebanon. Rather, it appeared in important respects to be a proxy

war between the United States and Iran, via the intermediary of

their respective local allies, Israel and Hizballah. 

It is irrelevant whether in fact the latter are proxies of the for-

mer, or if the key decisions in unleashing this conflict were taken

in Beirut, Jerusalem, and Tel Aviv, or in Washington, Tehran,

and Damascus. Whatever the case, there was a definite and jus-

tifiable perception on the part of leaders of the local, regional,

and international actors that this was in some measure a war by

proxy, and part of a much larger confrontation, one that tran-

scended Lebanon, Israel, and the entire Arab-Israeli conflict.

This is only one striking example among many of the linkages

that appear to be developing in the post–Cold War era between

conflicts in sometimes widely separated parts of the Middle East

and its vicinity. Another equally striking example would be the

growing organizational and other linkages between the original

Afghanistan/Pakistan-based al-Qa‘ida organization, on the one

hand, and what appear to be largely homegrown militant Is-

lamist groups in North Africa, Somalia, Yemen, Iraq, Afghani-

stan, Pakistan, and elsewhere, on the other. Although it is not

clear what the precise connections between them are, there can

be little question that in many cases inspiration, training, re-

cruits, and probably other resources move from one to another.

This, too, is a new phenomenon, albeit one not entirely without

precedent.17

If the above analysis is broadly correct, what happened in the

summer of 2006 in Lebanon, and subsequent developments,

represents a new element in the Middle Eastern strategic equa-

tion. Now, we are not only witnessing extensions of the Arab-

Israeli conflict into the domestic politics of neighboring coun-

tries, which is a very old pattern, aspects of which I examined 

in chapter 5. And we are not only witnessing external great-

power involvement in this and other local conflicts, also an old
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pattern, which was explored in chapter 4. What we are now 

also seeing is a close connection, indeed an increasingly tight

linkage, between conflicts in the eastern Mediterranean involv-

ing Israel, Palestine, Lebanon, Syria, Egypt, and other local ac-

tors, on the one hand, and other conflicts in the Gulf region,

notably involving Iraq and Iran, as well as various other arenas

far afield, like Afghanistan, Pakistan, Yemen, and North Africa,

on the other. 

george w. bush’s war on terror 

Disparate arenas, quite distinct conflicts, and a range of dissim-

ilar organizations were explicitly grouped together under the

Bush administration’s rubric of the “global war on terror.” This

war is in fact not truly global, although it certainly has some

global aspects, much hyped by its American partisans. It is

rather being fought by the United States and its allies predomi-

nantly within lands inhabited predominantly by Muslims. Its

battlefields range from Iraq to Afghanistan, from Palestine to

Lebanon, and from central Asia to Morocco and Algeria, the

Horn of Africa, and Darfur. Moreover, the terrorist “enemy” is

in fact quite diƒerent in each place: in Afghanistan, in addition

to the global terrorist/nihilist al-Qa‘ida organization (which

may in fact no longer mainly be based there), there is the Tal-

iban, a Pushtun Afghani fundamentalist group whose aims and

actions are entirely restricted to Afghanistan. They have little or

nothing in common with, for example, Hamas, a Sunni Islamist

Palestinian nationalist group whose aims and actions are en-

tirely restricted to Palestine/Israel, or with the motley collection

of Sunni and Shi‘ite factions often savagely opposed to one an-

other but whose main objective is fighting the United States’ oc-

cupation in Iraq, or with Hizballah, a Lebanese Shi‘ite Islamist

group that grew up as a result of and in direct reaction to the Is-
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raeli occupation of southern Lebanon in 1982 (in the words of

Israeli defense minister Ehud Barak, already quoted, “We en-

tered into Lebanon . . . [and] Hizbullah was created as a result of

our stay there”18). 

The only thing all of these movements and forces share in

common is a relationship to political Islam, and a dependence

on violence, often directed indiscriminately against civilians, 

as the main means of achieving their political goals. Neverthe-

less, only a subset of the many groups—and states—that use 

violence against civilians in ways that are similarly indiscrimi-

nate have been chosen as targets in this war. Among them all,

solely al-Qa‘ida is an international terrorist organization that

specifically targets the United States. Moreover, in the words of

journalist Robert Scheer: “Terrorism is a social pathology that

needs to be excised with the surgical precision of detective 

work, inspired by a high level of international cooperation, the

very opposite of the unilateral war metaphor that recruits new

generations of terrorists in the wake of the massive armies we

dispatch.”19

It might be argued—I think wrongly—that the Bush ad-

ministration’s war on terror was no more than an illusion, an 

artifact created as a projection of the powerful, deep-seated ide-

ological drive that animated President George W. Bush, Vice

President Dick Cheney, and their closest advisors.20 In fact, for

all the oversimplifications and all the falsehoods that are em-

bodied in the concept, there can be little doubt that for these

and other Republican (and some Democratic) politicians who

have made it the centerpiece of their early-twenty-first-century

foreign and domestic policy, this conflict is very real. For many

of them it has a quasi-religious significance, much as had the

crusade against “international communism” fifty years ago. 

In certain senses, driven by this partisan agenda, Americans

have simply exchanged communism for terrorism as an all-

encompassing, terrifying threat to their well-being.21
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Whatever the degree of sincerity of its proponents, waging

this war was absolutely necessary in American domestic terms

for several quite prosaic reasons. The first was to show that the

Bush administration was doing something in the face of the

threat to the security of American citizens revealed by the at-

tacks of 9/11. As it happens, in the assessment of most competent

observers, the clumsy, inept, and poorly planned campaigns the

Bush administration unleashed, whether in Afghanistan and

Iraq or against al-Qa‘ida or groups described as linked to it else-

where, may have increased the actual risk to American citizens

at home and abroad, creating terrorists where none previously

existed. By the same assessments, these campaigns have most

probably multiplied the number of enemies American forces

are fighting abroad, notably in Iraq, which of course had noth-

ing whatsoever to do with terrorism directed against the United

States.22 This outcome provided all the more reason for its par-

tisans to proclaim the necessity of such a war, in a remarkably

self-fulfilling cycle, whereby the failure of the Bush adminis -

tration’s policies to combat terrorism, indeed their success in

expanding the ranks of America’s enemies, was successfully ex-

ploited to justify the continuation of these same failed policies. 

The “global war on terror” was necessary as well in order to

maintain an atmosphere of fear in the American public at large.

American citizens might otherwise have objected far more vig-

orously to the Bush administration’s expansion of the powers 

of the presidency and of executive privilege generally, including

its manifold expansion of presidential power at the expense of

Congress, using a highly expanded definition of the president’s

war-making powers as the fulcrum, keyed on a tendentious in-

terpretation of the 2002 congressional resolution authorizing

the use of force in Iraq.23 Specifically, were it not for this gov-

ernment-generated cloud of fear (and the impugning of the pa-

triotism of critics by the administration and its right-wing

media chorus, facilitated by this atmosphere), Americans might
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have objected in particular to detention and surveillance poli-

cies that ignored constitutional protections and infringed on

citizens’ rights at home, and to illegal practices including the use

of torture, whether at Guantánamo or Abu Ghraib or elsewhere,

that have tarnished the image of the United States around the

world.24 The raising of terrorism alert levels at politically op-

portune moments, and the dramatic announcement of arrests

of would-be terrorists engaged in horrifying plots (which later

are downplayed or prove to be illusory) played a crucial part 

in this manipulation of American public fears.25 Only a war de-

picted in apocalyptic and existential terms as potentially aƒect-

ing all Americans, much as the struggle with communism was

depicted, would have been su‰cient to justify the Bush admin-

istration’s massive inroads on personal freedoms and its viola-

tions of the Constitution and the Bill of Rights.26 As the eminent

legal scholar Geoƒrey Stone has pointed out, citing cases going

back to the eighteenth century, the exploitation of war abroad

to justify the curtailment of freedoms at home is by no means a

new phenomenon in American history.27 By these means, the

Bush administration took this shabby American tradition sev-

eral steps further.

Third, the war on terror was necessary in order to justify and

explain the manifold expansion of America’s invasive military

posture in the Middle East, Afghanistan, and elsewhere since

2001. This expansion was clearly intended to be the basis for a

massive, long-term American military presence throughout the

region. The fact that in and of itself this presence is a striking in-

novation is something that is almost totally ignored in Ameri-

can public discourse. The depth and novelty of the engagement

of United States military forces in various countries in the Mid-

dle East and adjacent states, whether in combat operations or in

other ways, has been little appreciated or understood by public

opinion, the press, and Congress. Nor has the public appreci-
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ated that this new and massive military presence constitutes a

radical departure from past practice. Few people realize that

from the 1960s through the 1980s, at the height of the Cold War,

when the United States faced a formidable Soviet rival and its 

regional allies and proxies, it somehow managed to protect its 

vital interests in the Gulf region and most of the Middle East

successfully, essentially through an “over the horizon” military

presence combined with the tiniest regional military footprint.

During these decades, there were few American military bases

(all of them small and unobtrusive), no occupations, and no

high-profile U.S. military presence anywhere in the Middle

East. The broad rubric of the “global war on terror,” with the

concomitant exploitation of fear to cow citizens and prevent

them from asking pertinent questions, conveniently obviates

explaining why, long after the demise of such a formidable rival

as the USSR, it is today necessary to have a much more exten-

sive American military presence in this region than at any time

since World War II. It also makes it possible to obscure the fact

that this presence involves deployments and bases that go far 

beyond those directly related to the ongoing wars in Iraq and

Afghanistan. 

Finally, the war on terror has become an indispensable new

justification for the mammoth annual U.S. defense budget. 

This justification became all the more urgent in the wake of the

Cold War and the demise of the former Soviet bogeyman, which

nominally justified such prodigious and disproportionate ex-

penditures: the U.S. defense budget was $483 billion in 1988 and

$546 billion in 2007. USSR/Russia, Britain, and France together

spent $336 billion and $147 billion in the same years: down from

69 percent to 26 percent of the expanded U.S. total in less than

two decades.28 For a short time, at the outset of the George W.

Bush administration, it appeared as if a resurgent China would

be recruited to play the essential role of justifying such bloated



222 RASHID KHALIDI

spending.29 Then 9/11 intervened, providing a much more ur-

gent and slightly more plausible pretext for inflated defense

budgets. 

We should never forget, however, that while the global war

on terror may serve the base ulterior purposes shared by some

American politicians, the Pentagon, and the military-industrial

complex, it is also a real war. As of July 2008, more than forty-

one hundred American service personnel had been killed and

thirty thousand wounded in Iraq, with over five hundred Amer-

ican troops killed and nearly twenty-two hundred wounded in

Afghanistan. Meanwhile, untold and uncounted tens of thou-

sands of Iraqis, Afghans, and others have died.30 This war con-

stitutes a monumental global military-intelligence-political

eƒort, to which is devoted much of a current annual United

States defense budget of nearly $550 billion, including a re-

quested “emergency” supplementary appropriation for 2007 of

over $100 billion to fight the Iraqi and Afghan wars,31 and a large

proportion of the huge confidential budgets for the many com-

ponents of the U.S. intelligence community, as well as other

large sums hidden within other parts of the U.S. federal budget.

In the end it is irrelevant whether these hundreds of billions

of dollars have been spent on the wars in Iraq or Afghanistan, 

or in Israel or Somalia or Pakistan, or at home on unnecessary

weapons systems. In any case, this was all part of a larger eƒort

by a United States administration that for eight years was led by

individuals who appeared to believe seriously, or at least pre-

tended to believe, that all of the entirely discrete and separate

wars, conflicts, and forces that the United States has been en-

gaged with from the Middle East through central Asia, with

manifold extensions elsewhere, were integrally linked. In their

view, the United States is fighting a single enemy in all of these

disparate arenas, which some of them, including Senator John

McCain before and during the 2008 presidential campaign, have
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termed “Islamofascist.” This neat Madison Avenue conflation 

of two stock bogeymen was a typically cynical concoction of 

the Bush administration’s neoconservative fellow travelers and

spinmeisters. These individuals showed no compunction and

absolutely no shame in arbitrarily invoking Munich, appease-

ment, a nuclear holocaust (or the Nazi Holocaust),32 or any

other ahistorical precedent to justify their extreme twenty-first-

century policies. In the rhetoric of the Bush administration, this

single hydra-headed enemy that it proclaimed the United States

must fight the world over was the same one that attacked the

United States on 9/11, and was responsible for numerous other

terrorist outrages against Americans and others. 

Is this a correct view, or a well-informed and objective one?

It is certainly not correct: I have already discussed the extreme

diversity, in some cases the complete dissimilarity, among the

disparate targets of this “war.” I have also pointed out that most

of them clearly have no intention of harming the United States

or its citizens. Moreover, it is not a well-informed and objective

view. We know this from many sources. One is the devastating

account of Paul Pillar, the experienced professional intelligence

o‰cial who from 2002 until 2005 was national intelligence o‰ -

cer for the Middle East, in eƒect the American intelligence com-

munity’s most senior analyst. He damningly describes how 

his and other expert advice was systematically overruled on the 

basis of spurious “evidence” trumped up by political appointees

like Lewis Libby, David Addington, Stephen Cambone, and

Douglas Feith, doing the bidding of their ill-informed politi-

cal superiors, notably Vice President Cheney and Defense Secre-

tary Donald Rumsfeld, in order to justify the rush to war with

Iraq.33

Another damning piece of evidence is an article by an editor

of the Congressional Quarterly showing that many top members

of the Bush administration (and of the congressional leadership
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as well) did not know some of the most elementary things about

Islam and Middle East politics, like the diƒerence between Sun-

nis and Shi’a, or between Hamas and Hizballah.34 Given this

abysmal degree of ignorance regarding basic facts about Islam

and the Islamic world today, it is inconceivable that these senior

o‰cials could have had any clear idea about the true nature of

the links—if any—that existed between the elements of the in-

ternational concatenation of “rogue states” and Islamist “ter-

rorist organizations” which they described as the monolithic

“Islamofascist” enemy of the United States. There was clearly

much else such senior figures inside and outside government

did not know and did not want to learn about the Middle East

and the Islamic world, as their superficial, Manichaean depic-

tion of this struggle and their fumbling conduct of the wars in

Iraq and Afghanistan have amply demonstrated. This grievous

lack of basic knowledge, and a stubborn unwillingness to listen

to experts or to hear contrary views, was in fact broadly charac-

teristic of the Bush administration. Given these realities, one

must ask how these individuals could have had any serious 

understanding of the enemy against which they claimed the

United States must wage an unending struggle.

It is not coincidentally an article of blind faith among those

of the neoconservative ideological persuasion that dominated

the Bush administration (and an enduring staple of Israeli gov-

ernment rhetoric as well) that such “rogue states” are the driv-

ing engines of terrorism, even in the absence of any concrete

evidence for this assertion. The obsession with fighting “state

sponsors of terrorism,” which the Bush administration and ear-

lier administrations have firmly embedded in United States law,

helped justify the invasion of Iraq, and has been used as a justi-

fication for a future war with Iran. The pursuit of this white

whale is central to the worldview of these policymakers and

their ideological soul-mates in the plethora of generously funded
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right-wing “think tanks” that have played such a prominent role

in Washington in recent decades.35 It is almost invariably wed-

ded to a lack of any in-depth historical, linguistic, cultural, or

other expertise about the countries in this category, or indeed

about the broader Middle East.36

Nevertheless, however misguided, simplistic, and ill-

informed these views may have been, they constituted the fun-

damental basis for the policies and actions in the Middle East of

the Bush administration from its inception. These initiatives es-

caped virtually without public scrutiny inside the United States

for several years because of the powerful aftereƒects on the

American national psyche of the terrorist attacks on New York

and Washington, D.C., of September 11, 2001. At least where Iraq

is concerned, some of these policies were finally called into

question by American public opinion, and provoked the skepti-

cism of a growing segment of the higher ranks of the U.S. o‰cer

corps, as well as many experienced intelligence professionals

and diplomats. However, these public attitudes and the pri-

vate doubts of those in government service hardly aƒected the

course of the war in Iraq, which would enter its seventh year in

March 2009. Nor did they have much impact on the policy of

the Bush administration in its last years in a variety of other ar-

eas in the Middle East. 

Throughout George W. Bush’s second term, expressing the

slightest doubt about the near-sacred construct of the “global

war on terror” was perceived as being lethally dangerous to

American politicians, particularly Democrats. Casting doubt on

central aspects of this concept seemed nearly as toxic then as was

the accusation of being “soft on communism” at the height of

the Cold War. This blanket dispensation in turn covered a mul-

titude of sins. Thus, since al-Qa‘ida was based in Afghanistan

and was allied to the Taliban, it is virtually impossible to ques-

tion whether it makes sense for the United States to continue 
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to fight a war in Afghanistan against the Taliban. One looks in

vain for American politicians or policy “experts” who will ask

whether the United States and it allies should continue to oc-

cupy and try to pacify Afghanistan after eight years of trying,

without success, to prevail over the Taliban. Even less likely is

public questioning of whether there might be some means of

achieving the universally-agreed-upon end of defeating the

global terrorists of al-Qa‘ida other than an unending war in 

exceedingly di‰cult terrain against what is, and for nearly a

decade has been, the strongest force among the Pushtun pop -

ulation of Afghanistan (who constitute the country’s largest 

single ethnic group and whose fellow Pushtuns dominate Paki-

stan’s adjacent northwest provinces). Not entirely surprisingly,

therefore, during the summer–fall 2008 election campaign, both

presidential candidates dutifully made it clear that in spite of

their diƒerences over Iraq, they would expand the war in Af-

ghanistan with the dispatch of further units of American troops.

The stubbornness with which its proponents put forward

the basic idea that in order to deal with terrorism, the United

States must make war all over the Middle East and in its envi-

rons, and that full-fledged war is the only means to deal with

this scourge, should give us a clear sense of how deadly serious

is the “global war on terror” and its concomitant, the cold war

the Bush administration has waged with Iran and what are de-

scribed as its proxies, notably Hizballah and Hamas. Those who

disseminate these ideas aƒect this seriousness in spite of the fact

that rational assessment would reveal that both global Islam-

ist terrorism directed against the United States and the threat

posed by Iran and all its minions are in fact far less formidable

and lethal in their potential than were the Soviet Union and the

“international communist movement” in their heyday. And yet

the levels of hysteria, hyperbole, and hyperventilation among

the Chicken Littles who propagate such ideas are at least as high
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as at the apogee of the Cold War. What makes this situation par-

ticularly dangerous is not the connections they have imagined

between elements of a shadowy and sinister Islamic “terrorist

international,” but the interaction of this vivid fantasy world

with the dangerous actual linkages that have emerged between

a number of real-world hot spots.

I have argued that the years since the end of the Cold War

have witnessed the growth of closer linkages between the Gulf,

the eastern Mediterranean, and global terrorism. Most notable

among these linkages have been the connections between the

Arab-Israeli conflict and issues related to the conflicted Ameri-

can-Iranian relationship since the fall of the shah. This has

meant that the ongoing crises, conflicts, and friction involving

Palestine, Lebanon, Syria, Iraq, Iran, Afghanistan, and Pakistan

are now ever more closely related. This process has been en-

hanced significantly in consequence of the impact over the past

few years of a number of important, novel phenomena: 

1. The destruction of the Iraqi state. Iraq, while barely over eighty

years old in 2003 and nominally created by the British, was

firmly rooted in governmental processes and institutions left

behind by the Ottoman state, which ruled this region for four

hundred years. The most important of these institutions was

Iraq’s military establishment, which was created in its entirety

by former Ottoman o‰cers.37 The dissolution of these hard-

won state structures began with the suicidally misguided de-

cision of Saddam Hussein’s Ba‘th regime to attack Iran in 1980.

This decision, it is worth recalling again, was strongly encour-

aged and supported at the time by the United States and its Eu-

ropean allies and Arab clients. There followed nearly nine

devastating years of war with Iran, and then the Ba‘th regime’s

equally foolhardy decision to invade Kuwait in 1990. The re-

sulting slow disintegration of Iraqi society and economy, and
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with them of the power of the Iraqi state, was then com-

pounded by Iraq’s defeat and expulsion from Kuwait in 1991,

and the ravaging of the country through the U.S./UN sanc-

tions regime for the next twelve years. This process of disin -

tegration was finally completed and may have been made

irreversible by the Bush administration’s decision to invade

and occupy Iraq and dismantle its state structures and army,

without putting anything in their place but an overstretched

and underprepared army of occupation. The result was, for a

time at least, the virtually complete dissolution of one of the

most powerful Arab states and the potential disappearance of

Iraq as a unified country; the sparking of acute sectarian civil

strife, which at one point reached the level of an Iraqi civil war;

grave possible ramifications for sectarian conflict in various

parts of the Islamic world; and the creation of a lasting power

vacuum in a critical part of the Middle East. Even if the Iraqis

can succeed in reconstructing the Iraqi state themselves (once

the American occupation of their country has finally ended),

hopefully on a more equitable and democratic basis than that

of the pre-2003 state, the process will be painful and will take

many years. Moreover, until this process is completed, a power

vacuum will remain at the heart of the region.

2. The growth in power of an independent Iran completely outside

the orbit of any other state. The Iranian Revolution of 1978–

79 was followed by the radicalization and entrenchment in

power of an authoritarian Islamist clerical regime that was

hostile to both communism and the West and that has domi-

nated Iran ever since. This regime further consolidated its

power—and its turn toward radical isolationism was acceler-

ated—as a result of a Pyrrhic victory in the war launched

against it by Iraq, with the support of most Arab countries,

Russia, and the West. The regime grew in strength with the

gradual decline of Iraq under the crushing international sanc-
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tions regime after the 1991 Gulf War. The regional rise of Iran

was capped by the defeat and destruction of Iraq’s Ba‘th

regime in 2003, and earlier, that of the Taliban in Afghanistan,

as well as the postoccupation dismantling of the remaining

state structures in Iraq. Much of this took place courtesy of the

wars of the George W. Bush administration, which thereby

eliminated two of the Iranian regime’s most deadly enemies.

Relieved of these two neighboring predators, Iran has been

free to pursue nuclear power, whether it turns out to be for

civilian or military ends, and to extend aggressive support to

its allies and proxies like Hizballah throughout the region.

These actions have been signs of the clerical regime’s growing

power, confidence, and reach, even as they were a response to

the fierce overt and covert campaign waged against it by the

Bush administration and its allies.38 It is worth noting that the

past three decades mark the first extended period in over a

century that Iran has not been dominated by external powers

or subject to their direct interference. It remains to be seen

whether Iran’s actions and the provocative and bellicose rhet-

oric of leading regime figures like President Mahmoud Ah-

madinejad will play into the hands of powers like the United

States, Israel, and Saudi Arabia, which have seemed deter-

mined to limit its influence, if not, at times, to destroy its cur-

rent regime. 

3. The destruction of the Afghan state, and the creation of a power

vacuum in that country. This process began with the ill-fated

1979 Soviet invasion, and the decision by the United States and

its clients to intervene covertly in Afghanistan to defeat the

USSR. It was accelerated by the equally ill-fated U.S. decision

to support the most radical and extreme Islamic factions in-

side Afghanistan against the Soviets, including fanatical vol-

unteers recruited by the intelligence services of the United

States, Saudi Arabia, Egypt, Pakistan, Israel, and other coun-
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tries from all over the Arab and Islamic worlds. In the course

of the war, the Red Army, its allies, its opponents, and other

forces devastated the country, leading to the near-destruction

of the Afghan central government and making Afghanistan

nearly ungovernable. The defeat there of the Soviet Union and

the latter’s subsequent collapse was followed by the callous

abandonment of the country by the United States and eventu-

ally by the rise to power of the Taliban, sponsored by Pakistani

military intelligence, and by the emergence of al-Qai‘da. Fol-

lowing 9/11, Afghanistan was the scene of overt U.S. military

intervention. This provoked the descent of the country once

again into a low-grade civil-cum-regional war involving the

United States, NATO, Pakistan, Iran, and other actors which

has been ongoing for nearly eight years. As I write in late 2008,

it does not appear that this war is close to an end, that an

Afghan state which can exert control over the entire country

is going to be rapidly reconstructed (it is questionable whether

such an entity ever existed in the entire history of Afghani-

stan), or that the power vacuum there is about to be filled. Nor

does it appear that the current external intervention in Af-

ghanistan will be any more lasting or successful than was that

of Alexander the Great or others who followed him, from the

Russian and British to the Soviet empires.

4. The Gulf-Palestine connection. In 1990 and 1991 U.S. secretary

of state James Baker oƒered this linkage in exchange for the

support of Arab governments for the American-led coun-

teroƒensive against the Iraqi occupation of Kuwait. As a sort

of quid pro quo, Baker held out the willingness of the first

Bush administration to launch a comprehensive negotiation

for a resolution of the conflict between Israel and the Arab

parties, including the Palestinians. This linkage resulted in the

convening of the 1991 Madrid peace conference and later in the

negotiation of the 1993 Oslo Accords and the Israeli-Jordanian
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peace treaty. The inconclusive—indeed in most respects neg-

ative—outcome of the Oslo process had become apparent to

most observers less than a decade after the Oslo Accords were

signed in Washington, D.C., in 1993.39 This in turn has called

into question the wisdom of those Arab governments and the

PLO leadership, which accepted the sincerity of the commit-

ment of successive U.S. administrations to a serious eƒort to

end Israel’s occupation of Arab territories and to achieve a just

peace between Israel and the Palestinians in particular. The at-

tempt by Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice in late 2007 and

in 2008 to launch a new round of Palestinian-Israeli negotia-

tions was linked to the Bush administration’s ongoing region-

wide campaign against Iran in ways reminiscent of the linkage

with the war with Iraq that was promoted by Secretary Baker

seventeen years earlier. It appeared, however, highly unlikely

that history would judge that it achieved even the limited suc-

cess of her predecessor’s initiatives. What is clear in any case is

that Palestine-Israel and Gulf issues are more closely linked

than they ever had been in the past.

5. The invocation by the Bush administration, discussed in this

chapter, of a “global war on terror” as a rubric covering intensive

direct and indirect American military intervention and covert

operations ranging from the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq to 

less visible instances in Iran, Somalia, Sudan, and elsewhere.

Among the indicators of the broad extent of the war on terror

are the expanded American military presence throughout the

Middle East and central Asia, including the development of

many large, new “enduring” bases in Iraq and elsewhere,40 and

the creation of a new military command, the United States

Africa Command.41 This eƒort ties together an entirely new

level of American activities across a vast range of the Islamic

world, from Northwest Africa to central Asia, Pakistan, and

perhaps farther afield. It was certainly meant by the Bush ad-
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ministration to put in place a long-term American military

presence, at least insofar as Iraq was concerned. The term “en-

during bases” was employed by Bush administration o‰cials

early on during the occupation of Iraq, and it then faded from

their rhetoric, although the major bases there have grown re-

lentlessly larger and more permanent in the six years since the

occupation began. The term was reprised in President Bush’s

speech of September 13, 2007, in which he spoke of an “endur-

ing relationship” with Iraq, and a U.S. military presence there

that “extends beyond my presidency.” By contrast, in July

2008, Democratic presidential candidate Barack Obama

wrote, “I would not hold our military, our resources and our

foreign policy hostage to a misguided desire to maintain per-

manent bases in Iraq. . . . we seek no presence in Iraq similar to

our permanent bases in South Korea.”42 It remains to be seen

how an increasingly assertive Iraqi government will deal with

this issue under a new administration, given that Iraqi pub-

lic opinion is overwhelmingly opposed to the long-term pres-

ence of U.S. bases in Iraq.43

6. The precipitate decline in the influence and standing of the

United States in the Middle East, the Islamic countries, and else-

where. This decline in American stature has in large part been

a consequence of the various phenomena just described, the

cumulative impact of which has been to lead the United States

in a few short years from a position of unparalleled worldwide

power, influence, and popularity at the end of the Cold War,

to one of nearly universal opprobrium with public opinion in

the Middle East and the Islamic world, and also in many other

parts of the globe.44 The degree of self-inflicted damage done

by the disastrous American occupation of Iraq in particular

both to American deterrent capabilities and to perceptions of

American capabilities is also clearly great, but hard to quan-

tify. This decline in the influence of the United States, and in
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other major powers’ perceptions of its capabilities, which may

or may not have reached its nadir, has not yet led these powers

to attempt to step in to fill the resulting power vacuum. How-

ever, other powers may eventually be impelled to do just that

if after the departure of George W. Bush from the White

House in January 2009 there is a continuation of the trend es-

tablished in U.S. policy over the years of the Bush administra-

tion of ill-considered decisions based on extreme ideological

readings of the Middle East, combined with aggressive resist-

ance to relying on real expertise about that region or to con-

sidering the interests and views of allies. The Middle East is

simply too important to the vital interests of too many people

the world over to be left much longer to the sometimes brutal

ministrations of a reckless, stumbling, delusional giant.

There have been many consequences of the interaction of

these phenomena. Among the most important of them was a

steady decline over several years in American public support for

President Bush and especially for his administration’s Iraq pol-

icy, a policy that CNN polls showed was steadily opposed over

more than a year from mid-2007 to late 2008 by about two-

thirds of Americans.45 This precipitate decline in popular sup-

port for the president’s signature issue, the Iraq War, marked a

rapid comedown for a man who won two presidential elections

and enjoyed high poll ratings as recently as 2004. Popular rejec-

tion of the Iraq War is an indication that American citizens, no-

toriously insulated from news about the real situation in many

parts of the world by the mainstream media’s meretricious and

shallow coverage of global events (if serious international cov-

erage is provided at all), nevertheless managed to figure out that

things were not going at all well in the Middle East, all the spin

notwithstanding, and that the Bush administration’s policies

were at least partly to blame.
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after the cold war

What more can be said about this new post–Cold War situation

centered on the Middle East, where one crisis spills over into 

another, and where dangerous flashpoints, from central Africa 

to central Asia, are increasingly linked? It is clear that this new

regional configuration poses diƒerent and more unpredictable

dangers than did the more controlled and localized Middle East

crises of the Cold War period. However adventurous or danger-

ous were the occasional actions of the superpowers in the east-

ern Mediterranean, however volatile were the Middle Eastern

conflicts they became involved in, there were always clear rules

of the game. Moreover, these crises were largely compartmen-

talized, and there generally was the sense at the end of the day

that responsible, sober adults were in charge (even if this may

well have been an illusion at times46). For one thing, most of the

major protagonists during the Cold War—the PLO in its early

years being the major exception—were states rather than non-

state actors, unlike the situation today, where shadowy terrorist

groups and nebulous proxies for various states appear to play a

key role. 

At the same time, it is important to note that the potential

price of a misstep during the Cold War was far greater than it 

is today: this price included the very real, if remote, possibility

of collective annihilation of the entire human race in a nuclear

war. For all the concrete dangers posed by al-Qa‘ida and other

Islamist terrorists—as opposed to illusory dangers emanating

from them that have been imagined and inflated by professional

panic-mongers in Washington since the end of the Cold War

—these groups do not pose an existential threat to Western so-

cieties and states. Quite unlike the situation during the Cold

War, the United States and its allies in Europe and Japan are at

no risk whatsoever of annihilation by al-Qa‘ida and similar or-



SOWING CRISIS 235

ganizations, even if such groups have proven that they have 

the certain capacity to launch cruel acts of mass terrorism that 

pose a serious threat to the safety and security of American cit-

izens and those of its allies. This crucial diƒerence—between a

true existential peril and the grave potential danger to innocent

citizens from random, heinous acts of terrorism like those di-

rected against the World Trade Center, the Atocha train station

in Madrid, and the Underground in London—has been cyni-

cally elided by those in Washington who after 9/11 made it their

business to try to keep the American public in a permanent state

of fear.

Today the United States, as the globe’s sole superpower, is

operating in a world without rules. Most of the rules fashioned

during the Cold War disappeared with the collapse of the Soviet

Union, while the framework of international law and institu-

tions painstakingly devised at the end of World War II has been

systematically disdained and degraded in part by the arrogant

unilateralists who were in power in Washington for eight years,

at times openly expressing their contempt for the United Na-

tions, international law, and human rights. Moreover, as had 

already been established in Afghanistan, in the fight against al-

Qa‘ida, and in the war in Iraq, it became painfully apparent

once again during the summer 2006 war in Lebanon and in sub-

sequent events in that country and in Palestine that the most

senior U.S. policymakers, from Vice President Cheney and the

president on down, were little more than fumbling amateurs

where the Middle East was concerned. They were revealed once

again as willfully ill-informed, and as driven by a thoroughly

mistaken set of idées fixes. To the extent that they had a policy,

it was radically misguided and largely unsuccessful. They were

operating in the Middle East without a compass, in a post–Cold

War international system in a state of flux.

For all the terrors of Cold War doctrines like “mutual as-
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sured destruction,” for all the cynical manipulation by the 

superpowers of their clients and allies, for all the Cold War’s

many other negative eƒects, once the U.S. government decided

on a policy of containment, and once it was clear that the Soviet

Union could and would only challenge this policy at the mar-

gins, the Cold War system provided a relatively stable inter -

national environment. This was certainly true as far as the

Mediterranean and the Middle East were concerned, even if the

danger of a nuclear confrontation always hovered in the back-

ground. Today, in a unipolar world, there are no agreed-upon

rules, there is no clear system that governs international rela-

tions, and there appears to be little impetus toward a better

arrangement of global governance. This is particularly the case

since, following the achievement of uncontested U.S. hegemony

as a result of the sudden and unexpected disappearance of the

Soviet Union, three successive American administrations failed

to contribute to a vision for a world order to help organize the

new post–Cold War configuration. Indeed, the George W. Bush

administration played the central role in creating a new world

of disorder by aggressively denouncing or undermining many

of the existing pillars of the international system, from strategic

arms limitations agreements with Russia to crucial aspects of in-

ternational humanitarian law. It is the terrible misfortune of the

Middle East to be at the epicenter of this new galaxy of disorder,

and of intertwined wars, crises, flashpoints, and failed, failing,

or precarious states, ranging from Afghanistan and Iraq to the

east, to Palestine and Lebanon in the center, to Sudan and So-

malia in the south and west.

This new situation is not just a function of the failure of

Presidents George H. W. Bush, Bill Clinton, and George W.

Bush and their principal advisors to define clearly a new role for

the United States in the post–Cold War world, or to try to work

multilaterally toward a new international synthesis to replace
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that erected during World War II, although all three achieved

relatively little in this regard. Nor is it solely a function of the

growing conflict between the United States and certain forces 

in the Arab and Islamic worlds, including those that target the

United States and are nihilistic, murderous, and ruthless. It 

also represents the egregious failure of other international ac-

tors to shoulder international responsibilities commensurate

with their size and power. This failure ranges from that of a 

European Union that barely has an organized, unified interna-

tional presence (outside of the economic sphere, where it is a

formidable giant), to that of a Russia that exercises its power 

fitfully, selfishly, clumsily, and often brutally, to that of India

and China, great world powers of the future that still do not be-

have with confidence outside their narrow immediate neigh-

borhoods. None of these actors has succeeded in defining a 

new and more constructive role for itself in the post–Cold War

world, and in the vital Mediterranean–Middle Eastern region 

in particular. Two of these powers, Europe and Russia, border

directly on that region, and have historically been deeply con-

cerned with its strategic importance, and more recently with its

importance in terms of world energy supplies. India and China,

while located farther away, are also increasingly aƒected by both

strategic and energy considerations relating to the Middle East.

Nevertheless, none of them has yet acted decisively in the re-

gion, whether positively or negatively, in a fashion commensu-

rate with their important interests in it. Were they to do so in a

cooperative, collective way, one that might channel and curb the

unbridled exercise of U.S. power there, it might indeed have a

positive eƒect.

There is one final factor that defines the situation in the

Mediterranean–Middle East region. This is the inability of the

Arab states, or of any single Arab state, to assert themselves suc-

cessfully in events taking place largely within the confines of the
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Arab world and its peripheries. With the partial exception of the

initiatives taken by nonstate actors like Hizballah and other par-

ties and militias (and a very few rare exceptions like the May

2008 Qatari mediation of the Lebanese crisis), the Arab states,

thanks to the manifold incapacities of their leaders, are no

longer an actor or a force, and are no longer subjects of their

own history. After millennia when it was the home to great

world powers, the Middle East has in recent decades been

turned in large measure into the object of the actions of others.

The Arab world in particular has become an arena where other

actors—whether external powers, substate actors, or the few

powerful non-Arab Middle Eastern states with significant abil-

ity to act independently, like Israel, Turkey, and Iran—take all

the initiatives, and where the Arab states respond passively. The

contrast between the Arab states and these three major non-

Arab states in the region is striking: for all the disadvantages and

problems each of the latter has to confront, all three have be-

come powerful and feared independent actors on the regional

stage, are subjects rather than objects of the actions of others,

and have to be taken very seriously by the United States and

other world powers.

This situation in the Middle East looks as if it may continue

for some time. If it is to change, that change could come from

several directions: 

1. When stronger, reformed democratic Arab states begin to ad-

dress seriously the pressing demands of their own peoples, and at

the same time begin to act with a minimum of cohesion and sol-

idarity as a group. This end would require common interests

and a commitment to collective action being placed above 

the selfish, greedy, narrow interests of the unrepresentative

cliques of autocrats and kleptocrats that cling to power in

most of these states, against the wishes of their people. Given
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the glaring and growing inequalities and disparities within

and between Arab states, such action would probably involve,

at the very least, intensive, targeted regional investment in the

most populous states (most of which have limited or no oil re-

sources) by the small Arab states of the Gulf (the United Arab

Emirates, Oman, Kuwait, Qatar, and Bahrain), which along

with Libya are very sparsely populated—together all six have

only 14 million people—and have huge reserves of petro-

chemicals, and a total GDP of $513 billion. By contrast, Egypt

in 2007 had over 80 million people and a GDP of $404 billion.

The Saudi GDP, at $564 billion, was larger than that of Egypt

or of the other six states put together.47 The Arab states have

witnessed stagnation and an absence of regime change in 

most cases for decades, and suƒer from a definite democratic

deficit, a situation that I argued in chapter 5 was exacerbated

by the Cold War. It has continued since then. A move to dem-

ocratic governance and a change for the better in the current

dysfunctional relations between the Arab states may occur. If

not, it is likely that some weak Arab regimes, including per-

haps that of Egypt, will be drawn further into a spiral of re-

gional destabilization, and may even fall victim to revolution

and regime collapse as a result of their weaknesses and their

clinging dependence on an American giant, which has stum-

bled repeatedly over the decades in its policies toward them. 

2. When other major powers, like Europe, Russia, China, and In-

dia, finally begin to develop a coherent world role for themselves,

and recognize the vital importance to their long-term interests of

an active and enlightened policy in the Mediterranean–Middle

East region. This objective need not require directly con-

fronting the actions of the United States. It could consist sim-

ply of these states asserting their vital interests in the stability

of this region—stability that has been endangered over the

past few years by, among other things, shortsighted American
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policies—and a‰rming the consequent need for rational, 

collective action to remedy the dangerous situation created by

the interlocking crises from Palestine to Pakistan that the

Bush administration aggravated and exacerbated. This course

might involve the following: a) active participation in defus-

ing the dangerous American-Iranian confrontation; b) ad-

dressing forthrightly the problem of nuclear proliferation in

the Middle East, including by Israel, rather than just the 

question of Iran’s potential acquisition of nuclear weapons; 

c) helping to end the American occupation of Iraq and Af-

ghanistan and helping the peoples of those countries to

achieve peace and stability free of foreign interference; and 

d) aiding in brokering an Arab-Israeli peace settlement and se-

curing a rapid end to Israel’s military occupation and colo-

nization of Palestinian land. Failing such robust action, the

interests of all these major powers will continue to be ignored

by the United States, and harmed by the ongoing crises that

rack this region, as they have been harmed in the past in part

as a consequence of American policy there.

3. When the American people wake fully from the nightmare illu-

sions fostered by the George W. Bush administration, and begin

to deal pragmatically with real-world problems instead of re-

sponding to the exaggerated phantasms and false images that the

U.S. government and its allies in the media have projected onto

the region, from Afghanistan to Darfur, most of them keyed 

to terrorism. This last change cannot begin in earnest until af-

ter the Bush administration has left o‰ce in January 2009. It

may not begin for some time after that, if then: shallow, unin-

formed, hackneyed thinking about the Middle East is cer-

tainly not restricted to the Republican Party; it is indeed alive

and well among many politicians and would-be policymakers

in the orbit of the Democratic Party. There is, moreover, the

possibility that the policies of the Bush administration will
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leave behind time bombs that might worsen an already bad

situation, by encouraging regional Sunni-Shi‘a sectarian strife

and Arab-Iranian and Israeli-Iranian tensions, if not by pro-

voking a war with Iran, leaving a poisoned legacy that any new

administration in Washington will have to struggle with for

many years.

Change of a negative kind could also come from a particu-

larly provocative action by the Iranian regime, from a major 

terrorist outrage, from the sudden collapse of a major Middle

Eastern regime, from an unexpected and rapid worsening of 

the internal situation in Iraq, Afghanistan, Pakistan, Lebanon,

Yemen, Israel/Palestine, or one of the region’s other potential

flashpoints. 

Until the futility and fecklessness of the policies the United

States has pursued in the Middle East for many years is finally

brought home to the American people, forcing a radical change

for the better in these policies, it is up to a variety of actors,

whether the hitherto absent Arab states on the southern and

eastern shores of the Mediterranean, or the feeble European

Union on the Mediterranean’s northern shores, or nearby Rus-

sia, or other powers, to attempt to fill the vacuum left by the 

decline of American influence and the irresponsibility and de-

structiveness of the actions of the United States in this region

over at least eight years. This decline was attested to by a host 

of regional initiatives taken by local and middle-sized powers 

in mid- and late 2008 against the wishes and without the par-

ticipation of the United States. Among them were the Qatari

mediation of the Lebanese conflict, the Israeli-Syrian negotia-

tions mediated by Turkey, arrangements reached indirectly be-

tween Israel and Hizballah and Israel and Hamas for a prisoner

exchange and a cease-fire, respectively, and France’s broker-

ing of the establishment of diplomatic relations between Leba-
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non and Syria. If such major initiatives could be taken by re-

gional and middle-sized actors, major outside powers like the

EU, Russia, China, and India have the capability to attempt to

become active and responsible players in this volatile region.

The alternative is to continue to allow the lead to be taken by the

United States, after the Bush administration’s behavior rightly

forfeited the confidence of people around the world and lost it

the support of an overwhelming majority of the American peo-

ple. We must await evidence that a succeeding administration

can free itself from the delusions and fantasies that have en-

trapped American policymakers in their engagement with the

Middle East. 

the future of american 
power in the middle east

Let me conclude by returning to the questions about the future

of American power in the Middle East with which I ended the

first chapter of this book. As a historian, I am naturally reluctant

to make predictions. But I would suggest, on the one hand, that

there are both institutional factors and a powerful element of

inertia at work here, which together would militate in favor of a

much larger long-term American military presence in the Mid-

dle East than was either possible or likely before George W. Bush

became president, or than is in the interest of the United States

or the Middle East. 

The illogic, indeed the absurdity, of destroying regimes and

occupying countries in order to deal with amorphous transna-

tional terrorist networks, and of using a military machine that

currently costs over $550 billion annually to chase after a few

thousand clandestine terrorist operatives, has forcibly struck

many sensible observers in the United States and around the

world. It has even occurred to many of the American politicians
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who cravenly vote for these bloated military budgets, which

produce weapons systems unusable against terrorists, and in

some cases weapons that were originally designed to be used

against enemies that no longer exist.48 But the far-fetched con-

nection between launching wars in the Middle East and pro-

tecting the American public against terrorism was successfully

made by the Bush administration, and has been faithfully re-

peated by its sounding board in the right-wing “think tank”

world and in much of the media. In spite of the evident bank-

ruptcy of this argument, it continues to dominate public dis-

course.49

The seductive siren song of the “global war on terror” has

mesmerized many Americans. Opposing it, and with it the con-

centrated power of what President Dwight D. Eisenhower

warned against in his Farewell Address as the “military-indus-

trial complex,” terrifies most American politicians. Eisenhower

explicitly cautioned the American people: “In the councils of

government we must guard against the acquisition of unwar-

ranted influence, whether sought or unsought, by the military-

industrial complex. The potential for the disastrous rise of

misplaced power exists and will persist. We must never let the

weight of this combination endanger our liberties or demo-

cratic processes.”50 Eisenhower’s speech here echoes George

Washington’s Farewell Address of September 19, 1796, in which

the first American president warned against “overgrown mili-

tary establishments, which, under any form of government, are

inauspicious to liberty, and which are to be regarded as particu-

larly hostile to Republican Liberty.”51 It is certainly worth re-

calling that these were the two American presidents with the

broadest experience of high military command, and perhaps

the deepest understanding of how war and alarms of war can

cloud the understanding of rational men and women. The

lethal combination of the fear of appearing “soft on terrorism”
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(which has almost imperceptibly replaced communism as an

American bogeyman) with the unparalleled clout of the Amer-

ican military establishment and arms industry may therefore

well help to prolong the agony brought on by the current heavy

American footprint in the Middle East. 

On the other hand, against these factors, it can be argued

that lost wars have a leaden political logic of their own, as we saw

in Vietnam with both France in the 1950s and the United States

in the 1960s and 1970s. We may well see that the Iraq War will

eventually have the same eƒect, turning American public opin-

ion not only against the war, which solid majorities of Ameri-

cans have opposed for over four years, since mid-2004, but

forcefully against any and all foolish and ill-conceived military

adventures abroad.52 If public opinion goes beyond its basic op-

position to the Iraq War and turns broadly anti-interventionist,

as it did after the Vietnam War, Congress may finally be forced

to do the constitutional duty it has neglected to do: act to check

and balance the imperial executive that has arisen in what

Daniel Yergin called the national security state bred by the Cold

War.53

This has happened before. The prerogatives of the bloated

imperial post–World War II executive were cut back slightly in

the wake of the Vietnam debacle through the 1973 War Powers

Act, the mid-1970s work of the Pike Committee in the House

and the Church Committee in the Senate on intelligence over-

sight, the Foreign Intelligence Surveillance Act of 1978, the

Boland Amendment of 1982 banning aid to the Contras, and

other acts of true legislative courage. Nevertheless, the specter of

the imperial war-making executive answerable to nobody and

nothing was not banished and arose again. It was first revived in

the Reagan era, with the vast expansion of the military budget

and with the Iran-Contra scheme and other illegal attempts to

subvert the intent of Congress. It rose again during the admin-
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istration of George W. Bush, in a far more dangerous shape. This

time it took the form of unceasing eƒorts to expand without

limit the authority of the executive branch domestically and in-

ternationally on the basis of the most expansive possible read-

ing of the president’s war-making prerogatives. This eƒort was

made by President Bush and his closest advisors, especially Vice

President Cheney and his former colleague Donald Rumsfeld.

Neither of the latter was ever reconciled to the post-Vietnam

downsizing of these executive prerogatives in the mid-1970s,

when they both served in senior positions in the Ford adminis-

tration. They and George W. Bush were able to remedy this sit-

uation after the 2000 election. 

This is part of a decades-old struggle for a constitutional bal-

ance between the executive and the legislature over foreign pol-

icy and war-making, the latter backed by citizens who would

restrain the executive and its actions in the world. Its outcome

will perhaps determine not only whether the United States will

continue to play the kind of overweening military role in the

Middle East that it has played since the end of the Cold War, and

especially during the presidency of George W. Bush. It may also

determine whether the United States will revert in some meas-

ure to being a republic, responsive to the wishes of its citizens

and, because of its enormous economic, technological, and mil-

itary power, necessarily first among equals among the nations 

of the globe, but no more than that. The alternative is that the

United States will become even more of an empire, with its lead-

ers imperiously ignoring the wishes of its own citizens and those

of other peoples in the world. 

I have argued that the global war on terror is in practice an

American war in the Middle East against a largely imaginary set

of enemies, or at least against enemies quite diƒerent from those

imagined by the Bush administration. This war, in its many the-

aters, will be the scene where this epochal American constitu-
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decided. Resistance to exaggerated American hegemony in var-

ious parts of the world, and the decisions made by America’s cit-

izens and by future administrations, will determine whether or

not the United States will go forward on the course of folly in

the Middle East that it embarked on during the first years of the

twenty-first century. It is vital to recall that this “war on terror”

was always seen by its proponents as a permanent war, as a 

war without limits or end, akin to the Cold War but hotter and

longer. If it is continued after January 2009 in the form in which

it was initiated in the wake of the attacks of 9/11, through pri-

marily military means, and through the use of overwhelming

force in areas that have little or nothing to do with actual ter-

rorism directed against the United States, the United States may

be facing a series of campaigns even longer, and certainly blood-

ier, than the Cold War. 

The open-endedness of the war that George W. Bush and his

administration launched and have called on the American peo-

ple to wage into the indefinite future thus has profound impli-

cations not only for the Middle East and the world but for our

entire form of government at home. This state of aƒairs should

bring to mind the prescient words of James Madison quoted in

part in chapter 5: 

Of all the enemies of true liberty, war is, perhaps, the most to

be dreaded. . . . In war . . . the discretionary power of the exec-

utive is extended; its influence in dealing out o‰ces, honors

and emoluments is multiplied; and all the means of seducing

the minds are added to those of subduing the force of the peo-

ple. . . . No nation can preserve its freedom in the midst of con-

tinual warfare. . . . War is in fact the true nurse of executive

aggrandizement.54
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