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PREFACE
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The Cold War and how it played out in the Middle East have fascinated 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 superpowers’ 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 superpower policymakers thousands of miles, and often a mental world, away. That was the germ of this book, the disjuncture between 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 superpowers’ four-and-a-half-decade-long contest over and in the Middle East, not just in terms of their perspectives and the documents 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 unearthed from the old Soviet archives by the Cold War History Project, and from the American archives by the National Security Archive. Based on this and other documentation, the work of other scholars, and earlier research of my own,1 this book is 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 aspects 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 Middle 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 depend 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 administration’s foreign and security policies, as it was of the Bush administration’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 immediately 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 after 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 certainly 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 actions speak in terms of protection of its great-power prerogatives and its security, not of the triumph of communism. So while some elements of American and Russian policy justifications 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, 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 before that, of imperial Russia, and it is part of the sensitive southern 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 follow. Moreover, just as the Middle East and adjacent regions have always been a crucial arena for the functioning of the international system before and during the Cold War, as I show in chapter 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 asserting [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 aƒected by the conflict, or even acknowledgment of the realities on the ground where these contradicted fixed ideological imperatives. 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 Afghanistan. We may have seen the same logic at work as the Bush administration 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 Soviet 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 continue to be a major focus of American strategic attention, albeit 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 Lebanon 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 happens in American-Russian relations and regarding the war on terror, the Middle East will indeed continue to be a crucially important arena. The history I survey in this book will help to explain why this is so, and will give us all yet another opportunity to determine whether men and women learn anything from history. The signs for the post–Cold War era so far are not entirely encouraging.

   SEPTEMBER 2008




I

INTRODUCTION: RETHINKING THE
COLD WAR IN THE MIDDLE EAST


The period that is always most difficult 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 memory 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 virtually every region of the world, exacerbating and aggravating preexisting local conflicts or producing new ones, and envenoming the political atmosphere in numerous countries. Once it became a full-blown ideological and great-power confrontation in the wake of World War II, the East-West division dominated deliberations 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 Soviet 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 dispute. Former British prime minister Winston Churchill’s famous observation, in a speech at Westminster College in Fulton, 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 alliance between the Western powers and the Soviet Union and the beginning of a cold war between them. It is clear, for example, that Churchill and some of President Harry S. Truman’s advisors 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 after the 1917 revolution. It is unlikely that either Churchill or 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 experiences 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 obsession 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 picture, American policymakers, less experienced in international aƒairs than their British counterparts, often tended to be influenced by the latter’s deep concerns about the spread of communism 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 superpower rivalry for decades. The first such non-European confrontations between the USSR and the United States and its allies (even before the wars in East and Southeast Asia) transpired in the Middle East. They were to have a special importance, 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 history, 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 crucial 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 reluctance to readdress the period has especially afficted the “winning side,” where certain aspects of the orthodox, long- accepted interpretation of the conflict have yet to be challenged.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 writing of balanced, objective history of the Cold War.8

Although much good historical work has been done in recent 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 documentation on the Soviet side and from other sources has become available 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 Europe, 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 continually 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 regional 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 rivalry was a branch of an entire field, Sovietology, which grew up in the shadow of the Cold War and has now virtually disappeared. There has been a similar drop in recent decades in the number of such works in various Cold War–related fields. Ironically, 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’ involvement 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 Middle 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 leadership 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 initiatives in various ways. Although nominally a collective eƒort, 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 actors. Moreover, it constituted the first and only serious and sustained 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 American 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 immediately after the demise of the USSR seemed to indicate? Alternatively, 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 enormously expanded American post–World War II global presence. Similarly, the perceived Soviet threat was the pretext for the establishment 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 December 7, 1941.14 Before that date, the United States was a Western 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 became the dominant world power, the sole possessor of atomic weapons, with fleets and air forces that dwarfed those of all 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 issues 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 (although 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 major 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 American forces, and the later establishment and postwar maintenance 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- ern power. Indeed, I would argue strongly that these early war- time and postwar moves constituted the beginning of an American 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 location 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, including 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 unilateral in essence, even if they may have been superficially multilateral in form, while others emerged more genuinely from collective decision-making in the United Nations and elsewhere. Since the end of the Cold War, perhaps only American involvement in the Balkans and the North Korean nuclear crisis have been actions of the same level of gravity. In any case, these initiatives in the Middle East have been among the most dramatic 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 importance to American policymakers of the vast stretch of North Africa and West Asia running from the Atlantic Ocean to central 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 issues. The first is with respect to achieving a historical understanding 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, political, 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 appeared 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 American military posture indeed have its roots in decades of deepening 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 situation after 9/11, and the “global war on terror,” as the Bush administration 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 Western Hemisphere and the Pacific region before World War II, to being one of two superpowers, to its current position as the sole global hegemon. Is explaining the growth of American involvement 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 office 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 aberration, 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 actions, the pendulum is likely to swing back and we will eventually see this aggressive new course reversed by George W. Bush’s successors. By contrast, is this assertive new high-profile American 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, unilateral American military interventions in this unstable region that is likely to continue into the future, and is also likely to exacerbate 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 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 apparently 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 Office 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 executives.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 Arabia was only one link in this vast wartime chain, which stretched right around the globe, but the kingdom had one crucial characteristic, besides its strategic position and its possession of vast reservoirs of oil and gas beneath its soil: it was one of only two fully independent states in this crucial Middle Eastern region that had never been occupied by the troops of European 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 consortium 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 already 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 Eastern 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 interlocutor that all the Jewish survivors of the Nazi Holocaust be settled in Palestine. He stressed that happy though he was to cooperate 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 position, 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 Although 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 Washington 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 uttered the infamous words: “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.”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 dealings with Washington, and indeed in those of virtually every single Arab regime, democratic or autocratic, ever since. It remains so down to the present day. It has, however, been an irritant 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 Palestinians 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 independence of Great Britain’s heretofore exclusive and pervasive 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 managed 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, notwithstanding 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 (originally called an “airfield,” in deference to Saudi sensitivity about having foreign bases on their soil), on which construction began 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 sentiment 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 strategy came after the demise of the USSR removed any existential nuclear danger to the United States itself. However, these newly 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 depended 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 important. 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 January 1957. In it, Eisenhower proclaimed American support for any Middle Eastern government targeted by “overt armed aggression from any nation controlled by International Communism.”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 advocate 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 constitute the main poles of two opposed camps within the Arab world, which engaged in what the late Malcolm Kerr memorably 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 sometimes 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 radical parties and groups. Although this Soviet-Arab coalition seemed united by anticolonialism, a commitment to state-led development, contempt for “bourgeois democracy,” and some other shared values, it was in fact a profoundly uneasy agglomeration of forces. There were deep divergences and suspicions, and sometimes open conflicts, between its very disparate component parts, and between many of these parties and the various 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 respective squabbling Iraqi protégés, while keeping their bilateral relations 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 nationalist 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 future in the battle against the backwardness of the assorted traditional 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 Wahhabi religious establishment, and given the kingdom’s special place as the location of two of the three most holy places in Islam, Mecca and Medina. Particularly after the much more competent 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 parties 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 members of the outlawed Muslim Brotherhood, some of whom had already been spotted by Western intelligence agencies as potentially 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 today, given the current demonization of radical, militant political Islam in American public discourse, but for decades the United States was in fact a major patron, indeed in some respects the major patron, of earlier incarnations of just these extreme trends, for reasons that had everything to do with the perceived need to use any and all means to wage the Cold War.36

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 authoritarian 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 previously helped to subvert Middle Eastern democracies by actions such as supporting the Husni Zaim coup against the constitutionally 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 imposing 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 deleterious 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, Islam 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 coalition 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 ostentatiously 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 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 incoherent campaign against a broad and quite disparate range of largely unconnected regimes and militant, radical Islamic political 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 father. The now conveniently forgotten Cold War alliance between 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 politicized, militant, and often extreme form of Islam was seen as doing 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 southwestern 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 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 governments 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 neighboring 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 Liberation 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 militant political Islam thus provided an ideological banner and a critical rallying point. Islam was to continue to provide a lasting 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 occupation 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, 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 developments and to the unpleasant outcome of the Afghanistan experience 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 conflict, to the point that uninitiated observers may have assumed that it had always been thus. This fixed alignment did not, however, go back to the earliest phase of the Arab-Israeli conflict, the Palestine war of 1948–49. In fact, in that crucial formative period, 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 surreptitiously 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 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 concern 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 itself 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 relations 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 Super 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 strategic 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 themselves strange bedfellows, both opposing the aggression of the two old colonial powers and their Israeli ally against Egypt. 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 superpowers 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 supplying 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 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 surreptitiously 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 antiaircraft missiles, and the latter A-4 Skyhawk attack bombers, to Israel.

It was the 1967 war, however, that marked both the full alignment 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 supplied 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, following 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 willingness 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 direct cost to the United States. The Soviets in turn could not allow 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 enormous 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 secretary 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 competition between their superpower patrons, as Israel refused to negotiate seriously with Egypt in spite of American remonstrance, 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 respective allies more and more advanced weaponry, and became 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 several 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 Israel 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 unilaterally 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 seemingly 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 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 consequence of the single-minded concentration of both of the superpowers 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 calling 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 advantages in their rivalry with one another ultimately was far more important to the superpowers than was peace in the Middle 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 development, 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 distorted 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 superpowers. 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 establishment of the first autonomous Kurdish entity in history, one that was initially warmly supported by Stalin, and soon afterward 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 appalled aide: “Covert action should not be confused with missionary work.”49

A more recent episode of this depressing story of the Kurds 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 population),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 adoption 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 attendant on the Iranian Revolution, decided to respond vigorously 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 weakness 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 opportunity to do much greater harm to the Soviet Union. Indeed, Afghanistan opened for the Reagan team the long-sought prospect of bringing down the entire “evil empire.” The Reagan administration 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 become 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 office, rollback of communist regimes or regimes perceived to be under Soviet influence, whether in Africa, Central America, or Afghanistan, 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 and others whom it brought in from all over the Islamic world. It eventually proved to be more than a match for the Soviet occupation 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 Afghanistan. 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 intelligence services developed into al-Qa‘ida. All of these brutal, nihilistic, and violent organizations and forces are ghosts of the Cold War, bastard children born of the blowback of a now conveniently 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 expenditures to match the Reagan strategic arms buildup, but most experts agree that the Soviet system was probably ripe for collapse 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 represents one of these sequels, the evil work of the distant but very real ghosts originally conjured up by the United States to wage 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 obstacle to American domination of the Middle East than it may have seemed to some, and was the United States always more dominant, 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 imbalance between the two is the fact that the Middle East, like most of the other major arenas of Cold War rivalry, was immediately adjacent to the USSR. There were no such Cold War battlefields 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 favor of the United States.

Of course, the United States has, and has always had, the luxury of a greater degree of isolation from the rest of the world 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 assured 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, nevertheless, 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 produced 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 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 Middle East, although it now appears to have been of relatively limited 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 capitalist economies that the United States thoroughly dominated through the financial system centered on Wall Street and the International 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 operating 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 controlled 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 anticommunist, and none were committedly anticapitalist (the sole exception 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 attraction of most Middle Eastern rulers to both sides in the Cold War was purely based on naked power, and as it became apparent 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 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 office 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 evolving response, and their impact on the Middle East, to which we now turn.
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