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Abstract: Since the Second World War, the Middle East has been mentioned in connection with 
the national interest of America manifested by US presidents. This paper looks at the US foreign 
policy in the Middle East from Truman to Clinton on the premise that the US foreign policy has 
contributed to creating a breeding ground for dissatisfaction toward the US In this context, the 
paper focuses on the doctrines in use from the time of President Truman to Clinton. Thus, every 
American president has a doctrine, and this doctrine tells what political line the president fol-
lows regarding domestic and foreign policies.
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Introduction

In the wake of the Second World War 
(WWII), the United States of America (US) 
started showing interest in the Middle East. 
With Harry Truman’s uncompromised sup-
port for the newly created state in Palestine, 
Israel, the Middle-East became an essential 
part of the US global policy. The US isolation 
policy that advocated non-involvement in 
the European and Asian conflicts and non-
entanglement in international politics dur-
ing the 1930s, gave space to Britain, France, 
and Germany to act actively and indepen-
dently in the Middle East. However, the dev-
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astating economic consequences of the WWI and its impact on the US economy pushed 
the policymakers in this country to rethink their isolationist policy. In the aftermath of 
WWII, a radical change occurred in the USpolicy towards the Middle- East to preserve 
its vital security interests there. Three essential pillars have played a crucial role in the 
US Middle East post-war policy:

1. Preventing the Soviet threat and its impact on the region,
2. Keeping Israel secure, 
3. Maintaining stability in the area to ensure oil flow to the US and the West.

The Concept of Civilisation and American Foreign Policy

The 20th century can also be called the American century. In the second half of the 
20thcentury, the US became dominant in world politics and the global economy. US 
dominance was based on a combination of economic, political, and military power and 
on an ideology that the US stands for values that the world should take to heart. To recall 
ex-president George W. Bush after the 11/9/2001 assault, who said:

“There is a value system you cannot compromise with, and it is the values we 
salute. Moreover, if these values are good enough for our people, they should 
also be good enough for others, not to impose it because they are God-created 
values. They are values of freedom and human rights and maternal love for 
their children (Andersen, 2003, pp. 46-47)”.

The American power in the second half of the 20th century was used to promote American 
values worldwide, first in a showdown with Nazism and Japanese militarism, then with 
communism. It has indeed been the US self-perception that they must subjugate the 
non-civilized areas and give them part of American values (Rose, 2000). As George W. 
Bush said in the presidential campaign in 2000, “Our nation is chosen by God and com-
missioned by history to be a model to the world” (Nielsen, 2003).

During the Cold War, American politicians managed to convince many traditionally 
isolationist (Nye, 2014) Americans that communism was a threat to the American way 
of life. We may also remember that America helped to motivate European counties after 
WWII to establish a military alliance to defend their common interests. In 1948, this 
alliance was first called the Western Union and later became known as NATO (Yost, 
2014). International responsibility and participation in NATO were observed reverse 
order the US wanted to make the world safe, but also because it was part of US self-
defence program and foreign policy. There was a radical change in American security 
and Middle East policy when Ronald Reagan came to power because Reagan’s view was 
that the war against communism must be won at any cost. Therefore, the war against 
communism had priority over all other things.
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Since the Second World War, the US government has faced many problems in the Middle 
East, among which was the continuing conflict between the Zionist state in Palestine 
and the Arab states. This conflict was the reason why the Arab world became divided 
between conservative and radical states. In 1945, when the European influence was 
still active in the region, the Arab countries were led by conservatives. However, in the 
following decades, the power was taken over by radical forces in Syria (l949), Egypt 
(1952), and Iraq (1958). In the middle of the 1960s, Palestinians in exile founded the 
group known as the Palestinian Liberation Organization (PLO), which aimed to work 
for the formation of a Palestinian state (Spiegel, 1985).

Following this, the US government developed three primary objectives in the Middle 
East. First, it defended the right of Israel to exist. Behind this attitude were mainly 
domestic political pressure, humanitarian and theological terms, and the need for a 
reliable strategic ally in the region. Second, it supported peace in the region on the as-
sumption that war and unrest would allow the Soviet Union to gain political or military 
influence. Finally, the US continually sought to reduce the spread of revolutionary Arab 
nationalism for the sake of Western strategic and economic interests, including access 
to oil and preventing Moscow from gaining political influence (Rubin, 2002). Faced 
with the power balance that existed between Israel, the conservative Arab states, and 
the radical Arab states, the US policies often sought to strengthen both Israel and the 
conservative Arabs.

Truman and Eisenhower’s Middle East policy

The first US President to recognise Israel as a state was Harry Truman. On May 14, 1948, 
after an eleven-minute meeting with the Zionist leaders, he officially announced his 
recognition of the new state. The president participated as a facilitator when Israel was 
founded during his first presidential term. In August 1945, he publicly supported the 
Zionist claim that 100,000 Jewish refugees should be allowed to immigrate to Palestine, 
at the same time thousands of Palestinians were forced to leave their homeland. After 
the presidential election in 1948, Truman pledged the US support for Israel and granted 
a loan of $90 million (Bar-Siman-Tov, 1998). His support for Israel was the cause of the 
worsening of the US relationship with the Arab governments and those who opposed 
the extensive immigration to the Jewish state in Palestine. For the first time, terrorists 
carried out a bomb attack on the American theatre in Cairo, in which five people were 
killed. Truman’s support for Israel also challenged the Arab nationalist ideology and at-
tracted a great sentiment of anti-Americanism. Thus, the US was seen as a Neo-Colonial 
power, replacing the old European colonialists.

After Truman, Eisenhower came to power at a time when the centre of gravity in the 
US-Soviet rivalry moved to the Middle East thanks to the Nasser who was the president 
of Egypt with a pan-Arabism ideology depicted the Western countries and the US as 
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the main reason for the Arab nation’s backwardness (Robby, 2020). Then, Eisenhower 
needed to convince the Arabs that the US policy was impartial and neutral, while at 
the same time, he was trying hard to placate the Arab states so much that they would 
refrain from providing facilities to the Soviet Union. It was clear that unrest would lead 
to a weakening of Western influence in the region and possibly increase Soviet influence 
(Spiegel, 1985). In March 1957, Eisenhower pledged financial aid and troop support 
to friendly governments in the Middle East, especially those threatened by the Soviet 
Union’s expansionist foreign policy. The doctrine was intended to: 

1. Prevent Moscow from gaining a foothold in the Middle East,
2. Placate growing nationalism and control modernisation, and
3. Maintain access to oil and otherwise stabilise the region (Yaqub, 2006).

The problem with Eisenhower’s doctrine was that it gave the US the right to interfere 
in the entire region with no regard for the Arab National sovereignty. His doctrine 
did not improve US relations with the Arab world because the doctrine was utterly 
contrary to Arab interests. There was widespread support in the Arab world for the 
Egyptian leader Nasser, Israel’s primary opponent. He led a media campaign against 
the conservative states of the Arab world, such as Jordan and Saudi Arabia. There was 
a popular rebellion against King Hussein, and the rebels were about to overthrow his 
regime. However, Eisenhower sent $10 million as emergency aid and moved the US 
Navy to the Mediterranean to prepare for a possible military intervention in Jordan. 
Jordan was essential for the United States because King Hussein had a moderate policy 
towards Israel, and he was against nationalism (Spiller, 1981).

John F. Kennedy and Arab nationalism

The American relations with the radical Arab states were beginning to improve during 
the presidential term of John F. Kennedy, who had a subjective understanding of Arab 
nationalism. He was the first president who was seeking a rapprochement with Nasser 
by sending diplomats to Cairo. The Arabs initially rejected his plan for the Middle East 
because he proposed to finance the settlement of Palestinian refugees in Iraq and Syria. 
The proposal, which was justified by Israel’s overpopulation problems, looked like an 
Israeli plan. As the mid-term elections of 1962 approached, Kennedy eased the US pres-
sure on Israel, and the refugee crisis remained unresolved (Spiegel, 1985).

Richard Nixon and the Cold War

When Nixon came to power, the USA was not as secure compared to a few years earlier 
because of the US Vietnam policy. The US withdrawal from Vietnamin the early 1970s 
resulted in the US becoming weaker in the fight against China and the Soviet Union. US 
influence over its closest allies in Western Europe and Asia was also lower during the 
1960s. Western Europe had achieved stability and prosperity and was economically 
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and politically less dependent on the US. The Japanese economy was also revived, and 
Japanese exports began to rival many US products (Roslyng-Jensen, 2003). It was also 
clear that the US and Western Europe were, from the beginning of 1960, dependent 
on oil from the Middle East. The Nixon administration saw the Middle East’s problems 
through the prism of superpower issues.

Nixon and his national security adviser, Henry Kissinger, used the Middle Eastern states 
as pawns in their global chess game with the Soviet Union. Nixon and Kissinger dealt 
with Israel as a vital element in US strategy, and they approved the irregular borders as 
they oversaw the Six Days War and provided Israel with military equipment (Ashton, 
2007). Israeli concessions to the Arabs appeared (to Kissinger) as a US abandonment 
of the struggle against the Eastern Bloc.

Jimmy Carter and the Camp David Agreement

There is no doubt that Jimmy Carter was the first American president who used all 
his energy and time to achieve peace in the Middle East. President Sadat of Egypt 
was posed to sign two agreements, one of which declared peace between Egypt and 
Israel and laid out a timetable for Israeli withdrawal from Sinai. The second gave es-
sential guidelines for the transfer of power in the West Bank and Gaza for the local 
population. Arab criticism was that Egypt gave up the most and it gave Israel peace 
in return for a territory that legally was its own, without achieving anything for the 
Arab countries. The agreement was a significant success for Israel, which had peace 
with Egypt and secured US promises of the supply of arms and oil, without having to 
make real concessions in the West (Spiegel, 1985). When Carter was in power, the US 
lost one of its most important allies in the Middle East: Iran. A regime change in Iran 
was a significant loss to the United States, and the Carter administration was afraid 
of an even more significant Communist penetration in the region. However, when the 
Soviet Union began the invasion of Afghanistan, the Carter administration saw an ex-
cellent opportunity to weaken the Communist armies in this war through the Afghan 
rebels. Therefore, the US government chose to support the Islamic movement, which 
was started in order to combat communism in Afghanistan. The US-Afghan strategy 
led to new cooperation between the US and Pakistan. Pakistan was thus a new ally for 
the US and a central location for the United States, which could manage the Afghan 
conflict there (Galster, 2001).

Ronald Reagan and the fight against Communism

Ronald Reagan was elected US president in November 1980 at a time when the relations 
between the superpowers were getting worse. The Soviet Union carried out in 1978-80 
a series of political and military progressions in Africa and Asia, and the US responded 
through political moves and arms supplies. Soviet aggression in Afghanistan and an 
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Islamic fundamentalist revolution in Iran resulted in the Ronald Reagan administration 
giving up peace to concentrate on defending the Middle East against Soviet and Iranian 
influence (Spiegel, 1985). Reagan looked great in regional conflicts, and this is what 
he wanted, to protect American interests by building a strategic consensus between 
Israel and the Arab states from Egypt to Pakistan (Cobban, 1989). To build strategic 
consensus, he assisted friendly governments in Turkey, Pakistan, Egypt, Saudi Arabia, 
Israel, and Jordan.

It was Reagan’s view that the Soviet Union would have access to oil in the Arabian 
Peninsula and he would do anything to destabilize the situation in Afghanistan to help 
mujahedeen against communism. Pakistan got a new supplier for helping the anti-Soviet 
partisan movement in Afghanistan.

Lars Andresen, a Danish professor, notes in his book that Reagan carried out real politics 
(realpolitik) as the USwas about to find alliance partners in South Asia and the Middle 
East in the struggle against communism (Andersen, 2003). There were different organi-
sations in Saudi Arabia, which sent young Muslims to holy war in Afghanistan, where 
the young people were strictly trained to fight against communism and received finan-
cial help from the King family in the Gulf countries. The United States also supported 
mujahedeen with different weaponry, and the CIA also played a very significant role in 
the war with their agents (Andersen, 2003). According to Zachary Lockman, when the 
young Muslims returned to their home countries, they felt that they had defeated the 
Soviet Union, who was one of the superpowers of the world. Therefore, they felt that 
they were now able to overthrow their corrupt regime and maintain an Islamic state. 
However, this dream was never fulfilled, and many of them met stiff resistance from 
their government. Gradually, it became clear to the young Muslims that the United States 
had supported their corrupt home regime, and, therefore, many of them chose to direct 
their hatred and frustration towards the US and joined Al-Qaida under the leadership 
of Osama Bin Laden (Lockman, 2004).

Reagan’s relationship with Iran after the Shah’s Fall

Iran had a good relationship with both the US and Israel before the Shah’s fall in 
December 1978, and a keen Iran for keeping their relationship with the US was con-
sidered to be in the US interests (Simbar, 2006, pp. 76-78). This interest in Iran was 
due to the country’s neighbour, Iraq, which was under a nationalist government, and 
Iraq was more open to the Soviet Union. Conservative regimes were given an even 
more significant role in US policy after clerics ruled Iran. There was also a high risk that 
Iran would export the revolution to the entire region. Iraq went to war against Iran to 
stop the Iranian influence in Iraq and a Shia revolution in the region. Thus, there was 
an opportunity for Reagan to shift US support from Iran to Iraq because Iraq was in 
combat against the Iranian regime. Iraq came into this significant role after the clerics 



51

Issue 34, January 2021

overthrew the Shah’s regime. This shift in US Middle East policy was crucial for Reagan 
because he could preserve peace and stability in the region and ensure the flow of oil into 
the West. Many people ask today why the United States and the West did not respond 
when President Saddam Hussein of Iraq attacked the Kurds with chemical weapons. 
The answer is that Saddam’s regime at this time was more important for the US than 
anything else, and as a result, the US was forced to support a dictatorial regime like 
Saddam’s (Andersen, 2003).

The US Middle East policy during the Cold War

The US foreign policy can be analysed from two different school perspectives: realism 
and idealism. In realism, power has the priority overvalues and ideology, and power is 
the key to stability and security, but in idealism, there is an emphasis on the need for 
achieving peace and security (Andersen, 2003). The Cold War divided the world be-
tween the US and the Soviet Union and their respective allies in what has subsequently 
been called the bipolar world order. These two superpowers were representing each 
of their different ideologies.

I have chosen to start from the Truman doctrine because of his doctrine, in my opinion, 
is the foundation of American foreign policy during the Cold War. The Truman Doctrine 
provides the framework for the Cold War regarding who the enemy is and what the US 
role would do about this enemy. It stated: 

“One of the primary objectives of the foreign policy of the United States is the 
creation of conditions in which we and other nations will be able to work out 
a way of life free from coercion. We shall not realize our objectives, however, 
unless we are willing to help free peoples to maintain their free institutions 
and their national integrity against aggressive movements that seek to impose 
upon them totalitarian regimes. This is no more than a frank recognition that 
totalitarian regimes imposed upon free peoples, by direct or indirect aggres-
sion, undermine the foundations of international peace, and hence the security 
of the United States” (Anders, Fredrik, Oyyind, &Torbjorn, 2008, p. 335).

It can be inferred from the Truman Doctrine that the US’ interest is to fight causes 
that threaten their interest in the world and their safety as a nation. The US considers 
communism a threat that will challenge US power in the international system. The 
background of the US perception of communism as a threat, arises from ideological 
differences. Communism hinders the spread of American capitalism as an ideology, and 
the US has an economic incentive to fight communism. This threat will be realized by 
a promise of US military aid to countries that are threatened by communism, as was 
the case in Greece and Turkey, which received financial assistance (Branner, 2002). 
After the Second World War, the Middle East became strategically and economically 
important for the United States. In 1931, the California millionaire and globetrotter 
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Charles R. Crane visited Saudi Arabia, which led to negotiations with the new kingdom 
and with the oil companies with a conclusion of a 60-year contract to extract oil in 
the Gulf. The agreement was signed in 1933, and in 1939, the transporting of Saudi 
oil to the US began through the Saudi Arabian company Aramco (Andersen, 2003). 
Up to 1947, US interests in the area were so little that the US did not even have an 
ambassador in Riyadh.

However, with the development of the first Cold War and the American Containment 
policy towards the Soviet Union, the area grew not only economically but also became 
politically and strategically important for American foreign policy. At this time, the 
seven major oil companies, called the Seven Sisters, had secured full control of Arab oil. 
In 1950, the Seven Sisters became responsible for 99% of oil production in the Middle 
East and 50% of the worldwide production (Gettleman & Schaar, 2003). The Second 
World War was followed by a period of rapid economic development in industrialised 
countries increased private car production in Europe and particularly in the US It re-
sulted in the need for oil doubled in the period 1950-1965, and oil was expected to be 
an efficient and clean energy resource, which was preferred over coal.

However, the great powers’ influence started to diminish. For example, the United 
Kingdom (UK) faced many economic problems after the Second World War, and it was 
difficult for the UK to keep its position as a colonizer in the Middle East. It no longer 
had the resources needed to retain control of the Middle East. Therefore, the UK was 
not able to maintain its power over Palestine; hence it handed it over to the UN. This 
resulted in the US taking over the western influence in the area fearing that it would 
fall into the hands of the Soviet Union. The United States wanted the Middle East to be 
part of the global anti-Soviet defence, aimed at blocking communism so that it would 
not expand.

US involvement in the Middle East had as its purpose that the Soviet Union would not 
gain control over the vast oil reserves. It happened at the same time that oil had a vital 
importance for US industrial production and economic and technological development. 
US interests in the Arab region’s oil resources have resulted in their direct involvement 
in the region. During the first oil crisis, the then American Secretary of State, Henry 
Kissinger, said that the US would not rule out the use of force. They threatened to in-
tervene militarily in the Arab countries if they limited the Western world by limiting 
oil availability (Bowcott, 2004).

The fact that US oil consumption was the largest in the world and the most massive oil 
deposits are present in the Middle East makes oil one of the primary determinants of US 
involvement in the area. In this context, free access to oil is a vital interest to the United 
States, mainly to prevent the Soviet Union from gaining more power around the world.
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US military presence

Another critical aspect of the US Middle East policy is that the US has a keen interest 
in maintaining stability in the region so that oil flows unimpeded through the Arabian 
Gulf. The US and Saudi Arabia reached an agreement in 1945, observing military pro-
tection for Saudi Arabia in return for the United States having priority access to its oil 
sources (Rubin, 1979). With direct military support to the Saudi Arabian royal family, 
the US cemented its influence in the country. The agreement created a symbiosis that 
developed the US military presence into a necessity for both the US and Saudi Arabia. 
Symbiosis can be seen in the Saudi royal family who needed the US support and pres-
ence to stay in power, and the US has agreed to military protection to maintain their 
necessary oil supply. The main reason that the United States did not want to remove 
the Saudi royal family from power was fear of unrest and instability in the oil-rich area. 
At the same time, we must also remember that Wahabism also had a significant role in 
this agreement between the US and Saudi Arabia. For example, part of the agreement 
included that religious leaders would not interfere in national politics, and their only 
request from the Royal Family was that the Constitution should have an Islamic basis. 
However, this picture has changed after the Iraq-Kuwait war and especially after the 
Saudi royal family offered military bases to the American armies.

Another primary reason for excessive anti-American sentiments in the Arab World is 
the US handling of the conflict between Israel and Palestine. Since the creation of Israel 
in 1948, Israel has received crucial financial support from the US, and in the period 
from 1948 to 1988, Israel received an overall US contribution that amounted to $65 
billion. Although a significant proportion of aid was in the form of military aid, in 1983, 
Israel got an economic aid amounting to $487.50 per capita, while other countries in 
the region received far less, such as Egypt which received $23.28 per capita (Zunes, 
2002). Besides providing Israel with direct economic and military aid, the US has also 
supported Israel in the following vital areas: 

 – Israel has free access to the most advanced military technology and Intelligence. 
 – Israeli producers are allowed to compete with US producers, mainly in NATO and 
in the third world.

 – Investment in an Israeli equipment
 – Include Israel in Strategic Defence Initiative (SDI) research program. 
 – Direct the majority of US embassies around the world to help the Israelis to promote 
Israel’s political and economic influence

 – Israel is still the country in the world which receives the most exceptional support 
from the US, in the form of American military and economic support (Andersen, 
2003, p. 113).



54

Conflict Studies Quarterly

The underlying interests of US support for Israel

No other state and no Arab country have ever had such an intimate, distinctive relation-
ship to the internal political process in the US as Israel. This is partly due to the American 
Jewish community, who is willing to make an extraordinary effort to help the state of 
Israel and disseminate a pro-Israeli opinion across the American society as reflected 
in the US Congress and successive administrations. Approximately two-thirds of the 
world’s Jews live in Israel and the United States. There is a deep connection between 
Israel’s 3.4 million Jews and the 6.6 million US Jews (Nauntofte, 1987). It is the Jewish 
community in the US who is the real impetus for the unique relationship between the 
US and Israel. At the same time, a significant majority in Congress, which has always 
been willing to provide Israel with generous financial support and weapons, has always 
been supported by pro-Israeli lobbying organizations.

The Jewish lobby in the US is an influential factor in American foreign policy in con-
nection with Israel. An organization like the American-Israel Public Affairs Committee 
(AIPAC) is today the most powerful lobby in Washington, which, due to its enormous 
economic resources, can lead a reasonably simple but very effective strategic plan. The 
strategy is to finance the election campaign of a candidate for Congress and then, if he/
she is elected, to try to promote AIPAC’s issues through powerful presence. Lars Erslev 
Andersen has written in his book, “For an American politician who has received cam-
paign funds from AIPAC, it can be extremely harmful to the candidate to put themselves 
out with AIPAC” (Andersen, 2003, p. 140).

A concrete example of the Jewish lobby power appears during Clinton’s administration. 
The Clinton administration included several eminent people who were under strong 
influence from AIPAC.

Furthermore, the Jewish community in the US in 1992 contributed to 60% of Clinton 
campaign funds, and 80% of American Jews voted for Clinton in that presidential elec-
tion. That gave Clinton an insufficient ability to push Israel into the peace processes that 
he worked hard on. In April 1998, AIPAC wrote a letter to Clinton, where they appealed 
to him, saying that he was not pushing the Israelis in peace talks in London. The letter 
was signed by 81 of the 100 senators (Andersen, 2003).

The US has historically condemned the Jewish settlements in the occupied Palestinian 
territories, but it has never imposed direct sanctions on Israel. Moreover, when Israeli 
settlements spread beyond the region to integrate some of the areas in Israel, it was 
the American taxpayer who paid to finance that process of illegal restructuring of set-
tlements. It is because of this that the reluctance to support the United States is rapidly 
increasing in all Arab countries (Chomsky, 2003). Another reason for US support for 
Israel can be seen as a result of the security interests in the Arab region during the Cold 
War. The following four points indicate what objectives US foreign policy was prone 
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to foster:

1. Enhance US national security and its international role and prestige
2. Facilitate US access to world markets and essential natural resources (including 

energy)
3. Match the Soviet military and political influence around the world and undermine 

the communist economic and political systems
4. Maintain Israel’s military superiority over Arab countries

These points were put forward in 1988 when the Soviet Union was still strong enough 
to threaten the national interests of the United States. Paragraph three shows US se-
curity interests about the promotion of American values in Israel. This point was very 
relevant during the Cold War when the United States saw communism as its most sig-
nificant threat. In particular, Ronald Reagan led the security policy, as Lars Andersen 
describes it, as a conservative civilization approach aimed at combating civilizations 
that threatened their culture and tradition, including war. Therefore, a secure Israel, and 
thus, ironically, an entire secure region, would have projected American values, which 
was needed as a bulwark against communism. Paragraph 4 is a natural extension of 
this idea but also an expression of the Israeli lobby in the US Section, to illustrate how 
the US acted as hegemony.

Nevertheless, there is a religious dimension to this issue, too. There are biblical and 
historical reasons for the goodwill that Israel enjoys. There is a feeling of guilt because of 
the fate of the Jews in the Holocaust. For the Christian Zionists in the US (the Republican 
right-wing), it is also about helping the Jews rebuild the Temple in Jerusalem because 
it would open the way for the Second Coming of the Messiah (Andersen, 2003).

The New World

The US Middle East policy after the Cold War and the Soviet Union’s capitulation in 
1989 changed the world system from Bipolarity to Uni-polarity. Thus the United States 
returned to being the sole superpower in the world. This led to the US role in the Middle 
East to get a new meaning. This was built on the fact that all other countries in the world 
system now had to take into account the United States, without the possibility of ally-
ing with another superpower. US interests could now be managed without regard to 
the threat that the Soviet Union had previously posed against them (Herrmann, 1994).

After the Cold War was over, opportunities disappeared in the Middle Eastern Arab 
countries to seek the support of a superpower in the fight against US-supported Israel. 
As a matter of fact, these countries had to engage in dialogue with the United States. As 
the United States ceased to be the sole superpower in 1991, there was a peace process 
between Israel and a few Middle Eastern Arab countries. The new world system led 
those Arab countries to realize that they cannot make peace on their own because, 
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with the United States as the sole superpower, they had to seek other ways, such as 
negotiation.

George H. W. Bush, Sr., launched the term New World Order on 1 October 1990 in his 
speech to the UN General Assembly. In that speech, he primarily described the ar-
rangements which the UN had made against Iraq because of Iraq’s occupation of the 
neighbouring state of Kuwait. However, the main speech was a vision of creating a new 
world with the help of the UN. The goal was to increase democracy and prosperity and 
to reduce militarization, which would have been achieved through international and 
regional organisations (Branner, 2002).

George H.W. Bush Senior described the objectives of Congress, on 11 September 1990 
as follows: 

“Out of these troubled times, our fifth objective – a new world order – can 
emerge a new era – freer from the threat of terror, stronger in the pursuit of 
justice and more secure in the quest for peace. An era in which the nations of 
the world, East, and West, North and South, can prosper and live in harmony” 
(Ougaard, 1992, p. 141).

The quote is from an article in the Washington Post which appeared immediately after 
Iraq invaded Kuwait and expressed a vision in which East and West, North and South, 
were united in peace and harmony. The United States saw itself as the natural leader in 
this context “... the United States remains the only state with genuinely global strength, 
reach, and influence in every dimension (Ougaard, 1992, p. 142)”.

The Powell Doctrine

Colin Powell was the US Chief of Staff during the military intervention in Iraq before 
Operation Desert Storm, and he formulated his doctrine to the US defence and govern-
ment. Powell’s doctrine implied that the US should limit its military interventions into 
those conflicts, which he saw as easily overcome quickly and richly victorious. This 
perspective included that the military interventions must be done by using sufficient 
military force, which would ensure minimal casualties within the Americans military 
establishment. An involvement would have required broad popular support and a clear 
focus. This doctrine could be viewed in light of Americans’ traumatic experiences from 
the Vietnam War (Olsen, 1991).

The Powell doctrine has been the benchmark for how the US has led war since its for-
mulation. The doctrine was implemented for the first time in 1991 during the Kuwait 
war and later in Kosovo in 1999. In 1991, during the Gulf War, it was a very successful 
strategy, since the war was short. In Kosovo, it was used in this respect when the US 
conducted air bombardment. By managing to limit the duration of the war, the US forces 
were successful in avoiding the loss of lives and thus confirmed the premise. To that 
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effect, America could allow itself to formulate a document such as the Powell Doctrine 
that can be considered a result of a long standing emphasis on the military.

A few years after the Cold War ended, despite significant multilateral opportunities, 
the election of George H.W. Bush Senior led the US to emphasise the selectivity of their 
military commitment. This policy of selectivity demonstrated that the United States, 
through its foreign policy line, gave more weight to its military than to international 
cooperation. 

In August 1990, Iraq invaded the neighboring state of Kuwait due to economic reasons. 
Iraq announced that Kuwait had exceeded its oil production quota agreements, which 
were managed via OPEC. Excess production had resulted in a decrease in the oil price, 
which badly affected Iraq since the country’s only export source was oil. The low in-
come had a substantial impact on Iraq because the country’s reconstruction after the 
8-year war against Iran from 1980-1988 was costly. Iraq also believed that Kuwait 
drilled Iraqi oil in Rumaillah oil field (Al-Sabah, 1990). A stable flow of cheap oil from 
the Middle East was vital for the United States to maintain or strengthen its capability, 
which was strong technologically and ineffective in weapons manufacturing. According 
to Neorealists’ theory, the military force is the primary magic factor in international 
politics, and this is based on state capability, which ensures the oil resources to the 
industry. Therefore, the US’ military capability is built on their weapons competitive-
ness compared to other states.

The US has, like many other Western countries, their own production of oil, but produc-
tion is costly compared to oil imports from the Middle East (Jerichow, 1993). It is in 
this context, and one can see the Gulf War as an expression of oil interest affecting the 
US On 8 August, President Bush, Sr. declared that America would send troops to Saudi 
Arabia and the Persian Gulf under the code name “Desert Shield”. It was stressed by 
the President that “our troops’ mission is purely defensive... They will not begin hostili-
ties, but they will defend themselves, the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, and other friends 
in the Persian Gulf” (Olsen, 1991, p. 60). The president tried to outline US interests 
in the crisis: “Our jobs, our lifestyles, our freedom, and freedom of Western-minded 
countries everywhere will suffer if control of the world’s enormous oil reserves falls 
into the hands of this man, Saddam Hussein” (Olsen, 1991, p. 61).

This crisis could have moved the balance of power in the world because if Iraq took over 
Kuwait, they would have had a very significant percentage of the world oil resources 
and thus could have pushed out the West. It would have weakened the US power in the 
region and also their control of oil resources. Therefore, it is not difficult to answer the 
question of whether it was Kuwait’s 2 million inhabitants or the oil resources that the 
US was interested in liberating.
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On 8 November 1990, George Bush, Sr. said that the US would send 200,000 more 
soldiers to Saudi Arabia. From August to November, the US strategy was to build an 
international coalition against Iraq. The transition from a defensive to an offensive 
strategy is primarily found in that Washington slowly became aware of the extent of 
the enormous war machine that Iraq possessed. The CIA and other Western intelligence 
services have, for years, had a secure knowledge of the vast store of Iraqi arms, including 
weapons of mass destruction (Olsen, 1991). After the collapse of Eastern Europe and 
the Warsaw Pact in 1989, the US military establishment, like other Western countries’ 
defence, realized that the so-called “ascending” regional powers in the Third World 
could upset the existing balance in the world. The perception was formulated by the 
US Army Chief of Staff, General Carl E. Vuono, who wrote in April 1990: 

“The proliferation of advanced military capabilities has given an increasing 
number of developing countries in the developing world the ability to wage 
sustained, mechanised land warfare. The United States cannot ignore the ex-
panding military power of these countries, and the army must retain the ability 
to defeat potential threats wherever they occur. It could mean confronting with 
a well-equipped army in the Third World’’ (Klare, 1992, p. 134).

Based on the quote mentioned above, and on similar studies from other US military 
personnel, we can hardly doubt that a critical objective for the US transition to the of-
fensive strategy was to curb a potential high power in the Third World. During the crisis, 
it came to be clear, however, that the United States, Israel, and Western countries feared 
the large Iraqi army. Therefore, the destruction of Iraq’s aggressive capacity was crucial. 

The US could remove Saddam Hussein, but they did not, because they did not want 
him to be replaced by another leader who might have taken the region to further in-
stability. Instead, the Americans were trying to destroy Iraq’s production of chemical 
and biological weapons and their attempts at developing nuclear weapons, probably 
because they feared an Iraqi attack on strategically important countries such as Israel, 
Kuwait and Saudi Arabia.

US policy in the Middle East after the Gulf War

After the Gulf War, it was apparent that the US had to focus on peace around Israel. 
Iraq had tried to drag Israel into the conflict by attacking Israel. In this way, President 
Saddam Hussein hoped to get the Arab world’s support. Israel was warned that it 
could not repay Iraq’s attacks with Scud missiles, as it was believed that it would gain 
Iraq the support of the Arab countries (Andersen, 2003). It was clear to the US that 
he Israel-Palestine conflict should be resolved to ensure stability in the Middle East. 
After the Gulf War and the liberation of Kuwait, Americans viewed the Middle Eastern 
states as having a status change, which is why Clinton chose to spend much of his 
mandate in the White House getting the Israel-Palestine conflict resolved. In short, this 
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meant that the US began to watch stronger regional powers that might revolt against 
American leadership.

Israel was strengthened in the short term in the region after the Cold War. Syria lost the 
Soviet support for its army, and the PLO and Jordan suffered from economic and political 
damage because they supported Iraq in the Gulf War. Regional powers in Clinton’s time 
threatened the stability of the Middle East. Therefore, his policy emphasised stability. 
The Carter doctrine stated that any attack against the stability of the region would be 
regarded as an attack on US interests. The US considered Iran and Iraq, especially as 
threats to regional stability. In Iran, the danger existed due to the Islamic revolution 
in 1979 and the fundamentalist wave it might have brought. Iran’s policy in the West 
was perceived as expansionist and political elements were seen as directly hostile to 
the United States. 

Iraq had approximately one million combat-trained soldiers after the ceasefire with 
Iran in 1988. The United States, for fear of Iran, initiated a closer relationship with Iraq 
beginning in the mid-eighties. The US used Iraq to counter balance Iran and ensure bal-
ance and stability in the Middle East. The same tactic had been used earlier when the 
United States had supported the regime in Iran until the Iranian Revolution in 1979. The 
idea was that the UScould steer developments in the Middle East through a surrogate 
state. The problem was that both Iran and Iraq had ambitions to become a regional 
superpower, threatening US hegemony in the Middle East. After the Gulf War, both Iran 
and Iraq became the most significant threats to stability and oil interests. The Clinton 
administration formulated thus the “dual containment” doctrine, which ensured that 
the two countries must not become regional superpowers. The dual containment was 
a response of the United States realising that it was impossible to verify their policy. 
Instead, the US would seek to dissuade them from being reinforced. The strategy was 
also an attempt to minimise Iran’s influence on the Arab-Israeli peace process.

The impact of US Middle East policies on the conflicts in the area

Before we highlight the role of US Middle East politics in the conflicts in the MENA, we 
need to identify the mechanism for how the political decision-makers work together 
in an integrated climate to decide on an issue, whether it is a domestic or a foreign one.

In the United States, there is the interplay between interest groups, state bureaucracies, 
state legislators, the president, and Congress. Since there are so many attitudes and 
possible problems that can be solved, it is impossible to hear them all. That is why the 
mentioned groups, the Iron Triangles, often occur. Some topics may get much attention 
due to public interest in the topic. A policy is legitimized through public statements 
or actions of government officials, including the President, Congress, state legislators, 
government officials, and the courts. This takes place in the form of executive orders, 
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budgets, laws and appropriations, rules and regulations and administrative decisions 
of the courts (Holsti, 2006).

An Iron Triangle consists of three links (Hayden, 2002). The first link is the senior 
management positions of the government. The second link is the Congress. The third 
link consists of the interest groups that have an interest in the problem. The partici-
pants are organized in mutually reinforcing relations between regulated interests and 
regulators. That is a community where each member is interdependent. The interest 
groups have some resources that the politicians are interested in. They can be in the 
form of donations to the politician and his or her campaign. Politicians provide access 
to the political arena, i.e. to Congress, and the Congress provides interest groups with 
a satisfactory solution. Together, they create an Iron Triangle, which in turn creates 
solutions to the problems that receive attention. In this model, AIPAC is perceived as 
an interest organization. AIPAC also holds a large portion of the money that politicians 
may well use for election campaigns, in return for some favorable choices and deci-
sions in the policy process (Mearsheimer & Waltz, 2008). That way, they get access to 
Congress through the interested politician.

US policy impact on the Palestinian problem

William Quandt explains in his book Peace Process: American Diplomacy and the Arab-
Israeli Conflict since 1967 how politics and bureaucratic habits influence policymaking 
and implementation in regular times. However, the main point of the study is those 
few moments when politicians try to understand the confusing flow of events, and also 
when they try to connect actions with the intent behind them. Leadership capabilities 
and limitations are most evident.

Quandt begins by noting that since the dividing line represented by the June 1967 
war, US Middle East policy has changed from an emphasis on the substance of peace 
to an emphasis on the process leading to peace. In some cases, the United States pro-
vided the destination and the mechanism, and that was the peace process at its best. 
Nevertheless, “at worst, it has been little more than a slogan used to mask the making 
of time” (Quandt, 2005, p. 2).

The primary American position during the period of making a deal between Arab and 
Israel remained remarkably consistent. In general, successive US administrations have 
supported the concept of exchanging land for peace, and the position that East Jerusalem 
is an occupied territory, and whatever its final status will be, it must not be divided again, 
and that settlements are at least an obstacle to peace. In this regard, the partnership 
with Jordan is better than an independent Palestinian state, and that Israel’s military 
superiority must be preserved. The writer believes that the United States adheres to 
these positions firmly and is unlikely to change them significantly (Quandt, 2005).
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The US-Egyptian relations

The Egyptian-American relations have gone through turbulence between the years 
1964-1967. According to William B. Quandt, the US considered then Egyptian presi-
dent Nasser as a threat to stabilization in the region. Consequently, the US Middle East 
politics played a massive role in the Six-Days war between Israel and Egypt, and after 
the Israeli defeated the Arab armies, Israel became an essential and vital ally of the US. 
Also, the support shown by the US Senate for the government of Israel and its projects 
was one of the “encouraging” ingredients for launching the 1967 war. The US Middle 
East policy played an enormous role, and in the post-Nasser era and the US willingness 
to adopt/embrace Egypt resulted in the normalization relation between Egypt and the 
West. It led to the Camp David Accords between Israel and Egypt in 1978 (Quandt, 2005). 

The US policy impact on the Iraq-Iran War

In the 1980s, the strategy of the United States in the Arab Gulf has changed with the 
emergence of the “Carter Doctrine”, which was announced by the US President (Jimmy 
Carter) to form the deployment or rapid intervention forces in the region. Thus, the 
United States viewed the Iran-Iraq war as a risk to the security of oil supplies and the 
war of navigation, so it rushed to form the rapid intervention forces in an attempt to 
discourage the Soviet Union not to think of any military intervention in the region 
(Hersh, 1992). Moreover, despite the US administration’s declaration of its neutrality in 
the Iraqi-Iranian war with this understanding that the war was serving it and its allies, 
on condition that it did not extend to other regions.

The position on the war: The United States of America sought to declare its neutrality 
at the outbreak of the Iraq-Iran war in 1980, although it was not linked to any of the 
warring parties with diplomatic relations, and the US position was due to the fact that 
the war did not affect the allies of the United States in the region (Donovan, 2010). 
However, the American position did not remain at a consistent step during the years 
of the war. Instead, it changed more than once as a result of the developments and 
results of the military battles between the two sides, and that the US policymakers did 
not want Iran to achieve a victory. The reason for this is that the Iranian regime did not 
represent a threat against the vital American component in oil supplies and the security 
of Israel. As for Iraq, the United States sought to support its regime and considered it 
is less threatening its interests, but it certainly did not want to make it a friend or an 
ally (Riedel, 2013). 

The position of the US in the war crisis can be classified into four stages (Murray, 2014).

1. The initial stage of the war, exemplified by the relative American neutrality
2. The stage of establishment of diplomatic relations with Iraq
3. The stage of Intelligence and military support for the Iraqi government against Iran
4. The stage of US military attacks against military facilities
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The United States saw the Iraqi military superiority during the first two years of the 
war and the absence of diplomatic relations between it and Iraq as sufficient reasons 
to take a position of neutrality. Consequently, it did not have a strong justification for 
supporting Iraq openly and effectively, and that is what distinguished the first stage of 
the war, which extended from 1980 until 1983. As for the second phase, it was confined 
to the years 1983-1985, which was the period which witnessed a tremendous Iranian 
military superiority, ended up by the restoration of all the lands that Iraq controlled 
during the first years of the first phase. It resulted in pushing Iraq to retreat to the 
international borderline, which was what prompted the United States to take part in 
the conflict very actively without any hesitation. It fits with those developments, as it 
raised the level of diplomatic representation within Iraq to the level of an embassy, 
provided intelligence assistance and placed it at the disposal of Iraq. It also encour-
aged its regional allies, such as the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia and the State of Kuwait, 
to assist. As for the third phase, it came after Iran’s occupation of the Iraqi (Al-Faw) 
peninsula in 1986, which was marked by the US military intervention in favor of Iraq 
and the beginning of the straightforward US military operations against Iran in 1988. 
Furthermore, with the heavy presence of helicopters and their secret reconnaissance 
missions in the Gulf region, and Special Forces that includes surveillance ships, made 
a clash with the Iranian forces unavoidable (Woods, Murray, & Mounir, 2009).

As for the fourth stage, it started from the fall of the year 1986 until the spring of the 
year 1988, and at that stage, the United States found that its position in support of Iraq 
during the previous stages did not contribute to making a significant change in Iran, so 
the American naval forces attacked Iran. 

Conclusion

In conclusion, this study has tracked the Middle East policy of the successive American 
administrations from Truman to Bush, Sr., in the interest of Israel. The end of WWII led 
to the emergence of a new world order that obliged the United States to involve itself in 
the Middle East. This involvement occurred as a combination of a desire to guarantee 
access to oil flow, protect Israel, contain the influence of the Soviet Union, and secure 
regional stability in the Middle East. These factors used to maintain a balance of power 
against the Soviet Union until the fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989 and subsequently the 
fall of the Soviet Union.

After the Cold War ended and the world transitioned to uni-polarity, Israel was still a 
driving interest behind American foreign policy. US’ unconditional support for Israel 
indirectly had a negative influence on the Middle East countries. Moreover, the US role 
in the wars that Israel waged against its Arab neighbours has contributed negatively 
to the American image in the Arab world and the Middle East. The reason for contin-
ued US interest in Israel goes back to the Jewish lobby being highly influential in US 
foreign policy. It is also in light of this that we must understand the US desire to see 
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the other Middle Eastern countries accept Israel as a state, which was reflected in its 
efforts to spark a continuous peace process. Another turning point in the Middle East 
was Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait. This invasion has allowed Americans to establish their 
military bases on Muslim soil in Saudi Arabia. The US presence in Saudi Arabia was 
used to radicalize a large group of young Muslims against both American hegemony 
and Arab defeatist regimes. Young Arab radicalists would see their leaders as servants 
of America. A combination of historical and current conflicts have had a broad impact 
on the population in the Arab World, and it is this combination that the researchers 
think is the reason for the mass dissatisfaction with the US policy of today, considered 
to be a biased policy that we are experiencing in the Middle East today.
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